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SOUTHERN HORIZON

THE NIGHT SKY IN OCTOBER

Chart time (Daylight Savings Time):

11 pm...First of October
10 pm... Middle of October
9 pm... Last of October





Star Facts
Before you go out stargazing visit one or more of these websites to get up to date info on what’s out there and what to look for.                                              www.stardate.org  Monthly Almanac free online, or Annual Almanac $5.00
What are shooting stars? 
”Shooting stars” and “falling stars” are both names that people have used for many hundreds of years to describe meteors – intense streaks of light across the night sky caused by small bits of interplanetary rock and debris called meteoroids crashing and burning high in Earth’s upper atmosphere. Traveling at thousands of miles an hour, meteoroids quickly ignite in searing friction of the atmosphere, 30 to 80 miles above the ground. Almost all are destroyed in this process; the rare few that survive and hit the ground are known as meteorites.
When a meteor appears, it seems to “shoot” quickly across the sky, and its small size and intense brightness might make you think it is a star. If you’re lucky enough to spot a meteorite (a meteor that makes it all the way to the ground), and see where it hits, it’s easy to think you just saw a star “fall.”

How Many Stars are up there?                                                                    On a dark, clear night with an unobstructed horizon, over a thousand individual stars are easily visible with the naked eye …(meaning no blockage by trees or buildings. But stars beyond counting populate the universe. Most reside in dense groups known as galaxies. These come in many shapes and sizes, and contain anywhere from a few million stars to a trillion or more. Some are still churning out lots of new stars, while others are quietly living out their lives. And some galaxies are merging to form even bigger ones. There are approximately 300 Billion stars in our galaxy also known as the the Milky Way Galaxy.
The stars that 'twinkle, twinkle' in the night sky are just a few of the countless trillions of glowing orbs that illuminate the universe. Stars come in many sizes, colors, and ages. Some live short, fast, brilliant lives, while others putter along as faint cosmic embers. Some will blast themselves to bits, some will just fade away, and some will collapse to form black holes. All of them have will continue to inspire poets and scientists alike.
Brightest Northern-Hemisphere Stars
	Star
	Distance*
	Magnitude**
	Factoid
	Season

	Sirius
	8.7
	-1.46
	Known as "the Dog Star," in Canis Major. A binary star.
	Winter

	Canopus
	300
	-0.72
	A rare yellow-white supergiant star. 
	Winter***

	Alpha Centauri
	4
	-0.01
	A triple system of the closest stars to the Sun. 
	Summer***

	Arcturus
	36
	-0.04
	A yellow giant star in Boötes. Much less dense than the Sun, but 25 times its size.
	Spring

	Vega
	26
	+0.03
	Surrounded by a dust disk that may harbor a planet. In Lyra. 
	Summer

	Capella
	46
	+0.08
	A binary star in Auriga. Each member is 25 times larger than the Sun. 
	Winter

	Rigel
	800
	+0.12
	A young blue supergiant star marking Orion's right foot. 
	Winter

	Procyon
	11.2
	+0.38
	A white subgiant called the "little dog star," in Canis Minor. 
	Winter

	Achernar
	 
	+0.46
	The closest star to Earth that will explode as a supernova. 
	Winter***

	Hadar
	 
	+0.61
	A triple star system also known as Beta Centauri 
	Summer***

	Betelgeuse
	650
	+0.80
	A yellow-orange supergiant star in Orion. 
	Winter

	Altair
	16
	+0.80
	A blue-white main sequence star in Aquila.
	Summer

	Aldebaran
	70
	+0.90
	A yellow giant star in Taurus.
	Autumn

	Spica
	250
	+1.00
	A blue-white giant star in Virgo.
	Winter

	Antares
	600
	+1.00
	A yellow-orange supergiant star in Scorpius.
	Summer

	Pollux
	35
	+1.20
	A yellow giant star. One of the twins of Gemini. 
	Winter

	Fomalhaut
	23
	+1.10
	A blue-white main sequence star in Pisces Austrinus.
	Autumn

	Deneb
	1,600
	+1.30
	A blue-white supergiant star in Cygnus.
	Summer


· Light-years.
** Lower values mean increasing brightness. The full Moon is magnitude -12.6.
*** Visible from southern United States.
Star Stories
Constellations have been an important part of human society and folklore since we humans lived in caves, and, probably, even before then. The fascinating figures that we see in the night sky are so large and so beautiful that we have felt a very strong urge to attach importance to them. People have done this throughout the ages by creating very interesting stories and legends in an attempt to explain where these large "pictures" in the sky came from. These stories, also known as star lore, can be as interesting as studying the constellations themselves.


