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September 12, 1953 - January 28, 2021 

Newsletter Editor 
 
 



2 

 

 

A MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT 
 

This month started out with some sad news about Mike.  I want to thank Mike McCauley for 
representing us at his service. 
 

We do have somethings to look forward to:  Perseverance and other Mars probes/landers 
are arriving at Mars.   

 
We have obtained permission to do member only events at Seahawk Park with little advance 

notice. (Thanks John MacLean and the City of Cape Coral Parks and Rec Dept.) 
 

This month we are trying a hybrid Planetarium/Zoom meeting.  This will allow us some 
contact and access to checking out equipment.  The business/zoom meeting will occur first 

with the planetarium program utilizing the new projector will follow. 
 

Members that want to observe/image at dark sky sites have been getting together and 
meeting up at Big Cypress, where  there is plenty of room to socially distance.  If you are 

interested in joining them when they go down, let me know and I can put you in contact 
with the people that are coordinating these events.  (Mike McCauley and John MacLean 

usually are aware of when these events are happening.) 
 
We have multiple telescopes that can be checked out ranging from Nexstar 6SE full goto 

electronic telescope to 6” and 8” Dobsonians, a Celestar 8, the CPC-800 and the 4” Balscope 
along with a variety of others.  Contact Brian if you are interested in working with one of 

these telescopes. 
 

It’s Dues Time again.  Please mail checks to: SWFAS, Inc.  PO Box 100127 Cape Coral, FL 
33910-0127.  Dues are $25.00  Any questions about having paid please direct to John 

MacLean. 
 

Brian 

 
  



3 

 

 

Star Party Schedule 2021  -  
 

Sea Hawk Park  - We will be looking into scheduling some nights possibly on short 
notice. 
 

Caloosahatchee Regional Park  -- Star parties are being worked out. 
 

  Big Cypress Preserve – Virtual Event 
    February 13th, 2021, March 13th, 2021 
 

  Becky Brooks is holding a star party at her house on the 13th in Naples.   
 

 

Ideas for Using Outreach Funds 
SWFAS would like to hear from members for any suggestions for applying outreach funds. 

 
 

Members’ Recommended Reading & News Links 
 

Members are encouraged to submit to the editor links to recommended 
articles and books that might be of interest to Club members. 

 
Uncle Rod’s Astro Blog 

https://uncle-rods.blogspot.com 
 

Books 
 

Each Weekly Newsletter of S&T has a 60-second news section. The general link for 
S&T Astronomy News is  https://www.skyandtelescope.com/astronomy-news/. 

 

Sky and Telescope has a new free introductory E-book “Stargazing: Getting 

Started” if you sign up with your email.  https://skyandtelescope.com 
 

“The 400-Year Rhythm of Great Conjunctions”, By Steffen Thorsen and Graham 
Jones, Sky & Telescope Weekly, December 18, 2020 
 

“Sky Highlights for 2021”, by Bob King, Sky & Telescope, pages 48-50, January 
2021.  [Includes an inset on 2021 Returning Comets]. 

 

 

For NASA-JPL News see  https://www.jpl.nasa.gov/ . 
 
“A Martian Roundtrip: NASA's Perseverance Rover Sample Tubes”, JPL-News Weekly, 
December 23, 2020, article dated December 21, 2020.  https://www.jpl.nasa.gov/news 
 
For Astronomy Magazine & News, see  https://www.astronomy.com/news 

 

Astronomy magazine has a free PDF download of “The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Planets”, 

published September 19, 2019. 

https://uncle-rods.blogspot.com/
https://www.skyandtelescope.com/astronomy-news/
https://skyandtelescope.com/
https://www.jpl.nasa.gov/
https://www.jpl.nasa.gov/news
https://www.astronomy.com/news
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In the Sky for February 
Rise & set times of planets are in local time for Calusa Nature Center and Planetarium, Ft. 

Myers, FL, (26.6171°N, 81.8160°W). 

NOTE:  Standard Time is from November 1st 2020 until April 4th 2021. 

(http://www.heavens-above.com). 
 

Sunrise:  1st  7:15 am (109°ESE). Sunset:  6:11 pm (252°WSW)  

Sunrise:  28th  6:52 am (98°E).  Sunset:  6:29 pm (262°W) 

(https://www.timeanddate.com) 
 

Information is from above as well as Sky & Telescope and Astronomy Magazine and 

SkyMania.com. 
Night sky simulations, such as on https://www.timeanddate.com (select Night Sky) are helpful 
for planning planetary observations relative to constellations and other night sky events 
(Beta).  
 

