
Celestial Observer

CCAS member Frank Widmann took this photo of M106 (also known as NGC 4258). Located 24 million
light-years away in the constellation Canes Venatici, this intermediate spiral galaxy is visible high in the

sky through Spring with even a small telescope.

Next Star Gazing: ONLINE!
Friday, April 21st at 8pm Pacific

Join for a live virtual tour of the
night sky, with live telescope views
as well as a presentation on the
NASA Deep Sky Network! Get
your free SkyChart and more info
on our website.

Find out more here:
CentralCoastAstronomy.org/stargaze

April brings the best view of
Mercury:
The elusive Mercury will reach its
greatest elongation of the year on
April 11th. Look low to the horizon
to the west soon after sunset to
catch a view while it’s visible!

Get more information here:
Earthsky.org/tonight/mercury-after-sunset-gr
eatest-elongation-east/

http://www.centralcoastastronomy.org/stargaze
https://earthsky.org/tonight/mercury-after-sunset-greatest-elongation-east/
https://earthsky.org/tonight/mercury-after-sunset-greatest-elongation-east/


Spot the Messenger: Observe Mercury
by David Prosper for Night Sky News

Mercury is hot, small, and heavily cratered across its gray surface, as seen in this image from NASA
MESSENGER. Mercury is the most heavily cratered planet in our solar system, since it lacks either a
substantial atmosphere or geologic activity to erode surface features like craters - similar in certain

aspects to the surface of our own Moon.
Credit: NASA/Johns Hopkins University Applied Physics Laboratory/Carnegie Source:

https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/resources/439/mercurys-subtle-colors/

Most planets are easy to spot in
the night sky, but have you spotted
Mercury? Nicknamed the Messenger
for its speed across the sky, Mercury is
also the closest planet to the Sun. Its
swift movements close to our Sun
accorded it special importance to
ancient observers, while also making
detailed study difficult. However,
recent missions to Mercury have
resulted in amazing discoveries, with
more to come.

Mercury can be one of the
brightest planets in the sky – but also
easy to miss! Why is that? Since it
orbits so close to the Sun, observing
Mercury is trickier than the rest of the
“bright planets” in our solar system:
Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn.
Mercury always appears near our Sun
from our Earth-bound point of view,
making it easy to miss in the glare of
the Sun or behind small obstructions
along the horizon. That’s why prime

Central Coast Astronomy CentralCoastAstronomy.org

https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/resources/439/mercurys-subtle-colors/


Mercury viewing happens either right
before sunrise or right after sunset;
when the Sun is blocked by the
horizon, Mercury’s shine can then
briefly pierce the glow of twilight.
Mercury often appears similar to a “tiny
Moon” in a telescope since, like fellow
inner planet Venus, it shows distinct
phases when viewed from Earth!
Mercury’s small size means a
telescope is needed to observe its
phases since they can’t be discerned
with your unaided eye. Safety warning:
If you want to observe Mercury with
your telescope during daytime or
before sunrise, be extremely careful:
you don’t want the Sun to accidentally
enter your telescope’s field of view. As
you may already well understand, this
is extremely dangerous and can not
only destroy your equipment, but
permanently blind you as well! That
risk is why NASA does not allow space
telescopes like Hubble or the JWST to
view Mercury or other objects close to
the Sun, since even the tiniest error
could destroy billions of dollars of
irreplaceable equipment.

Despite being a small and
seemingly barren world, Mercury is full
of interesting features. It’s one of the
four rocky (or terrestrial) planets in our
solar system, along with Earth, Venus,
and Mars. Mercury is the smallest
planet in our solar system and also
possesses the most eccentric, or
non-circular, orbit of any planet as well:
during a Mercurian year of 88 Earth
days, the planet orbits between 29
million and 43 million miles from our
Sun – a 14-million-mile difference!
Surprisingly, Mercury is not the hottest
planet in our solar system, despite

being closest to the Sun; that honor
goes to Venus, courtesy its thick
greenhouse shroud of carbon dioxide.
Since Mercury lacks a substantial
atmosphere and the insulating
properties a layer of thick air brings to
a planet, its temperature swings wildly
between a daytime temperature of 800
degrees Fahrenheit (427 degrees
Celsius) and -290 degrees Fahrenheit
(-179 degrees Celsius) at night. Similar
to our Moon, evidence of water ice is
present at Mercury’s poles, possibly
hiding in the frigid permanent shadows
cast inside a few craters. Evidence for
ice on Mercury was first detected by
radar observations from Earth, and
followup observations from NASA’s
MESSENGER mission added
additional strong evidence for its
presence. Mercury sports a comet-like
tail made primarily of sodium which
has been photographed by skilled
astrophotographers. The tail results
from neutral atoms in its thin
atmosphere being pushed away from
Mercury by pressure from the nearby
Sun’s radiation.