The Night Raven or Eternal Teamster                                  German Folk Lore
During the night the night raven can be heard calling out with its "caw, caw." This bird is much larger than an ordinary raven, even as large as an old hen. 

It is also called the eternal teamster. They say that for his portion of the Kingdom of Heaven he desired to be underway forever and ever. Thus he will be driving for all eternity, seated on the middle horse of Heaven's Wagon. The four large stars to the rear are the great wheels. The three stars in front, standing in a crooked line, are three horses. The small star above the middle one of these is the eternal teamster. He steers the horses, and because the wagon always goes in a circle, they are not in a straight line, but in a crooked one, for they are always making a turn.  Before midnight, it is said, he drives outward, and the wagon-tongue bends upward; after midnight he drives homeward, and it bends downward.
The Star Stories of Thailand
All too often when we think of mythology, we think of the Greek and Roman myths we hear about in school. And indeed, in astronomy,  most of the constellations are named  after such myths. But people from every culture have looked to the sky and it's nice to hear about what other people thought about then they looked up at the night sky. Three of Thailands best star stories are about constellations which are visible in our night skies now. They are the Pleiades, Sirius and Ursa Major. 
Rising  in the east this time of year is a small compact group of stars called the Pleiades. They are so  compact that you could cover the area of sky they reside in with your outstretched fist. The Pleiades are known as the seven sisters by many cultures. The japanese word for Pleiades is Suburu, and if you look at the emblem on a Suburu vehicle, you will indeed see the seven stars. In Thailand the Pleiades are seen as the Seven Chicks. The really strange thing is that only 6 stars can be seen with the naked eye, yet nearly every culture tells stories of 7 stars! 

The story of the seven  chicks is told like this. There was a very poor old couple who lived in a  forest.  All they had was a little brown rice and a hen and seven chicks.  One evening a monk camped near their hut. The old folks were worried, because it was the custom that they should offer the monk some food in the morning (the monks did not eat after noon.) By placing some food in the begging bowls which the monks carried around, people acquired merits which would benefit them in future lives. And so this couple wanted to give the monk the very best food that they had, but they were very poor. In the end they decided that they only thing they could offer him was their hen. The hen overheard this, and was very sad. She took her chicks aside and told them that they must look after themselves from now on. Very early the next morning, the old man killed the hen and began to roast her to give to the monk. The chicks were so overcome with grief that they threw themselves onto the fire so that they might always be with their mother. As they were consumed by the fire, seven sparks flew up and drifted toward the still dark predawn sky where they stuck and to this day they are called Dao Look Kai. 

Another constellation story from Thailand is about the stars which we call the Big  Dipper. According to the people of Thailand, we are looking at a crocodile.  This comes from a story about a very wealthy old man who hid all his money buried in the ground in front of his house. After he died, he came to his wife in her dreamworld and told her where the money was and to give a sizable amount to the temple. While his wife was digging up the money, a lot of people said they saw a giant crocodile circling the house, as if to protect the property. As the boat, with the wife and money proceeded to the temple to present the gift, the crocodile was said to lead the procession. People said that the rich husband had been reborn as that crocodile. And to reward him for his generosity, he was reborn as a constellation of a crocodile in the sky! He is called Dao Ja Ra Kae. When people see him they are reminded to do good in this life and they will be rewarded. 

The third story from Thailand is about the brightest star in our night sky, Sirius. This bright star has long been referred to as the dog star, and in Thailand it is the sleeping dog star, Dao Mah Lap. Some elder Thai folks say that it is also called Dao Jone , the robber star and that children born at the time this star rises will likely become a member of a robber gang! They say that when this star is in the night sky, dogs fall fast asleep and are not easily wakened, making the life of the robber much easier. In October, Sirius does not rise until very late at night, around 3am but if you are up then, it is such a bright star it is very easy to see even close to the horizon. If you are up that late and see Dao Mah Lap, you might also try waking up your dog! 
American Indians also drew constellations, created star lore, and built structures in alignment with the sky long before Europeans arrived on American shores.
They tracked the motions of the Sun to help them decide when to plant crops, move their camps, or stage sacred rituals. They drew constellations among the patterns of bright stars. They crafted explanations for meteor showers and the northern lights, and saw a pathway to the afterlife in the Milky Way.  Some tribes built great circles of stones to help them predict the changing seasons. Others built great ceremonial centers in alignment with the Sun and stars. And still others built great mounds of earth to reflect the patterns they saw in the heavens.  The Sun, Moon, and stars were not just physical objects following well-defined paths across the sky, they were gifts from the gods. They told the people where they came from, where they were going, and how to live their lives. 
Tricky Stars
A handful of bright stars seem to form patterns in the evening sky . Yellow-orange Arcturus stands high in the sky...Antares is low in the south...and the Summer Triangle is rises in the east. 
While these and other bright stars. Antares, for example, is part of Scorpius, seem to form familiar patterns like a Scorpions hook-shaped tail, most of the stars look like they're sprinkled across the sky at random. And according to one American Indian story, they really are. 