Moon:  Last Quarter – 4th; Perigee+ – 3rd; New – 11th; First Quarter – 18th; Apogee++ – 

18th; Full–27th.  On the 1st, it sets at 10:02 a.m. (274°W), and rises at 10:19 p.m. (89°E). 
On the 28th, set time is 7:59 a.m. (277°W), and rise time is 807  p.m. (87°E). 
+370,116 km   ++404,467 km 

 

       

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Inner Planets, February 1st 
 

Inner Planets, February 28th 
 

From Heavens Above.com 
 

From TimeandDate.com 
 

http://www.heavens-above.com/
https://www.timeanddate.com/
https://www.timeanddate.com/
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Mercury is very close to the sun.  It may be visible in the evening sky at sunset at the 
start of the month.  It then will appear in the morning sky after midmonth. 
 

Venus  is moving rapidly towards the sun in the morning sky. 
 

Mars is the primary planet visible this month in the evening sky.  It will continue to fade as 
it moves through Aries and Taurus headed towards the Pleiades.  Compare it with 

Aldebaran in the horns of Taurus.   

 
 

Jupiter just passed conjunction on the far side of the sun.  It will remain hard to observe 
throughout the month. 

 

Saturn also just passed conjunction on the far side of the sun and is lost in the glare of 
dawn. 

 

Uranus: (in Aries this month) is hard to find without a telescope as it is shining 

at magnitude 5.8.  A finder chart is in the October issue of Sky & Telescope. 
 

Neptune:  also is lost in the glare  of the sun. 
 

International Space Station: The ISS is visible on February 4-9 (early evening)  & 

15-22 (dawn). See this link for specific times and routes for the ISS:  
http://www.heavens-above.com 

 

Hubble Space Telescope: will be visible on February 8-27 (dawn), and from the 
28th (dusk-early evening).  Brightness magnitudes range from +0.7 - +4.0.  See this 
link for specific times and routes for the HST:   http://www.heavens-above.com 

 

Comets and Asteroids:  See this link for specific times and routes for brightest 
observable comets and asteroids:  http://www.heavens-above.com.  Links to finder 
charts are also available.   

Outer Planets for February 14th.  Their configuration does not change much for one month. 

file:///C:/Users/brisley/Downloads/:%20%20http:/www.heavens-above.com
file:///C:/Users/brisley/Downloads/:%20%20http:/www.heavens-above.com
http://www.heavens-above.com/
http://www.heavens-above.com/
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Zoom Meeting Info: (Thursday February 4th, 7:30pm) 
 
 (Please don’t login or test the link before 7:15 pm on Thursday) 
 

  If you have not been emailed the link, contact Brian or Tom. 
 

Members who are familiar with Zoom may disregard instructions below. 
 

For PC Users: 

You’ll want to install the “Zoom” app. on your computer, if you don’t already have it.  This way 
when you click on the link at the time of the meeting, it will take you directly to our meeting. 

Download for (free) Zoom Client for Meetings: 

https://zoom.us/client/latest/ZoomInstaller.exe 
 

For Apple Users: 

If you don’t already have the “Zoom” app, you need to download it. After downloading, 

ignore all further instructions, and click to leave the app. (This app will automatically be 
used when you 

double click the link to the meeting on Thursday) 

Here’s the link to (free) Zoom in the App Store: 

https://apps.apple.com/us/app/zoom-cloud-meetings/id546505307 

 
General Instructions to join the meeting: 
1.     Click on the link above to join the meeting 

2.     Click on window that appears, “Join Zoom Meeting”. 
3.     Then “Join Computer Audio” 
4.     On entering the meeting, audio is going to be "off” by default. Press down and hold 
your space bar to talk. Both Brian and the presenter will be unmuted by default.  This is 
being done to 
cut down on background noise, as it seems to accumulate as our numbers increase. 

 
For more information on audio and video go to: 
https://support.zoom.us/hc/en-us/articles/204484835-My-Audio-is-N 

 
Tom’s Email:   kleinto@netscape.net 

 

 
 

  

https://widener.zoom.us/j/93665406356
https://widener.zoom.us/j/93665406356
https://zoom.us/client/latest/ZoomInstaller.exe
https://apps.apple.com/us/app/zoom-cloud-meetings/id546505307
https://support.zoom.us/hc/en-us/articles/204484835-My-Audio-is-Not-Working-on-iOS-or-Android
mailto:kleinto@netscape.net
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Minutes for the Zoom Meeting on January 7th, 2021 
 
The regular monthly business meeting of the Southwest Florida Astronomical Society, held via Zoom 
conference,  was called to order at 7:36 pm by president Brian Risley. 

There were 23 participants. 

Brian reminded us dues for 2021 are now due.  Send to the Club Post Office Box.  Contact treasurer John 
MacLean if there are any questions. 

The annual $500 rent payment donation to the Nature Center is due.  Tom Klein made a motion, seconded by 
Ray Bratten, to authorize the payment.  The motion passed. 

The annual state corporate registration fee is upcoming.  It was $61.25 last year.  John MacLean made a 
motion, seconded by Becky Brooks, to authorize the payment.  The motion passed. 

The Rotary Park star party scheduled for February 12 has been canceled due to CoViD concerns. 

