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The General Weather Pattern 
September may very well be a drier month than the previous two and it can be a quiet, calm month.  However at 

night it can be quite cool and humid.  Any winds carried from the west by depressions usually bring to Wales a 

mixture of wet and windy weather with cool temperatures.  During clear, still nights mist and dew usually present 

a problem. 

 

From Earth 
Throughout this month, the ecliptic is at a very shallow angle of about 15º at sunset.  The minimum angle will be 

around the Autumn Equinox which is on the 22nd this year.  In this configuration, the angle of separation of a 

planet from the Sun translates into lower altitude at sunset, and planets in close line-of-sight and to the east of the 

Sun will be harder to see.  The opposite is true of the dawn, for instance at the end of the month, Venus rises at an 

angle of approximately 45° about two and a half hours before the Sun and reaches about 12° above the horizon 

before it fades into the twilight. 

The nights are lengthening most quickly in the last two weeks of September, and thank goodness, the short, hot, 

bright nights of summer are nearly over!  This is a comfortable time of year to observe in the evening, 

Unfortunately, for beginners, the evening skies in autumn are not up to the standards of winter, however, this 

might be a nice time to take a look at the Andromeda Galaxy, and Cygnus is overhead with the black hole, Cygnus 

X1, with which to impress your friends.  There are signs of the glories to come late evening and early morning as 

the winter sky looms over the eastern horizon.  

 

Artificial Satellites or Probes 

Should you be interested in observing the International Space Station or other space craft, log on to 

http://www.heavens-above.com to acquire up-to-date information for your observing site. 

 

The Milky Way 

The Night Sky 
(September 2017) 

BST (Universal Time plus one hour) is used this month. 

 

http://www.heavens-above.com/
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Recent research suggests that 60% of Europeans and 33% of mankind no longer see the Milky Way due to 

worsening light pollution.  Throughout September, in the hours of darkness, the Milky Way lies within 20° of the 

zenith.  On two occasions each night, around 23:00 and 05:00, the plane of the Milky Way can be found at the 

zenith. 

This is a wonderful time of the year to observe our Galaxy.  For 

instance, dark regions of dust and gas which obscure light from more 

distant stars can be seen along the galactic plane from dark-sky 

locations. 

 

In September the Great Rift can be found along the plane of the Milky 

Way from Sagittarius in the south through Cygnus at the zenith. 

 

Historically, unresolvable clusters of stars and galaxies were known as 

nebulae until technology advanced to reveal them for what they are.  

Excluding them, there are four major types of nebulae recognised today 

and found within our Galaxy, consequently most can be observed along the band of the Milky Way. 

 

H II regions, large diffuse nebulae containing ionized hydrogen (e.g., Carina Nebula) 

Planetary nebulae (e.g., Cat’s Eye Nebula) 

Supernova remnant (e.g., Crab Nebula) 

Dark nebulae (e.g., Crab Nebula) 

 

      
        H II regions                   Planetary nebulae           Supernova remnant                          Dark nebulae 

 

For the same reason, star clouds such as open clusters are found in this region. 

 

Sun 
Mid-month on the night of the 16th/17th the Sun moves from Leo into Virgo.  If you have any news of sunspot 

activity, other members would be interested, so let us know.  Don’t forget to ask experienced members for help if 

you want to observe the Sun.  On the 22nd the Sun passes into the southern celestial hemisphere; the centre of the 

solar disc crosses the celestial equator at the northern autumnal equinox (20:02 UT).  This position is known as the 

first point of Libra. 

 

Moon 
The Full Moon is on 6th at about 07:05 in the constellation of Aquarius. 

The Last Quarter is on 13th at about 06:15 in the constellation of Taurus. 

The New Moon is on 20th at about 05:30 in the constellation of Virgo. 

The First Quarter is on 28th at about 02:55 in the constellation of Sagittarius. 

 

The Moon is at perigee (nearest Earth) on the 13th and at apogee (most distant from Earth) on the 27th. 

 

The Planets 

 Mercury rises nearly half an hour before the Sun early in the month, and by the end it will be arising about 40 

minutes before the Sun.  Mercury is at greatest western elongation on the 12th so mid-September is the best time 

for observing.  Just before the morning twilight of the 16th, Mercury appears with Mars. 

 Venus rises 3hrs before the Sun at about 3:30 and it is well placed for observation by dedicated observers in 

the mornings throughout this month. Even at the end of September it emerges 2hours 20 minutes before the Sun.  

It is best observed at the beginning of the month.   

During the last few days of August and the first few days of September, Venus passes just south of the M44, the 

Beehive Cluster.  Dedicated observers may wish to catch it rising in the East just before morning twilight.   

A very thin waning crescent Moon rises with Venus on the morning of the 18th.  Should you be in Australia look 

out for Moon occulting Venus 

 Mars will rise about one hour before the Sun in early September, and two hours before the Sun at the end.  It 

is best observed in the morning twilight at the end of the month, after 5:30.  On the morning of the 16th Mars 

appears with Mercury just before the morning twilight. 

Jupiter rushes further westward into the evening twilight this month.  Jupiter’s season is now at an end; it sets 

in the evening twilight most of the month and is lost to us as it moves to conjunction in October. 
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 At the beginning of September, Saturn appears around about 20:30 in twilight in the south-south-west.  Saturn 

will be best placed at the beginning of the month.  For some, it is still worth a session.  

Cassini is due to plunge into Saturn on the 15th and in the following days you might like to be aware of fresh 

images and data that might be made available. 