This story comes from the Navajo, who live in the Four Corners region of the desert southwest. There are several versions, but the basic outline is the same. 

It begins with First Woman carefully placing the stars in the sky, creating beautiful patterns. But then Coyote, the trickster, comes along and offers to help.           First Woman doesn't trust him, so she refuses. But Coyote persists, and finally convinces First Woman to let him give it a try -- IF he promises to be patient. 

Coyote behaves himself at first. He picks up the stars from a blanket and places them in the sky one at a time. But after awhile, he can't resist the temptation. He picks up the blanket and shakes it vigorously, scattering stars across the entire sky. And so the night sky appears today -- a few bright stars forming patterns, and all the others sprinkled across the firmament at random, creating a beautiful but slightly chaotic blanket of stars. 

Bear's Lodge a Kiowa Tribal Story
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Eight Kiowa children -- seven sisters and one brother -- were playing in the forests and grasslands at the edge of the Black Hills, when the boy was struck by powerful magic. He was transformed into a bear and began to chase his frightened sisters. A tree called to them, and when they climbed in its branches, it grew to an enormous size.

The angry bear scratched and clawed at the tree, gouging deep grooves in its bark. But the sisters were borne into safety in the sky, where they became the stars of the Big Dipper. Each night, they look down upon the petrified remnant of the tree that saved them -- the Bear's Lodge, a massive stone tower at the edge of the Black Hills in Wyoming.

To geologists, the Bear's Lodge, which is also known as Devils Tower, is a pedestal of volcanic rock that formed beneath the surface 50 million years ago. It slowly emerged as wind and water stripped away the softer rock and soil around it. But to the Kiowa and at least two dozen other American Indian tribes, it is a place created by the gods -- a reminder of the connection between heaven and Earth and the people who populate it.
Constellations and Asterisms

There are currently eighty-eight figures in the sky that have been  generally recognized as being "official" constellations by whoever it is that designates such things. We aren't going to list all of them.  What we are going to do is pick a few of them that are easy to find no matter whether you live in the city or the country. We will tell you where to look for them and when during the year you can expect to see them. We will also give you a simple chart that you can use that should help you identify the constellation in the sky.
In addition to a few of the constellations, we will also give you guides to a few "asterisms", which aren't officially constellations, but are easily recognizable patterns of stars that are either parts of a larger official constellation, such as the Big Dipper, or just good landmarks, like the Summer Triangle.
The Big Dipper & Ursa Major
Since the Big Dipper is part of the constellation Ursa Major (The Great Bear), it is technically an asterism and not a true constellation. However, it is one of the most familiar figures in the night sky and can act as a guide to other interesting sights. Ursa Major (the great bear)  is always above the horizon in the northern latitudes, but the best time to see it is in the spring when its high above the northeastern horizon. Ursa Major is best known as the home of the Big Dipper. 
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Of all the star patterns in the sky, the Big Dipper is the most universally recognized. The dipper's seven bright stars form a portion of the great bear. It's hard to see the rest of the bear, especially from light-polluted cities. After you locate the dipper, look at the two stars that mark the outer edge of its bowl. Now connect these two stars, then extend the line above the dipper's bowl. Polaris, the north star, lies along this line, about five times the distance between the two pointers. No matter where the Big Dipper is in our sky, those two stars always point to Polaris. 
The Summer Triangle
Formed by three bright stars from three different constellations the Summer Triangle can be seen in the Southern Skies throughout the summer.   Altair, the brightest star from the Aquila Constellation is the southern point of  the Summer Triangle. Deneb, in the constellation Cygnus, forms the triangle's northeastern point. And finally Vega, in the Constellation Lyra, the harp, forms the northwest point.
Aquila, the Eagle
Aquila glides on outstretched wings through the glowing band of the Milky Way. Look for it high in the south in late summer. The brightest star in Aquila is a white star about 16 light-years from Earth called Altair, the Arabic word for eagle. Altair is the southern point of a pattern of three bright stars called the Summer Triangle.   Altair is nice and bright and easy to find right up to the beginning of winter.
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Cygnus - The Swan 

This great bird soars high in the night sky during the early morning in late summer and in the evening during the fall. One of Cygnus' stars is also one of the corners of the Summer Triangle asterism. 
 