The December 12 star party at Caloosahatchee Regional Park had a good showing of the Geminid Meteor 
Shower after midnight.  Brian Risley and Erich Brown were there. 

Several members went to Big Cypress and had great viewing.  Anyone interested in going there for observing 
can contact Mike McCauley. 

Becky Brooks reported she has dark skies at her house in Naples.  Observers are welcome to come there. 

The Big Cypress official events are now all virtual.  Information is in the newsletter. 

The February meeting might be at the Planetarium.  It could hold 30-35 people spaced out.  Potential projector 
and camera issues were discussed.  If the meeting is held at the Planetarium, a Planetarium show will be the 
program. 

Public star parties for 2021 have not been scheduled.  John MacLean will check with Cape Coral to see if non-
public observing would be allowed. 

Several members had small gatherings to observe and image the Jupiter-Saturn conjunction.  Several shared 
their images and videos.  There was a discussion of various imaging equipment and techniques. 

Tom Segur announced the Charlotte County public events will probably be canceled due to CoViD concerns. 

Becky Brooks made a motion, seconded by Tom Segur, to accept the minutes of the December Zoom meeting 
as contained in the January newsletter.  The motion passed. 

Treasurer John MacLean reported a December ending balance of $3023.99. Tom Segur made a motion, 
seconded by Tony Heiner, to approve the report.  The motion passed. 

Mike McCauley and John MacLean completed an audit of the club financial records on December 28.  
Everything was in order.  Jerry Guyer made a motion, seconded by Tom Klein to accept the results.  The 
motion passed. 

Telescopes are available for checkout. 

The website is doing well. 

AL Coordinator John MacLean reported he will be doing a January update. 

Becky Brooks will be hosting a Saturday observing session at her house in Naples.  She will send the 
information to Brian, who will forward it. 

A couple of members asked for help with their telescopes. 

Members shared more images. 

The meeting adjourned at 9:06pm. 

Submitted by Don Palmer, secretary 
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Big Cypress Virtual Night Sky Series February 13th 
 
 

Hello and Happy New Year Astronomy Friends, 
Please join us for our first virtual night sky presentation and share with others who may be 
interested! 

 
While we cannot hold our annual night sky parties in person this year, we'll bring this series to 

you virtually! 
 
Join the night sky rangers of Big Cypress National Preserve for a special COVID-19 event series 

at 7:00 pm EST on February 13th and March 13th. 
 

These LIVE virtual presentations will be hosted on Microsoft TEAMS. Our night sky is one 
spectacle that stays constant for us in the ever-changing world during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 

Title: Cypress Wars: Episode II – Ancient Beginnings  
 
When: February 13th, 2021 at 7:00PM ET-8:00PM ET 
 
The search for extra-terrestrial life continues as scientists carry out research efforts in our 
solar system. If aliens exist, what could they look like? Where might they exist? As we 
expand our presence in space with robots and humans, our understanding of life in other 
environments grows. Join us as we continue our quest to discover if we are alone in the 
Universe in the second installment of a 3-part virtual night sky series.  

 
External Event Link: 
https://bit.ly/2LKjgTT 

 
Please check out our FB page or Web Site for presentation information and Event Links for our 

March 13th Program too! 
 
Don't forget, you can visit the preserve anytime 24/7 on your own to view our incredible night 

sky! 
 

If you have questions or want more details, please call the Night Sky Rangers at 239-695-1149 
 
 

Lisa Andrews 
Outreach/Education Coordinator 

Big Cypress National Preserve 
239-695-1164 

 
  

https://bit.ly/2LKjgTT
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Southwest Florida Astronomical Society, Inc. Event Schedule for 2021 

This is tentative based on Covid-19 conditions 
 

Date                          Event                               Location                            Time/Note 

Feb 4th, 2021 Monthly Meeting Calusa Nature Ctr Planetarium 
/Zoom Meeting 

7:30pm 

Feb 13th, 2021 Becky Brooks Star 
Party 

Becky Brooks Home –Naples 7:00pm 

Feb 13th, 2021 Virtual Event Big Cypress Night Sky Series 7:00pm 

Feb 27th, 2021 Solar Observing Gilchrist Park 
Punta Gorda ?? Covid 

9:00 am - Noon 

March 4th, 2021 Monthly Meeting Calusa Nature Ctr Planetarium? 7:30pm 
March 13th, 2021 Virtual Event Big Cypress Night Sky Series 7:00pm 

Mar 27th, 2021 Solar Observing Ponce De Leon Park 
Punta Gorda -?? Covid 

9:00 am - Noon 

April 1st, 2021 Monthly Meeting Calusa Nature Ctr Planetarium? 7:30pm 

April 24th, 2021 Solar Observing Bayshore Live Oak Park 
Port Charlotte 

9:00 am - Noon 

May 6th, 2021 Monthly Meeting Calusa Nature Ctr Planetarium 7:30pm 

May 22nd, 2021 Solar Observing Gilchrist Park 
Punta Gorda 

9:00 am - Noon 

All observing events are Weather Permitting. 

