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From Earth  

The winter sky can be observed culminating early in the evening, and Orion, with his retinue, are due south at 20:00 UT early 

in the month.  In the middle of the month, the Milky Way stretches right across the sky from the south-east to north-west 

through the zenith just after twilight disappears.  Follow a line south-eastwards along Orion’s belt and you will find Sirius the 

brightest star in the night sky. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The General Weather Pattern 

The first week in February trumpets the middle of the winter, and after January, February can be the coldest time of the 

year, especially early in the month.  It can be very cold at night, often with freezing temperatures in the day.  Rainfall is 

around 65% that of January, but snow and ice can be expected in cold years.  I’m sure you won’t underestimate how cold it 

can be at this time of the year, and dress for it. 

 

Should you be interested in obtaining a detailed weather forecast for observing in the Usk area, log on to 

https://www.meteoblue.com/en/weather/forecast/seeing/usk_united-kingdom_2635052 

Other locations are available. 

The Night Sky 

(February 2022) 

GMT (Universal Time) is used this month. 
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22:00 at beginning of the month. 

21:00 in middle of month. 

20:00 at end of month 

This is a good time of year to observe open clusters, groups of tens to some thousands of stars; all 

born in the same molecular cloud and found in the plane of the Milky Way.  Look at the region 

from Cassiopeia through Perseus and into Taurus right above your head early in the evening. 

Later in the night you can find more in Orion, Gemini and Cancer. 

 

Take a look at the next article: ‘Binocular Observing February 2022’, by our Andrew Lohfink.  On 

the other hand use the free Stellarium planetarium app. for guidance. 

https://www.meteoblue.com/en/weather/forecast/seeing/usk_united-kingdom_2635052
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Artificial Satellites or Probes 

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

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

 

Sun 

The Sun moves from Capricornus into Aquarius just about noon on the 16th, as it moves towards more northerly latitudes. 

 

The Sun has been active lately and once again, it is worth reminding members that sunlight contains harmful radiation right 

across the spectrum and that the projection method should be used, or else, use the society’s solar telescope to guard against 

potential damage to our eyes.  Do not look directly at the Sun either with optical equipment or with your naked eyes.  Ask 

experienced members for help if you want to observe the Sun.    To see if it's worth getting the solar telescope out, this site 

https://sdo.gsfc.nasa.gov/data/  shows the present state of the Sun's disk in various wavelengths. 

Aurorae have been seen even as far south as Keepers Pond.   

 

Moon  
New Moon is on the 1st at about 05:45 in the constellation of Capricornus. 

First Quarter is on the 8th at about 13:50 in the constellation of Aries. 

The Full Moon is on 16th at about 16:55 in the constellation of Leo. 

Last Quarter is on the 23rd at about 22:30 in the constellation of Scorpius. 

 

The Moon is at perigee (nearest Earth) on the 30th, and at apogee (most distant from Earth) on the 11th. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Planets 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mid-month, the naked eye planets Venus, Mars and Mercury are, in theory, morning objects rising at a low angle just before 

the Sun, so I would avoid observing them until next month.  Saturn is at conjunction with the Sun on February 4th, and is 

even closer to the Sun in the morning.  Jupiter is an evening object for the first half of this month. 

 

Mercury may just be visible for about 30 minutes, before sunrise in the east very early in February when it is best placed to 

observe, although poorly, this month.  It reaches greatest western elongation on the 16th but with the low ecliptic angle, it 

may not emerge from the twilight until May when it will be an evening object. 

 

Venus rises at a shallow angle in the south-east just after 5:00 and shines brightly in this position at sunrise throughout the 

month.  It can be perceived as increasing its distance from the Sun as it moves towards greatest western elongation in March. 

 

Mars rises about 30 minutes after Venus and is about 5° lower in the sky, fading from 1.4 to 1.25 throughout February.  Its 

movement eastward is easy to note against the ‘fixed stars’.  Compare it to Antares; the rival of Mars. 

 

On the 2nd and 3rd of February Jupiter lies low in the western sky close to a very thin crescent Moon; it is best observed in 

the evening twilight during the first half of the month, but then makes its way quickly towards the Sun and conjunction in 

early March; the steep angle of descent is in our favour for a time in February.   

 

Saturn is about 6° ahead of Jupiter throughout February and suffers the same obstructions as the other visible planets.  It is 

best observed at the end of the month when it begins to clear the horizon moments before the Sun.  

 

Uranus is best observed early in the month in the south-west when it is highest in the evening sky.  It can be found in the 

constellation of Aries, at RA 2h 34m 48s, Declination +14º 45' 26", but at a magnitude of 5.78, is just too dim to easily see 

with the naked eye.  Binoculars or a telescope might show a cyan (blue-green) hue, but since Uranus usually has few features, 

little else may be seen even with a larger amateur instrument.  It lies just north of the moon on the 7th.  

 

At this time of year and for the next three months, the first quarter Moon is well placed.  During 

this period, the western ecliptic angle at dusk is steep and the Moon (and planets) can be observed 

through less air than when it is lower down, and will suffer from less atmospheric distortion.  