Orion - The Great Hunter 
Orion is the largest & most beautiful of all constellations, and one of the easiest to find. This giant figure dominates the sky in the early mornings in late summer and fall, and in the evenings during the first part of winter. It looks like a large rectangle high in winter's south-southeastern sky. Two of the brightest stars in the evening sky lie at opposite corners of the rectangle: bright red Betelgeuse at the northeastern corner and even brighter Rigel at the southwest. 
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Orion also has several really interesting things you can see with just a pair of binoculars.  Near the center of the rectangle, look for a short diagonal line of three stars — Orion's belt. And extending south from the belt, you'll see another, fainter line of stars that forms Orion's sword.  One of the objects in Orion's sword isn't a star at all. It's a nebula — a cloud of gas and dust that's like a giant fluorescent bulb. Hot young stars inside the nebula pump energy into its gas, causing the gas to glow.
Canis Major - The Great Dog 
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Every hunter needs hunting dogs as companions. Canis Major and Canis Minor are the hunting dogs for Orion.  Canis Major, the Great Dog loyally follows its mythical master across the southern skies of winter.  In addition, Canis Major is home to Sirius, the brightest star in the entire night sky which is just 8.6 light-years away. That's only twice as far as our closest stellar neighbor.
Gemini - The Twins
 

The Twins are companions of Orion in our night sky. Gemini is visible in the early morning skies during fall and eary winter and in the evenings during winter. 
Gemini, is easy to find as it glides high overhead in mid-winter, above and to the left of Orion. It's two brightest stars — Castor and Pollux — represent the mythological twins who were the brothers of Helen of Troy.  Many cultures have seen two humans in this star pattern — marked by two roughly parallel lines of stars capped by two of the brightest stars in our night sky. Pollux is the brighter of the twins. It's an orange-giant star that's about 35 light-years from Earth. Castor consists of six stars — a cosmic sextet locked in a gravitational ballet. This crowded system lies about 50 light-years from Earth. 
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Scorpius - The Scorpion 
Scorpius is one sign that summer is in full swing in the northern hemisphere. This beautiful constellation is in full view in the southern sky only during the months of July, August and September, but its beauty makes it worth the wait. The brightest star in Scorpius is  Antares, which is in the middle of the scorpion's curving body. This brilliant red star is one of the behemoths of our stellar neighborhood. If you placed it at the center of our own solar system, it would swallow Mercury, Venus, Earth, and Mars, and almost reach Jupiter.
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Taurus - The Bull 

Another companion of Orion, Taurus is located directly above the Hunter in the sky.   Taurus  is marked by a V-shaped pattern of stars that outlines the bull's face. Bright red Aldebaran, the "eye" of the bull, stands at one point of the V. In addition to the giant red star Aldebaran, Taurus is the home of the Crab Nebula and the Pleiades cluster. This pattern is part of a cluster of stars called the Hyades — the second-closest star cluster to Earth. It consists of several hundred stars that lie about 130 light-years away. 
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Aldebaran outshines all the other stars that outline the bull's face. But Aldebaran isn't a member of the Hyades cluster — it just lies in the same direction. It's about 70 light-years away, half as far as the stars of the Hyades. Aldebaran is a red-giant — an old, bloated star that's used up most of its nuclear fuel. It's much larger and much brighter than our own middle-aged Sun.
Leo - The Lion 

Leo is another member of the group of constellations around Orion. Its distinctive shape makes it easy to find whenever Orion is visible. 

Andromeda 

One of the most impressive sights in the winter sky, Andromeda appears high overhead during November and December. In addition to being easy to find, this constellation also has the large Andromeda galaxy as a close neighbor. 

Capricornus, the Sea-Goat

Capricornus, the sea goat, bounds low across the southern sky in late summer and fall. Like all the constellations of the zodiac, Capricornus has as many mythological tales as it has stars. It gets its name from a Greek myth that says the god Pan was transformed into a half-goat, half-fish when he dived into the Nile River to escape the giant Typhon. 
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Capricornus looks like a large triangle of fairly bright stars. The brightest are side-by-side at the triangle's western tip. Farthest west is Giedi (Greek for goat). Binoculars reveal that this is really two stars. Although the stars appear near each other, they're really separated by a thousand light-years. The closer of the two is about 115 light-years from Earth, while the other is 10 times farther. Just southeast of Giedi is Dabih which is an Arabic word for the Slaughterer in reference to the ancient ritual of sacrificing Goats to the Gods