If it is cloudy or a chance of rain, we may not setup at all.  

There may be no way to provide advance notice of cancellation.
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Events may be cancelled several hours before scheduled time based on observed 
conditions and forecasts at that time and weather may change. 

 

Monthly Star Parties: These are held at either Seahawk Park in Cape Coral or at Caloosahatchee 
Regional Park (CRP) off SR78 7 miles east of SR31. Other than park fees noted, these are free 

and open to the public.  Those wanting to learn how to use equipment can bring it to the monthly 
star parties or the monthly meetings. We are always glad to help people learn how to use their 
telescopes. It is also a great way to learn about different telescopes and try some out before 

making a purchase. 
 
Seahawk Park is in North Cape Coral off Wilmington Blvd. (Nelson Rd or Chiquita Blvd are the 
nearest cross streets.) There is a brown sign in the center median at the entrance to the park. 

(GPS may not get you to the park, as some of the local roads have been closed.) You will make a 
big J hook before getting to the parking area. Seahawk Park is managed by the Cape Coral 

R/Seahawks Club for Radio Controlled Planes and they have priority. They are usually done by 
sunset but may be there before sunrise. Park in the lot 
and transport your equipment to the concrete staging area before the runway. This park is 

handicap capable as there is level concrete leading from parking to the staging area. 
 
CRP has a gate that closes at dusk, you can check the county’s website for current gate closing 
times and the status of the park’s Northside entrance as that is where we observe from. (They 

may close the area if there are issues with the trails.) There is a parking fee of $1/hr or $5/day 
at CRP. Park in the main Northside parking lot. We sometimes setup down the dirt road that 

goes to the east. That area is grassy and may not be level, so one should walk on the dirt road 
as much as possible and watch their step. 

 
Big Cypress: The Big Cypress Welcome Center is located off US41 3 miles east of SR29 about 25 

miles east of Naples. Big Cypress has earned a Dark Sky Park designation. They hold observing 
events down the road that extends south of the Welcome Center during the winter months. This is 
a real dark sky site. Their observing events are free. The site is open all the time and is a fee free 

area. They ask that you keep the road clear. 
 
Solar Events: We have daytime solar events where one can safely look at the Sun. Things such 
as sunspots and prominences may be visible. These are free unless tied to another event that 

may have an entrance fee. There are seasonal monthly events held at different parks around 
Charlotte County as well as at other major public events in SW FLA. 

 
Rotary Park Star Party: This is a free public star party held at Rotary Park at the south end 
of Pelican Blvd in South Cape Coral. Park to the west of the main building and walk to where 
we are setup to the east of the main building. 

 
Moore Observatory, FSW Punta Gorda Campus: The campus is located off Airport Rd just 
east of I-75. Go to the right around the lake and park. The observatory is located down the path 

along the lake. Besides the telescope in the observatory, additional scopes may be setup around 

the observatory. This is a free event. 
 
Star Party Etiquette: Bright white flashlights are not welcome. We use red flashlights to 
preserve our night vision. At the parks, please use just your parking lights if possible. As there 
may be cords and tripod legs that are hard to see in the dark, we ask that all children be well 

behaved and cautious around the telescopes. If you need help in moving around in the dark, just 
ask. Someone will be happy to guide you with a red light. If you have a telescope and need help 

with it, just ask. Someone will be glad to show you how to use it. 
 
Golden Rules to Telescope Observing: Move your eye to the telescope, don’t try to move 
the telescope to your eye! Ladders/chairs are there for your support, the telescopes do not 

provide support and should not be touched. 
 
Website: www.theeyepiece.org  Check us out on Facebook, too.

http://www.theeyepiece.org/
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Members’ Photos 
 

By Ray Bratton 
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By Erich Brown 

 
Jupiter/Saturn Conjunction  -- December 12th – Caloosahatchee Regional Park 

 

 
Persus/Taurus/Auriga  -- December 12th – Caloosahatchee Regional Park 
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M42- Orion Nebula 
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Meet Castor, Six Stars in One 

By: Daniel Johnson  Sky & Telescope Weekly February 1, 2021 

1. Castor System Vitals  

Official name (IAU-approved) Castor 

Other designations Alpha Geminorum, HIP 36850, HD 60178, HR 2890 

Nicknames - 

Apparent Magnitude 1.58 

Distance from Earth 50.9 light-years 

Constellation Gemini 

Right Ascension 7h 34m 36s 

Declination +31° 53' 18” 

Multiple system? Yes 

Variable star? No 

Exoplanets status None known 

2. Physical Characteristics 

Castor appears significantly bluer than Pollux. 

