Mountain Skies

November and December 2002

S THE FIRST DAWN TWILIGHT of

November begins to brighten the

eastern sky, Jupiter and Saturn are

high and bright. Jupiter is the
brighter of the two: The distance be-
tween the giants increases through the
month. Jupiter’s motion covers only two
degrees of the sky in a region of Cancer
devoid of bright stars. Saturn, however,
moves almost five degrees, from just
north of x1(Chil) Orionis to just north
of z (Zeta) Tauri (Diagram 1), making
its motion easily detectable over the
course of two months.

Saturn can be seen in the evening as
well as the morning as it rises at 7:30 .M.
on All Hallows Eve. Jupiter doesn’t rise
until 11:30, as the candles in the jack-o-
lanterns start burning out.

On December 17, Saturn is at opposi-
tion—exactly opposite the sun in our
sky as Earth passes between the local star
and the ringed planet. It rises at 4:20
PM., the same time that the sun sets on
that day. Jupiter rises at 8:30 .M. by this
time and by New Year’s Eve will rise at
7:30 on its way to opposition on
Groundhog Day 2003.

Gossips
Mars hangs 15° below a thin waning
crescent moon as it rises two and a half
hours before the sun on November 1. By
December 1, the waning crescent moon
joins Mars and Venus in a nearly perfect
equilateral triangle, 2° on a side. Our two
nearest planetary neighbors then remain
close (within 5°), as though gossiping
over the fence. Our very near neighbor,
Luna, makes the group a triangle again
on December 30, though it’s isosceles
this time. At the end of December,
Mercury swings around the far side of
the sun and rises into the evening twi-
light sky and is farthest from the sun on
Boxing Day, December 26. Though it
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stice darkens the sky early in the

opening downward with bright
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sets 90 minutes after the sun, it is

only 12° above the horizon at sun-
set, and is hard to see in the fading
twilight.

As the approaching winter sol-
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evenings, the glittering Milky Way
in Cassiopeia and Perseus rises in
the northeast. Mirfak (MEER-fack,
the elbow), Algol (Ar-goal, the
demon star representing the eye of
Medusa), and Atik (Ay-tick, the
shoulder blade) are the brightest
stars in Perseus, the hero of Greek
Mythology (“Mountain - Skies”,
November-December 1999).
Andromeda, awaiting rescue by
Perseus, appears as a cornucopia

Alpheratz (Al-FEE-rats, the shoul-

der) at its apex, Almach (AL-mack,
the desert lynx) at the end and
Mirach (My-rack, the girdle) and m
(Mu) defining the middle and pointing
to n (nu), which is within most binocu-
lar views of the Andromeda Galaxy.

Diagram 2: Looking up from northeast
horizon at 9 pM. on November 1, 7 PM. on
December 1, and 6 M. on December 15.
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Diagram 1: the motion of Saturn between November 1 and December 31, 2002.
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Andromeda’s mother is Cassiopeia rep-
resented by the W of stars, Caph (KAFF,
the hand), Schedar (SHED-are, the beast),
Ruchbah (Ruck-buh, the knee), and
Segin (SeE-gin).

A Billion Years Young

The Milky Way along Perseus and
Cassiopeia is rich with open clusters of
stars that can be seen with the aid of
binoculars. Stars form from immense
clouds of gas and dust that collapse
under gravity. The clouds are so huge
that they form not single stars, but clus-
ters of stars that then slowly drift away
from each other as they orbit the galaxy.
Thus the open clusters are made up of
relatively young stars (less than a billion
years is “young” astronomically) still
associated with their siblings. The
Pleiades, which can be found by extend-
ing the arc from Mirfak to Atik, are
about 100 million years old and a mere
400 light years (ly) from us (so the light
has been traveling since the 17th centu-
ry) in the Orion arm, the sun’s neigh-
borhood of our spiral galaxy. Repre-
sented by circles on Diagram 2, M34 and
NGC 752 are also in the Orion arm,
though more than 10 times more distant
than the Pleiades. The other named
open clusters range in distance from
seven to 25 thousand light years and are
in the neighboring Perseus spiral arm.

Wrapped in a warm blanket on a
chaise lounge, a binocular tour of this
region of the sky can take you across the
universe from Caph, a mere 50 ly distant,
past Algol and Alpheratz at 100 ly and
the Pleiades and other stars at a few hun-
dred ly, to the dark region between the
Orion and Perseus spiral arms where
stars are sparse. From there you can
journey . across the Perseus arm from
NGC 225 on the near side to NGC 7789
on the far edge, in the outer reaches of
our home galaxy. From there, leap across
dark, intergalactic-space to the combined
fires of 400 billion stars in Andromeda
galaxy, two million light years away.

However distant this seems, it is still

little more than one hundredth of a per-'

cent of the size of the universe.
Returning home to a winter night in the
Adirondacks from such a journey can
give us a fresh perspective on how near
the other side of our tiny planet really is.

—Aileen O’Donoghue
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WHY SLEEP ON THE GROUND???
IT’S HARD—IT’S WET—IT’S UNCOMFORTABLE.

The unique construction of the S3 allows you to sleep in great comfort nearly flat on your back or on
your side (different than 2 hammock). '

The S3 is a complete system for camping with rain fly, bug screen, sleeping bag, and backpack all in one.
All you need for ultra light backpacking or just hanging in the back yard. weighs only 10 pounds and
has space for other essentials .

The S3 is a new and original design from Center of Gravity Inc. that eliminates the redundancy of con-
tainers saving weight and stress to make your nights outdoors even better. Quality guaranteed.

Price $265.00
TO ORDER OR FOR MORE INFO WRITE TO: cgravity@dreamscape.com or

Center of Gravity Inc. 1629 Rte. 173 Chittenango NY 13037

1 members, you'll save 20 - 25% on the Trail Conference's

Let's Go Paddling

Paddle Upstate NY with Nehasane at www.paddlenpole.com

CANOES & KAYAKS
Sales—Lessons—Rentals
Dagger, Bell Canoe Works, Swift, Impex
Wilderness Systems, Walden, Clearwater

LARGE SELECTION OF ACCESSORIES

Werner Aquabound, Mitchell, Bending Branches, Camp, Lotus, MTI, Bomber Gear,
Stohlquist, Mountain Surf, Chota, MRS, OR, PUR, Tilley, Granite Gear, Thermarest
Thule & Yakima Car Racks

Adirendack
PADDLE 'N’ @

2123 Central Ave., Colonie, NY (518) 346-3180
Northway Exit 2W then 4.25 miles West on Rt. 5

SAVE 10%

At your favorite stores!

Join the New York — New Jersey Trail Conference and save
money. |n addition to the many stores that offer discounts to

award winning maps and books. Don't go hiking without
them!
Visit www.nynjtc.org or call 201-512-9348

(Mention this ad for additional first time member incentives.) I
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