Uranus is best observed at the end of the month; from around 23:00 on.  At this time it can be found in the 

constellation of Pisces at RA 1h 45m 33s, Declination 10º 16' 08"; in the south-east, at a magnitude of 5.73.  It 

rises around 21:30 at the end of the month and culminates around 02:00.  It is becoming more convenient to 

observe as it moves to opposition in October.  

 Neptune is at opposition on the 5th, and it can be found in the constellation of Aquarius at RA 22h 58m 14s, 

Declination -7º 36' 04"; in the south.  It only has a magnitude of 7.82, and is best seen through a 150mm or greater 

telescope with decent magnification to get a glimpse.  Neptune and Uranus will continue to improve their positions 

for a while.  

 

Meteors 
September is a poor month for meteor showers, but sporadic meteors are more evident at this time of year. 

Sporadics are loners, not associated with any one part of the sky, entering our atmosphere from all directions and 

therefore they require much more patience to observe than do showers which emanate from one part of the sky.  

The Piscid meteor showers have weak meteors with multiple-radiants which are at their maximum on the 9th and 

21st Sept and 13th October this year.  Their ZHRs are usually low too. 

 

Constellation Culminations from Usk 
A celestial body or region of the sky is said to culminate when it crosses an observer’s meridian (an imaginary line 

drawn overhead and through both poles).  All other things being equal objects are usually best observed in this 

position as the light from them travels through the least amount of atmosphere. 

Constellation Convenient Culminations Midnight Culminations Observability 
Aquila  21:00 Late September Early August  Whole constellation 

Sagitta  21:00 Late September Early August  Whole constellation 

Cygnus  20:00 Mid-October  Mid-August  Whole constellation at zenith 

Delphinus 20:00 Mid-October  Mid-August  Whole constellation 

Vulpecula 20:00 Mid-October  Mid-August  Whole constellation 

Equuleus  20:00 Late October  Late August  Whole constellation 

Capricornus 20:00 Late October  Late August  Whole but poor; low in the murk 

Microscopium 20:00 Late October  Late August  Unfavourable and partially hidden 

Aquarius  19:00 Mid-November Mid-September  Whole constellation 

Cepheus  19:00 Mid-November Mid-September  Whole - upper culmination - north 

Lacerta  19:00 Mid-November Mid-September  Whole - upper culmination - zenith 

Piscis Austrinus 19:00 Mid-November Mid-September  Whole - v poor; v low in the murk 

Pegasus  19:00 Late November Late September  Whole constellation - high 

 

Cygnus (Pronounced sig’ nus)  
In Welsh 

Yr Alarch nm. literally the Swan. 

 

Astronomy 

From the Latin for ‘the Swan’, the constellation Cygnus lies 

immediately above our heads in mid-September, at about 22:00 

BST.  Locating it is easy at this time, the asterism known as the 

Northern Cross lies at its core.   The cross stretches from Deneb, the 

tail star, through the body and neck to Albireo at the head.  The arms 

of the cross attach to Sadr, the body of the swan. 
Deneb, the dimmest of the three stars that comprise the 'summer 

triangle', is in fact one of the most luminous of visible stars.  Its 

distance is not known with any degree of certainty, but with an 

estimated absolute magnitude of -8.73 it is approximately 60,000 to 

200 000 times brighter than the Sun.  It has a visible magnitude of 

about 1.3. 

Next to Eta Cygni, in the neck, lies a blue supergiant, HDE 226868, 

at a distance of about 6,100 light years.  It was discovered in 1964 

that this region is also a source of powerful X-rays.  Not only that, 

but HDE 226868 also wobbles under the influence of a companion 

with a mass some 9 to 10 times that of the Sun.  There is 

considerable evidence that Cygnus X-1, as the hidden, compact 

companion is designated, is a black hole.  Consequently, you may 

find its position, but will not be able to observe it! 
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Lines drawn between the bright stars Deneb, Vega and Altair form the Summer Triangle, a prominent formation of 

stars, which is known as an asterism not a constellation. 

 

Deneb, in the tail of Cygnus, is a very luminous blue-white supergiant and, although there is some uncertainty, is 

believed to lie at a distance of about 2,600 light years. 

 

Vega, in the constellation of Lyra, is 25 light years away.  It was the pole star around 14000 years ago; due to the 

precession of the Earth. 

 

Altair in Aquila is about 17 light years away. 

 

Myths 

 

The location of Cygnus has been associated with a bird even by the Mesopotamians and to early Greeks like 

Eudoxus it was known as a bird or hen constellation, as it was some time later to some Arabic authors.  The name 

Deneb derives from Arabic phrase Dhanab ad-Dajājah, which means “the tail of the hen”, Dhaneb, meaning "tail".  

 

The constellation of Cygnus, pictured by us as a swan flying along the plane of the Milky Way, comes down to us 

from a number of Greek myths.  The most repeated, once again, involves the promiscuous god, Zeus who, you may 

recall, lusted after the beautiful Leda and visited her on her wedding night disguised as a swan to seduce her.  Her 

marriage to Tyndareos was consummated the same night and as a result she bore two sets of twins.  Each pair 

enclosed in a single, huge egg; one containing Polydeuces (later Pollux) and Clytemnestra who were Zeus's children 

and immortal; the other Castor and Helen (of Troy), the mortal children of Tyndareus. 

 

Castor and Pollux are characterised by the twin constellation Gemini, and Zeus in his guise of a swan, is symbolised 

by Cygnus. 

Albireo is the primary star of a 

magnificent double with a 

separation of 34 arcseconds from 

its companion star β2 Cygni.  

Even a small telescope can 

separate them so that you can 

distinguish their individual gold 

and blue colours. 

The Summer Triangle Albireo in a low power 

amateur telescope 