Daniel Johnson  

https://skyandtelescope.org/author/daniel-johnson/
https://www.iau.org/public/themes/naming_stars/
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Castor, a prime ornament of the Gemini constellation and one of the brightest stars in the sky, is actually a 

system of stars with six unique members. While the Sun is a lone star without any nearby stellar companions, 

it’s not uncommon to find double, triple, and even multi-star systems scattered across the galaxy. But for the 

majority of human history, people have looked up to the gentle blue light of Castor without knowing that they 

weren’t seeing just one star, or two, or three, but six individual objects. It would take two important inventions 

to unravel the true story of Castor: the telescope in the early 1600s and — perhaps more importantly — the 

spectroscope in 1859. 

If you examine Castor with a small telescope — as astronomer James Pound did in 1719 — you’ll see that the 

star visually splits into two main luminous points. These two stars are Castor Aa and Ba, a pair of A-type main 

sequencestars. This result isn’t a line-of-sight effect — Castor Aa and Ba are true binary stars close to each 

other, orbiting a shared gravity field as first described by William Herschel in 1803. Castor Aa and Ba are both 

a bit larger than the Sun; Castor Aa has a little over two solar masses. Their joint orbital period is about 467 

years, so don’t expect to see changes in their positions night by night the way you might with an asteroid or 

planet. 

But there’s literally more here than meets the eye — as revealed by a spectroscope. A spectroscope divides light 

into individual wavelengths, in the same way that water droplets make rainbows. These spectra provide 

information about distant objects, such as whether they’re moving away from or towards Earth. In this way, the 

data can show the presence of spectroscopic binary stars — stars orbiting each other so closely that telescopes 

can’t resolve them, but spectroscopes detect the individual velocity components of the two stars. In the case of 

Castor Aa and Ba, both objects are also spectroscopic binaries, each with an M-class star (named Castor Ab and 

Bb), making for a total of four stars so far. 

Wait though — there’s one more piece of the puzzle. Also orbiting the Castor AB system itself is a third pair of 

spectroscopic binaries jointly called Castor C (or YY Gem), made up of two M-class red dwarf stars named Ca 

and Cb. The Castor C pair is something of a renegade, orbiting the AB system on a long, elliptical orbit (not 

unlike Pluto in our solar system) with a period in excess of 10,000 years. 

  

https://www.jpl.nasa.gov/infographics/castor-the-6-star-system-a3-poster/
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So all in all, the system is made up of three spectroscopic binaries, for a total of six stars: 

The sizes of the six stars in the Castor system are shown to scale with the Sun. 

NASA / JPL  

Castor A Castor B Castor C 

Castor Aa 

A-class main sequence  

2.15 solar masses 

Castor Ba 

A-class main sequence  

1.7 solar masses 

Castor Ca 

M-class main sequence 

~0.5 solar masses 

Castor Ab 

M-class main sequence 

~0.5 solar masses 

Castor Bb 

M-class main sequence 

~0.5 solar masses 

Castor Cb  

M-class main sequence 

~0.5 solar masses 

There may not be any immense giants in the group, but it’s an interesting and somewhat uncommon collection 

— almost like a mini star-cluster. 

3. Origin / Mythology 

Because Castor appears to be just one star when viewed without instruments, that’s how ancient stargazers 

knew it. It also appears fairly close in the sky to another star: Pollux. You can’t blame the ancients for thinking 

of Castor and Pollux as something of “twin” stars. The two objects are close together in the sky and roughly the 

same brightness, without any other bright stars in the vicinity competing for attention. 

But the two are actually quite different. Pollux is a single orangish-red giant star about 34 light-years away. And 

despite their apparent visual proximity from our perspective, the two “twins” are in reality nowhere near each 

other in space. 

No matter. For the sake of casual observing, Castor and Pollux make a fine set of twins; and the concept has 

been around for literally ages. Multiple ancient cultures shared the idea that the two stars were twins or close 

companions. We get our modern names Pollux and Castor from the ancient Greeks, who weaved a series of 

tales about the best-friend brothers, and the two stars feature as twins for Babylonia as well. In China, they 

represent the opposing natural forces of yin and yang, while cultures in India and North America thought of the 

two stars as a married couple. 

https://skyandtelescope.org/astronomy-news/meet-pollux-red-giant-exoplanet/
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Castor and Pollux fly hand-in-hand above a cloud-filled sky. 

Daniel Johnson  

Thanks to its position on the ecliptic, Castor’s home, the constellation Gemini, is pretty well known as a zodiac 

constellation. In fact, Project Gemini was the name of a NASA program in the mid-1960s that launched a series 

of small two-seated spacecraft. You’ll find many non-astronomers who are familiar with the name, but who 

may not necessarily know where it is in the sky! 

4. How to See Castor 

Winter is an excellent time to see Castor, when Gemini rises fairly high in the eastern sky early in the evening, 

chasing Orion and Taurus. Later in the night (or on early spring evenings), you will find the constellation 

working its way south.  