Many impressive features found at the terminator are easier to observe, even with binoculars. 

From now until early May the eastern ecliptic angle is very low at dawn, consequently any planet 

rising just before the Sun is not best placed for observation.  There is also the danger presented by 

the rising Sun to consider.   

On the other hand, during this period, the western ecliptic angle at dusk is high and planets setting 

sometime after the Sun can often still be observed. 

Join the society’s Celestial Observing Group on WhatsApp to gain access to observing opportunities.  

 

http://www.heavens-above.com/
https://sdo.gsfc.nasa.gov/data/
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Neptune closes in on the Sun from our perspective; it is in conjunction with the Sun in mid-March and becomes 

unobservable as it moves through its glare, so observe it briefly, very early in this month. 

 

Meteors 

February is a poor month for meteor showers; it will be quite quiet until mid-April.  

Sporadic meteors can of course be spotted, but require much more patience to observe 

than do showers because there are generally less of them emanating from any part of the 

sky.  Meteor showers appear to originate or radiate from one part of the sky as the Earth 

passes through streams of meteoroids which themselves orbit the Sun.  

 

Some sporadics have been found to exhibit 

weak cyclical characteristics, appearing to 

radiate from the region opposite to that of the 

sun.  These streams are remnants of very 

ancient comets and asteroids influenced, by 

Jupiter into sparsely populated short-period 

events.  The inward-bound particles appear 

in darkness emanating from a large 20° 

radiant, the outward-bound particles arrive in 

daylight.  The anthelion source as it is 

known lies almost opposite the Sun. 

 

Constellation Culminations from Usk 

The observability of constellations at this time can be found in the article called ‘Culminations of Constellations’. 

 

Gemini (Gem) (pronounced GEM-in-eye) - The “Twins”. 

In Welsh  

yr Efeilliaid npl. literally ‘the Twins’. 

 

Astronomy 

Gemini lies north-east of Orion, and in in mid-February Gemini 

culminates at around 21:30.  Gemini is Latin for ‘twins’ and although the 

stars of this constellation can be joined up to make stick figures of the 

twins, they are usually seen with the naked eye simply as the twin stars 

Castor and Pollux, following Orion across the night sky.   

 

Appearing to the naked eye as a single 

white star at a distance of 46 light-years, 

the right hand star, Castor, is actually a 

complex system. It was in fact, in the 1718, 

the first binary system recognised; Castor 

A and Castor B.  In 1895 Castor A was then 

discovered to be a spectroscopic binary, its 

two components having a separation of only 

6.4 million km. Both are class-A main 

sequence stars, about twice the size of the 

sun.  They can be separated with a good small 

telescope. 

 

Castor B is now also known to be a spectroscopic binary whose components are even closer, at only 4.5 million km distance 

and having an orbital period of only three days.  A distant 9th mag. companion star was also discovered 150 billion km 

(1000 AU) distant from the A-B pair.  Designated Castor C, it was also detected as a spectroscopic double but its 

components are red dwarfs, completing one orbit about their common centre every 19½ hours. 'Castor' therefore actually 

comprises six stars, four considerably larger than our sun and two much smaller. 

 

By contrast, Pollux the left hand star is a loner, spectral type KO, orange in 

colour and approximately ten times the diameter of our own sun.  It is closer 

than Castor, being only 36 light-years distant. 

 

Stars usually conform to the modern convention of having the brightest stars 

in a constellation denoted as α (alpha) and using the next letter of the Greek 

alphabet β (beta) for the next dimmer, and so on.  Interestingly Castor (α 

Geminorum) with a magnitude of 1.58 is dimmer than Pollux (β Geminorum) 

which has a magnitude of 1.13. 

 

Gemini lies about 30° east of the Galactic anticentre which is found in Auriga 

at about R.A. 05h 46m, Dec. +28° 56'; in the equatorial coordinate system.  
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Facing out from the core and above the plane of the Galaxy in Gemini, is not the 

easiest place to find bright nebulae.  However, there are some nice objects of 

delight. 

 

NGC 2392, the Eskimo Nebula (O) is easy to 

find; about two degrees to the south-east of 

Wasat, near the right wrist of Pollux.  

William Herschel thought that many of these 

nebulae looked similar to planets in his 

telescopes.  They are still miss-named 

planetary nebulae to this day.  We now know 

such an object is made up of glowing shells 

of predominantly ionised gas, resulting from the instability of some stars pulsating at the 

end of their lives.   As the outer layers expand and escape from the exposed core, 

ultraviolet radiation ionises and accelerates the gas.  Consequently the core contracts into 

a white dwarf and for a short time the expanding gas re-emits the energy in frequencies 

we can see. 

   

With a magnitude of about 10 the Eskimo Nebula it is not an easy object to observe even 

with a good amateur telescope.  But photographed with a big telescope, or by an amateur 

astrophotographer, it is seen to be one of the glories of the heavens. 

