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December 2020        Newsletter Editor — John Wingard — jwin1048@gmail.com 

        Moon Phases  

December 21 — First Quarter 

December 29 — Full Moon 

January 6 — Last Quarter 

January 13 — New Moon 

January 20 — First Quarter 

January 28 — Full Moon 

February 4 — Last Quarter 

February 11 — New Moon 

 

Stay in touch with us 

http://www.auburnastro.org 

https://www.facebook.com/

groups/79864233515/ 

Latest News and Events 

 
The AAS would like to welcome as a new member Les Hopson from 

Dadeville, AL. Les reports that he has a nice scope and is looking for-

ward to meeting up with us soon. 

 

It’s time to renew your dues to the AAS for 2021 

It’s that time once again...time to renew your annual dues to the 

Auburn Astronomical Society. I’ve already received a couple of re-

newals for 2021, so this is just a friendly reminder for everyone 

else. Our dues cycle runs from January 1 to December 31 and dues 

are only $20.00 for the year ($10.00 for full-time students). If you 

have never been a member of the AAS and would like to join, your 

dues can be prorated based on the month in which you join. Please 

refer to the membership application at the end of this newsletter to 

see the monthly prorated rates. Since we are currently not meeting 

in person, the best way is to fill out the membership application 

along with your payment to Auburn Astronomical Society and mail 

it to me at the address listed on the application.  We thank every-

one for their continued support of the club! 

Well, 2020 is just about over and we hope that everyone is still safe 

and has had a good holiday. Hopefully 2021 will be a better year 

and we can begin meeting once again, both at club meetings and 

star gazes. We will just have to see what the new year brings us.  

http://www.auburnastro.org
https://www.facebook.com/groups/79864233515/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/79864233515/
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The Great Conjunction 

 One of the most exciting things that happened, astronomically speaking, in 2020 was the so-called great con-

junction of the planets Jupiter and Saturn. The two giant planets moved closer and closer to each other in the 

sky and on the evening of December 21st, they were just a few arc minutes apart from our vantage point 

here on Earth. There’s no doubt that countless thousands of amateur astronomers were out that night view-

ing and imaging this somewhat rare phenomenon. AAS member Mike Lewis conducted a small star gaze for 

relatives and a few neighbors where they not only viewed the conjunction, but the Moon and Mars as well. 

Here is a shot of his group and one of his shots of the conjunction. 

One of the problems experienced by nearly everyone that attempted to photograph the conjunction was the 

significant difference in the brightness of Jupiter and Saturn.  If the exposure was adjusted for a good capture 

of much the brighter Jupiter, then the dimmer Saturn was underexposed. Then there was the challenge of 

capturing the four major moons of Jupiter which required yet another different exposure. Some amateurs 

actually made different exposures for each object and combined them together in post-processing. 

Here’s a conjunction photo unlike any other you may have seen 

The conjunction photo at the left wasn’t taken by 

any amateur, or professional for that matter. It 

wasn’t even taken by anyone on Earth but by 

NASA’s Lunar Reconnaissance  Orbiter (LRO) cur-

rently orbiting the moon. It was taken on Decem-

ber 21st after ground controllers commanded the 

spacecraft to look away from the moon’s surface 

long enough to snap this shot of the conjunction. 

The LRO has been in lunar orbit since 2009 and 

controllers say that it has enough attitude control 

reserves to last another 6 years as long as it re-

mains healthy. 
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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.gov to find local clubs, events, and more! 

 

Check Your Sky’s Quality with Orion! 

David Prosper 

Have you ever wondered how many stars you can see at night? From a perfect dark sky location, free from any light pol-

lution, a person with excellent vision may observe a few thousand stars in the sky at one time! Sadly, most people don’t 

enjoy pristine dark skies – and knowing your sky’s brightness will help you navigate the night sky. 

The brightness of planets and stars is measured in terms of apparent magnitude, or how bright they appear from Earth. 

Most visible stars range in brightness from 1st to 6th magnitude, with the lower number being brighter. A star at magnitude 

1 appears 100 times brighter than a star at magnitude 6. A few stars and planets shine even brighter than first magnitude, 

like brilliant Sirius at -1.46 magnitude, or Venus, which can shine brighter than -4 magnitude! Very bright planets and 

stars can still be seen from bright cities with lots of light pollution. Given perfect skies, an observer may be able to see 

stars as dim as 6.5 magnitude, but such fantastic conditions are very rare; in much of the world, human-made light pollu-

tion drastically limits what people can see at night. 

Your sky’s limiting magnitude is, simply enough, the measure of the dimmest stars you can see when looking straight 

up. So, if the dimmest star you can see from your backyard is magnitude 5, then your limiting magnitude is 5. Easy, 

right? But why would you want to know your limiting magnitude? It can help you plan your observing! For example, if 

you have a bright sky and your limiting magnitude is at 3, watching a meteor shower or looking for dimmer stars and 

objects may be a wasted effort. But if your sky is dark and the limit is 5, you should be able to see meteors and the Milky 

Way. Knowing this figure can help you measure light pollution in your area and determine if it’s getting better or worse 

over time. And regardless of location, be it backyard, balcony, or dark sky park, light pollution is a concern to all star-

gazers! 

How do you figure out the limiting magnitude in your area? While you can use smartphone apps or dedicated devices 

like a Sky Quality Meter, you can also use your own eyes and charts of bright constellations! The Night Sky Network 

offers a free printable Dark Sky Wheel, featuring the stars of Orion on one side and Scorpius on the other, here: bit.ly/

darkskywheel. Each wheel contains six “wedges” showing the stars of the constellation, limited from 1-6 magnitude. 

Find the wedge containing the faintest stars you can see from your area; you now know your limiting magnitude! For 

maximum accuracy, use the wheel when the constellation is high in the sky well after sunset. Compare the difference 

when the Moon is at full phase, versus new. Before you start, let your eyes adjust for twenty minutes to ensure your 

night vision is at its best. A red light can help preserve your night vision while comparing stars in the printout.  
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Did you have fun? Contribute to science with monthly observing programs from Globe at Night’s website 

(globeatnight.org), and check out the latest NASA’s science on the stars you can - and can’t - see, at nasa.gov. 

 

The Dark Sky Wheel, showing the constellation Orion at six different limiting magnitudes (right), and a photo of Orion 

(left). What is the limiting magnitude of the photo? For most observing locations, the Orion side works best on evenings 

from January-March, and the Scorpius side from June-August. 
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