The Moon makes a monthly visit to the region, and planets sometimes frequent this constellation, since it lies in 

the ecliptic, which aligns with the solar system’s plane. Eventually, the Sun slides into the area, riding through 

Gemini around July making the constellation obviously impossible to view in the summer months. 
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The Gemini twins overlook Procyon. The Beehive star cluster (M44) hangs to the left of Pollux and above Procyon. 

Akira Fujii  

Pollux and Castor represent the heads of the two twin figures, with Castor being the one on the right if you’re 

viewing the pair in an “upright” position. Along with Orion and the Big Dipper, Gemini is one of the best 

representative star patterns, in that it actually looks like what it’s supposed to be. Why not look for it tonight — 

and bring your telescope to see if you can split Castor Aa and Ba for yourself, just as James Pound did more 

than 300 years ago. 
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What’s Up – February 2021 
JPL-News Weekly, February, 2021, Videos. jpl.nasa.gov  

What are some skywatching highlights in February 2021? Find Mars all month after sunset, especially on the 

night of NASA's planned rover landing, Feb. 18. Then watch the Moon glide across the Winter Circle before it 

pays a visit to the bright stars of the constellation Gemini.   Additional information about topics covered 

in this episode of What's Up, along with still images from the video, and the video transcript, are 
available at https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/whats-up-skywatching-tips-from-nasa. 

Credit: NASA/JPL-Caltech 

Transcript: 

What's Up for February? This month we follow the Moon to three different points of interest in the winter sky. 

First up, excitement about the Red Planet is building as NASA prepares to land its latest rover there, called 

Perseverance, on February 18th. You'll find Mars high in the west after sunset all month long. It should be 

visible all evening, setting around, or soon after, midnight local time. 

 
On the night of NASA's planned Mars rover landing, find the Red Planet near the Moon in the west. Credit: NASA/JPL-Caltech  

On the night of NASA's planned Mars landing, you'll find the half-full Moon right next to the Red Planet. So go 

out and have a look with your own eyes – especially if you were one of the nearly 11 million people whose 

names traveled to Mars with Perseverance, etched into one of three microchips. 

file:///C:/Users/brisley/Downloads/jpl.nasa.gov
https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/whats-up-skywatching-tips-from-nasa
https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/system/internal_resources/details/original/4666_Chart_showing_Mars_and_the_Moon_in_the_night_sky_to_the_west_on_Feb._18__2021.jpeg
https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/system/internal_resources/details/original/4666_Chart_showing_Mars_and_the_Moon_in_the_night_sky_to_the_west_on_Feb._18__2021.jpeg
https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/system/internal_resources/details/original/4666_Chart_showing_Mars_and_the_Moon_in_the_night_sky_to_the_west_on_Feb._18__2021.jpeg
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The Moon visits the bright stars of Gemini on Feb. 23. Credit: NASA/JPL-Caltech  

Staying with the Moon in February, it next drifts through part of the sky that contains a familiar pattern of stars, 

also called an asterism. This is the Winter Circle, or Winter Hexagon – a ring of six bright stars that spans a 

very wide region of the sky.  

The Winter Circle contains two other special groupings of stars: the constellation Orion, and another wintertime 

asterism, the Winter Triangle, made of the bright stars Sirius, Betelgeuse, and Procyon. Like their counterpart, 

the Summer Triangle, the Winter Circle and Winter Triangle are signposts of the season. In the Northern 

Hemisphere, you'll see them rising in the east early in the evening during the time of long, cold nights, and 

setting in the west earlier and earlier as the season turns to spring. Watch on February 20th through the 22nd, as 

the Moon moves across the Winter Circle, growing a bit fuller each evening. 

Finally, the Moon continues on its journey, visiting the twins of Gemini. Unlike asterisms, Gemini is one of the 

88 official constellations used by astronomers to help them describe the locations of objects in the sky. The two 

bright stars Castor and Pollux form the heads of the inseparable twins from Roman and Greek mythology for 

which the constellation is named.  

On February evenings, Gemini is located high overhead in the south. On the 23rd the Moon is here, just below 

Pollux. 

NASA also has a history with Gemini, as it was the name of the human spaceflight program in the 1960s that 

tested technology and capabilities in preparation for the Apollo missions to the Moon. But while the 

constellation is pronounced "JEM-in-eye," not everyone knows the name of the NASA program was usually 

pronounced "JEM-ih-knee" within the space agency. However you want to pronounce it is fine. Just make sure 

you go out and catch the Moon's visit with Gemini on the 23rd. 

https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/system/internal_resources/details/original/4667_Chart_showing_Gemini_and_the_Moon_in_the_night_sky_to_the_southwest..jpeg
https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/system/internal_resources/details/original/4667_Chart_showing_Gemini_and_the_Moon_in_the_night_sky_to_the_southwest..jpeg
https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/system/internal_resources/details/original/4667_Chart_showing_Gemini_and_the_Moon_in_the_night_sky_to_the_southwest..jpeg
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The phases of the Moon for February 2021. Credit: NASA/JPL-Caltech  

Here are the phases of the Moon for February. You can catch up on all of NASA's missions to explore the solar 

system and beyond at nasa.gov. I'm Preston Dyches from NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory, and that's What's 

Up for this month. 