NASA’s Mariner 10 was
Mercury’s first robotic explorer, flying
by three times between 1974-1975.
Decades later, NASA’s MESSENGER
first visited Mercury in 2008, flying by
three times before settling into an orbit
in 2011. MESSENGER thoroughly
studied and mapped the planet before
smashing into Mercury at mission’s
end in 2015. Since MESSENGER,
Mercury was briefly visited by
BepiColombo, a joint ESA/JAXA
probe, which first flew by in 2021 and
is expected to enter orbit in 2025 -
after completing six flybys.
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Solar Eclipses Are Coming!
by David Prosper for Night Sky News

Photos of an annular total solar eclipse (left) and a total solar eclipse (right). Note that the annular eclipse
is shown with a dark background, as it is only safe to view with protection – you can see how a small
portion of the Sun is still visible as the ring around the Moon. On the right, you can see the Sun’s wispy
corona, visible only during totality itself, when the Moon completely – or totally - hides the Sun from view.
A total solar eclipse is only safe to view without protection during totality itself; it is absolutely necessary to
protect your eyes throughout the rest of the eclipse! Credits: Left, Annular Eclipse: Stefan Seip (Oct 3,

2005). Right, Total Eclipse, NASA/Aubrey Gemignani (August 21, 2017)

Have you ever witnessed a total
solar eclipse? What about an annular
solar eclipse? If not, then you are in
luck if you live in North America: the
next twelve months will see two solar
eclipses darken the skies for observers
in the continental United States,
Mexico, and Canada!

Solar eclipse fans get a chance
to witness an annular eclipse this fall.
On Saturday, October 14, 2023, the
Moon will move exactly in front of the
Sun from the point of view of
observers along a narrow strip of land

stretching across the United States
from Oregon to Texas and continuing
on to Central and South America.
Since the Moon will be at its furthest
point in its orbit from Earth at that time
(known as apogee), it won’t completely
block the Sun; instead, a dramatic
“ring” effect will be seen as the bright
edge of the Sun will be visible around
the black silhouette of the Moon. The
distinct appearance of this style of
eclipse is why it’s called an annular
eclipse, as annular means ring-like. If
you are standing under a tree or
behind a screen you will see
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thousands of ring-like shadows
projected everywhere during maximum
eclipse, and the light may take on a
wan note, but it won’t actually get dark
outside; it will be similar to the
brightness of a cloudy day. This
eclipse must only be observed with
properly certified eclipse glasses, or
other safe observation methods like
pinhole projection or shielded solar
telescopes. Even during the peak of
the eclipse, the tiny bit of the Sun seen
via the “ring” can damage your retinas
and even blind you.

Just six months later, a dramatic
total solar eclipse will darken the
skies from Mexico to northeast
Canada, casting its shadow across the
USA in a strip approximately 124 miles
(200 km) wide, on Monday, April 8,
2024. While protection must be worn
to safely observe most of this eclipse,
it’s not needed to witness totality itself,
the brief amount of time when the
Moon blocks the entire surface of the
Sun from view. And if you try to view
totality through your eclipse viewer,
you won’t actually be able to see
anything! The Moon’s shadow will
dramatically darken the skies into
something resembling early evening,
confusing animals and delighting
human observers. You will even be
able to see bright stars and planets -
provided you are able to take your
eyes off the majesty of the total
eclipse! While the darkness and
accompanying chilly breeze will be a
thrill, the most spectacular observation
of all will be the Sun’s magnificent

corona! Totality is the only time you
can observe the corona, which is
actually the beautiful outer fringes of
the Sun’s atmosphere. For observers
in the middle of the path, they will get
to experience the deepest portion of
the eclipse, which will last over four
minutes - twice as long as 2017’s total
solar eclipse over North America.

While some folks may be lucky enough
to witness both eclipses in full –
especially the residents of San
Antonio, Texas, whose city lies at the
crossroads of both paths – everyone
off the paths of maximum eclipse can
still catch sight of beautiful partial
eclipses if the skies are clear. The
Eclipse Ambassadors program is
recruiting volunteers across the USA
to prepare communities off the central
paths in advance of this amazing
cosmic ballet. Find more information
and apply to share the excitement at
eclipseambassadors.org. NASA has
published a fantastic Solar Eclipse
Safety Guide which can help you plan
your viewing at
bit.ly/nasaeclipsesafety. And you can
find a large collection of solar eclipse
resources, activities, visualizations,
photos, and more from NASA at
solarsystem.nasa.gov/eclipses.

This article is distributed by NASA’s
Night Sky Network (NSN). The NSN

program supports astronomy clubs across

the USA dedicated to astronomy outreach. Visit

nightsky.jpl.nasa.gov to find local clubs, events, and

more!
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President Aurora Lipper
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Treasurer Lee Coombs
Communication Brian P. Cox

CCAS Information
Founded in 1979, the Central Coast Astronomical Society (CCAS) is an
association of people who share a common interest in astronomy and
related sciences.

Central Coast Astronomical Society
PO Box 1415
San Luis Obispo, CA 93406
Website: CentralCoastAstronomy.org
Facebook: facebook.com/CentralCoastAstronomicalSociety

Robin White took this image of the Black Eye Galaxy (M64). Most visible in Spring through a moderately
sized telescope, this galaxy is 17 million light-years from Earth in the constellation Coma Berenices.
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