 

The open star cluster M35 (NGC 2168) (O) has an area equal to that of the Moon and lies at 

the left foot of the figure of Caster.  Find Tejat in a low-power instrument to find M35, the 

only messier object in Gemini, in the same field of view, with an apparent magnitude of 

5.30.  It is a worthy target for amateurs, even with binoculars. 
 

Monoceros (Mon) (Pronounced mon-OSS-er-us) – The “Unicorn” 

Astronomy 

Paradoxically Monoceros is easy to locate but really hard to see.  It is 

the patch of the sky to the east of Orion, and is hard to see because the 

stars of Monoceros are faint, with only a few fourth magnitude 

examples seen against the background stars of the Milky Way, even on 

a clear night a bit of mist will hide the constellation.  It is not surprising 

that none of them have common names; however it does contain some 

interesting objects. 

 

February is an opportune time to find the location of an interesting 

‘star’ in the constellation of Monoceros.  Evidence was presented in 

March 2018 that a now faint binary system, probably interacted with 

the outer reaches of the solar system about 70,000 years ago, and came 

within 10 light months of the Sun!  It is now about 20 light years away 

at RA 07h 20m 03.25s, Dec -08º 46' 50", and with an apparent 

magnitude of 18.3 it is far too dim for easy observation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scholz’s star (O) the primary of the binary system is a red dwarf and the secondary is a brown dwarf with 8% and 6% solar 

masses respectively.  

 

Illustration Credit: © Michael Osadciw/University of Rochester 

Michael Osadciw/University of Rochester. 

 The Eskimo Nebula 

Michael Osadciw/University 

of Rochester. 

M35 
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The Sun’s  encounter (bright star, left) with Scholz’s star (centre) and its companion (right) at a distance of just 52,000 AU 

was likely to have disturbed the Öpik-Oort Cloud, which may after all extend out to around 200,000 light years.  In order to 

verify this hypothesis the trajectories of 339 cometary objects were analysed with the result that the orbits of 36 of them had 

a statistically significant over-density in the direction of the constellation of Gemini.  Scholz’s star may have had a greater 

effect upon the Öpik-Oort Cloud than was initially thought, lending weight to the idea. 

 

M50 (O), an open cluster. 

 

Messier 50 can be found less than 10° north-northeast of Sirius as you look at it.  Also 

known as NGC 2323, M50 is an open cluster of stars in the constellation Monoceros 

situated about 2,900 light-years from us and with an apparent magnitude of 5.9, is within 

the range of a small telescope with a low magnification. 

 

Although it is a Messier ‘object’; detected by him in 1772, but it was probably first 

observed by Cassini earlier in the 18th century.   

 

M50 has 508 confirmed and 109 probable members according to Wikipedia.  

Many in the cluster are hot blue stars indicating an age around 78 million years.  

Some yellow giants and an M-class red giant also give the impression that some 

stars have evolved.  It is believed that M50 is just a little younger than the Pleiades. 

 

The Rosette Nebula (O)  

 

The Rosette forms part of a giant molecular cloud in Monoceros which also 

includes NGC 2237, 2238, 2239, 2246 and an open cluster NGC 2244 

within the Rosette.  The Rosette Nebula itself lies about 20° north-northwest 

of Sirius in an H II region; towards one end of the cloud. 

 

It is situated within the asterism known as the Winter Triangle, comprising 

of the bright stars Sirius, Betelgeuse and Procyon; in Canis Major, Orion 

and Canis Minor respectively, and lies around 5,000 light-years from us. 

 

The Rosette Nebula is best observed with large binoculars on a tripod rather 

than a small telescope.  The latter providing a small field of view and the 

former a wider field of view with which to observe more structure.  

However, it is hard to observe the nebulosity this way.  The Rosette is easy 

to image and is a popular subject for astro-photographers and the above left 

photograph was taken by our chair Nick Busby.  

 

Caldwell 50, the open cluster of stars of NGC 2244 can be found within the nebula and are thought to have formed from its 

H II regions; the mass of the nebula being enough to form some 11,000 stars the mass of our Sun.  The Rosette is a reflection 

nebula; these and other stars emit radiation that produces ionized bubbles from which starlight is reflected.  The nebula itself 

is a very active star forming region and continued research is revealing data to further our understanding of the life of stars. 

 

Nearest known black hole 

 

We may not know for certain where the nearest black hole is to us, but the latest candidate 

for the closest black hole (as of early 2021) is V723 Monocerotis (O).  The candidate is a 

lower mass black hole in a binary star system with an orbit time of 59.9 days.  Dubbed The 

Unicorn, it can be found at RA 06h 29m 04.659s, and Declination −05° 34′ 20.23″ and lies 

at about 1000 light years away with an apparent magnitude of 8.24. 

 

History 

 

Monoceros is a modern constellation and consequently, there are no ancient references to unicorn myths in this region of the 

sky.  It was identified as a unicorn in the early 17th century firstly in 1612, on a globe by Dutch cartographer Petrus Plancius, 

and named Monoceros Unicornis, and then as Unicornu on a star chart in 1624 by German astronomer Jacob Bartsch. 
 

M50 

Photograph Credit:  © Nick Busby 