 
  

https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/system/internal_resources/details/original/4668_Moon_phases_for_February__3rd_quarter__Feb._3__New_Moon__Feb._11__1st_Quarter__Feb._19_and_full_Moon_Feb._27..jpeg
https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/system/internal_resources/details/original/4668_Moon_phases_for_February__3rd_quarter__Feb._3__New_Moon__Feb._11__1st_Quarter__Feb._19_and_full_Moon_Feb._27..jpeg
https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/system/internal_resources/details/original/4668_Moon_phases_for_February__3rd_quarter__Feb._3__New_Moon__Feb._11__1st_Quarter__Feb._19_and_full_Moon_Feb._27..jpeg
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The Astronomical League 
Updates to this section are submitted by our Astronomical League Coordinator, John 
MacLean 

 
As a member of the Southwest Florida Astronomical Society you are automatically also a 
member of the Astronomical League, a nationwide affiliation of astronomy clubs. Membership 

in the AL provides a number of benefits for you including receipt of The Reflector, the AL’s 
quarterly newsletter, use of the Book Service, through which you can buy astronomy related 

books at a 10% discount.  You can also participate in the Astronomical League’s Observing 
Clubs. The Observing Clubs offer encouragement and certificates of accomplishment for 
demonstrating observing skills with a variety of instruments and objects. These include the 

Messier Club, Binocular Messier Club, the Herschel 400 Club, the Deep Sky Binocular Club, 
and many others. To learn more about the Astronomical League and its benefit s for you, visit 

http://www.astroleague.org 
 
The latest copy of the Reflector magazine may be downloaded from the League’s homepage 

by scrolling down the left-hand side and clicking on the Reflector link. 

 

Introduction to the Astronomical League Observing Programs 

 
There are some 50 formal Observing Programs available to choose from covering the whole 
gamut of object types accessible to the amateur astronomer. In addition, there are from time 

to time additional programs set up for special targets including comets, eclipses, transits and 
so forth. Certificates and pins are awarded for successful completion and submission of the 

required observations for a particular program. There is no time limit for completing 
observations. The programs are categorized by level of difficulty (Novice, Intermediate, and 
Advanced) and each program is also categorized by recommended equipment ranging from the 

naked eye through binoculars and telescope aperture. There are programs for Imagers and 

also for solar observers using H-alpha scopes.  Visit http://www.astroleague.org/observing to 

obtain full details.  Starting in January 2021, we will highlight one or two programs each 
month in the Newsletter providing any appropriate updates to the same sequence we launched 

back in February of 2019. Our many new members will hopefully find this of use along with 
our longer-term members. 

 

Seeing Red – The AL Carbon Star Program 

 

Almost all carbon stars are red giants that have depleted the hydrogen in their cores. As the 

core is compressed and heated the helium atoms fuse to form carbon and oxygen. Convective 

currents are formed which dredge up carbon and oxygen into the star’s outer layers and these 

form additional molecules in the outer atmosphere that scatters blue light enhancing the red 

appearance of the star. All carbon stars are variable with periods ranging from a few months to 

well over a year.  

 

The Carbon Star Observing Program lists 100 targets that are visible throughout the year.  Most 

of these are great targets even from heavily light polluted city backyards. Colors may range 

from yellow or orange to deep reds at minimum. The use of Go-To scopes is allowed but not 

encouraged as there is a good learning process in finding one’s way around via star-hopping. 

The recommended minimum aperture is 8 inches although very many of these are easily 

accessible with much smaller aperture. If participating in the formal program, the transparency 

and seeing conditions must be documented along with a description of the star’s color. A sketch 

showing other field stars must also be submitted.  The AL publishes a special “Guide to the 

http://www.astroleague.org/
http://www.astroleague.org/observing%20t
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Carbon Star Observing Program” which can be purchased from their online bookstore. Star 

charts are a must to locate the stars manually. The AAVSO site for variable star observing is 

invaluable and you will be able to use the AAVSO Variable Star Plotter (VSP) to print out detailed 

charts for any of the objects. 

 

Seeing Double – The AL Double Star Programs 

 

Double Stars are also inviting targets for less than pristine observing conditions. Separate 

programs are provided for Binoculars and Telescopes. 

 

Binocular Double Star Observing Program 

 

This program complements concurrent observations for the Messier Binocular and Deep Sky 

Binocular programs. Wide double star pairs are targeted and span the entire night sky and were 

chosen to enable the observer to enjoy some of the most interesting and spectacular night sky 

regions. A list of 120 of the finest binocular double and multiple star systems is provided from 

which any 50 may be chosen to qualify for the certificate and pin. The program is suitable for 

any binocular aperture 20 mm and above. Seeing and Transparency conditions must be 

documented along with a description. No sketch is required. 

 

Double Star (Telescopic) Observing Program 

 

This program is designed to introduce observers to 100 of the finest double and multiple star 

systems in the heavens. Small telescopes are fine for this program with a suggested minimum 

aperture of 3 inches. For formal submission, the Seeing and Transparency conditions must be 

documented and a simple sketch is required with the stars represented as dots. The dot size is 

used to represent magnitude and the distance between dots is used to represent separation. As 

is the case with carbon stars, the AL prefers star hopping to be used for object location but is 

fine with use of Go-To scopes as long as the observing requirements are fully met and 

documented. 

 

Double Star Resources.  The AL suggests the following resources for more information on double 

stars: 

 

Bright Star Atlas 2000.0 (Tirion) 

The Cambridge Double Star Atlas (Mullaney, Tirion) 

Double and Multiple Stars and How to Observe Them (Springer, 2005) 

Observing and Measuring Visual Double Stars (Argyle) 

 

Special Observing Award – The Great Planetary Conjunction of 2021 

 

In December the Astronomical League announced a Special Award associated with the Great 

Planetary Conjunction of Jupiter & Saturn. Details are available via the following link: 

 

AL Observing Challenge - Special Observing Award | The Astronomical League (astroleague.org) 

 

***** Congratulations Alice Mack for earning this Award  ***** 
 

  

https://www.astroleague.org/content/al-observing-challenge-special-observing-award
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This article is distributed by NASA Night Sky Network 
 

The Night Sky Network program supports astronomy clubs across the USA 
dedicated to astronomy outreach. Visit nightsky.jpl.nasa.org to find local clubs, 
events, and more! 

 

Landing On Mars: A Tricky Feat! 
David Prosper 

The Perseverance rover and Ingenuity helicopter will land in Mars’s Jezero crater on February 
18, 2021, NASA’s latest mission to explore the red planet. Landing on Mars is an incredibly 

difficult feat that has challenged engineers for decades: while missions like Curiosity have 
succeeded, its surface is littered with the wreckage of many failures as well. Why is landing on 
Mars so difficult? 

Mars presents a unique problem to potential landers as it possesses a relatively large mass and 

a thin, but not insubstantial, atmosphere. The atmosphere is thick enough that spacecraft are 
stuffed inside a streamlined aeroshell sporting a protective heat shield to prevent burning up 

upon entry - but that same atmosphere is not thick enough to rely on parachutes alone for a 
safe landing, since they can’t catch sufficient air to slow down quickly enough. This is even 
worse for larger explorers like Perseverance, weighing in at 2,260 lbs (1,025 kg). Fortunately, 

engineers have crafted some ingenious landing methods over the decades to allow their 
spacecraft to survive what is called Entry, Descent, and Landing (EDL). 

The Viking landers touched down on Mars in 1976 using heat shields, parachutes, and 

retrorockets. Despite using large parachutes, the large Viking landers fired retrorockets at the 
end to land at a safe speed. This complex combination has been followed by almost every 

mission since, but subsequent missions have innovated in the landing segment. The 1997 Mars 
Pathfinder mission added airbags in conjunction with parachutes and retrorockets to safely 
bounce its way to a landing on the Martian surface. Then three sturdy “petals” ensured the 

lander was pushed into an upright position after landing on an ancient floodplain. The 
Opportunity and Spirit missions used a very similar method to place their rovers on the Martian 

surface in 2004. Phoenix (2008) and Insight (2018) actually utilized Viking-style landings. The 
large and heavy Curiosity rover required extra power at the end to safely land the car-sized 
rover, and so the daring “Sky Crane” deployment system was successfully used in 2012. After an 

initial descent using a massive heat shield and parachute, powerful retrorockets finished slowing 
down the spacecraft to about 2 miles per hour. The Sky Crane then safely lowered the rover 

down to the Martian surface using a strong cable. Its job done, the Sky Crane then flew off and 
crash-landed a safe distance away. Having proved the efficacy of the Sky Crane system, NASA 
will use this same method to attempt a safe landing for Perseverance this month! 

You can watch coverage of the Mars Perseverance landing starting at 11:00 AM PST (2:00 PM 

EST) on February 18 at nasa.gov/nasalive. Touchdown is expected around 12:55 PM PST (3:55 
PM EST). NASA has great resources about the Perseverance Rover and accompanying Ingenuity 

helicopter on mars.nasa.gov/mars2020 . And of course, find out how we plan to land on many 
different worlds at nasa.gov. 

https://nightsky.jpl.nasa.org/
https://www.nasa.gov/nasalive
https://mars.nasa.gov/mars2020/
https://www.nasa.gov/
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Illustrations of the Entry, Descent, and Landing (EDL) sequences for Viking in 1976, and Perseverance in 

2021. Despite the wide gap between these missions in terms of technology, they both performed their 

landing maneuvers automatically, since our planets are too far apart to allow Earth-based engineers to 

control them in real time! (NASA/JPL/Caltech) 
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