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A Note from the Treasurer

I don’t know if you noticed it, but there is
something new on the mailing label. We added
the date that your membership expires. So
please check it (1/2003 means that your
membership expires at the end of Jan 2003). If
the date on your mailing label indicates that
your membership has expired, this will be the
last issue of “The View from Arunah” that you
will receive unless we hear from you. We
value you as a member but if you don’t value
us we can’t continue to bring you the benefits
of membership in the Arunah Hill Natural
Science Center.  So, if this applies to you, act
now before you forget, and renew your
membership!

Thank you,  
 Peter Scherff, 



By John Davis

A number of years ago an amateur astronomer from New

England penned these lines:

Canis Major

The great Overdog

That heavenly beast

With a star in one eye

Gives a leap in the east

He dances upright 

All the way to the west

And never once drops

On his forefeet to rest

I’m a poor underdog

But tonight I will bark

With that great Overdog

That romps through the dark

Thus did the renowned American poet, Robert Frost (yes, he

was indeed an amateur astronomer) in lines that are not in any

way “doggerel” salute this celebrated canine denizen of our

winter sky. In addition to the blazing (mag. –1.5) “Dog Star”

Sirius, Canis Major, the “Great Overdog” boasts a nice variety

of deep sky treasures for those of us willing to brave the

winter chill and seek them out, while “dancing with the dog”

on his “way to the west”. And while we’re so engaged we’ll

take a little closer look at just a few of those gems.  

         

Certainly the showpiece among them is the beautiful open

cluster M-41, sparkling from a spot just 4 degrees south of

Sirius. Interestingly, the first recorded historical mention of

this cluster dates back to antiquity, a naked eye observation of

a “star with a tail” or “cloudy spot” near Sirius in the year 325

BC by Aristotle, as described in his “Meteorologies”.

Covering more than 40 arc min., an area larger than the Full

Moon, this “cloudy spot” is at mag. 4.5 easily visible to the

naked eye, provided you view it when it is high enough in a

dark sky. M-41 is easily resolvable in almost any binocular

and is a gorgeous sight in a telescope, or to quote veteran

observer Phil Harrington in his book, The Deep Sky, it “bursts

with splendor”. To a large degree the beauty and appeal of this

cluster is attributable to the diverse range of brightness of its

stars and the noticeable color contrast among its several pairs.

Most notable is the often  mentioned reddish “central star”, a

mag. 6.9 K type giant. Several other orange-reddish K type

stars share the scene with blue giant spectral type B stars. Over

twenty of these down to 10  magnitude are surrounded byth

about 100 more points of light in the cluster ranging on down

to 13  magnitude.  A 6  mag. star, 12 CMa, not a clusterth th

member, stands off 20 arc min. at the SE edge. The cluster lies

some 2300 light years away.

           

                                      Photo of M-41

The best way to fully enjoy and appreciate the splendor of M-

41 is to use a rich field, low power setup. You want to be sure

to get the whole 40-plus arc min. of the cluster and more into

your field of view. Use as low a power and as wide field an

eyepiece as possible, especially in larger, longer focal length

scopes. Most noticeable when you view this cluster is the

pronounced clumping and grouping of the stars into distinct

patterns, but with very little overall central condensation of the

stars. As is the case with many other open or galactic clusters,

you will notice in M-41 numerous chains of stars evident

throughout this aggregation, many here seeming to give the

impression of bursting outward from the center, as if from

some cosmic explosion. This effect is accentuated at the SE,

SW, NW and NE edges of the cluster by the presence of short,

straight rows of 4 or more closely placed fainter stars, each

row radiating out from the center of the cluster.

You can also see other patterns formed by straight and curving

arcs and chains of stars interspersed by dark patches and voids

crisscrossing the cluster. Many observers notice four stars in

the center forming a keystone shape, reminiscent of the one in

Hercules. Others pick up a C-shaped group open to the NE

punctuated by two orange stars just NE of the cluster center.

This formation extends outward to the NE in a short line to

form a very nice backward question mark. From the overall

layout of stars other observers are reminded of another famous

Messier cluster: M-44, “The Beehive”. The keen eyed

observer, author, and “Sky & Telescope” contributing editor

Steve O’Meara sees the figure of a bat in flight made up from

a combination of star chains in this remarkable cluster.

Without a doubt M-41 is the type of object which, even if

you’ve already observed it many times you may want to revisit

to fully appreciate its many charms.

There are three other Canis Major objects, two of which we’ve

covered in previous columns that we should mention here as

ones you should try to seek out while you observe in this part

of the sky, but for which space doesn’t permit adequate
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coverage here. The one we haven’t discussed previously is a

faint emission nebula, the “Seagull” or “Eagle”, IC-2177

(w/NGC-2327 and Cederblad 90) overlapping the Canis Major

/ Monoceros border. The other two you shouldn’t miss are

NGC-2359 – the “Duck Nebula” or “Thor’s Helmet”, a nice

emission nebula 9 degrees NE of Sirius, and the spectacular

Tau Canis Majoris cluster, NGC-2362, 3 degrees NE of

Wezen (delta CMa).

Next, we’ll move on to find a seldom observed emission

nebula. Just over 3 degrees SSE of 4  mag. gamma CMa, atth

the N corner of a small triangle formed with two N-S aligned

6  and 7.5 mag. stars lies Sharpless (Sh) 2-301. This littleth

gem spans just 7’ x 8’ and is elongated W NW-ESE. It is

readily visible in my 10 inch “dob”using a UHC filter, with a

10  mag. star that can be seen at the SE end. The nebula hasth

somewhat of a fan shape along which larger apertures show

three projections toward the SE, E and N. There are several

faint stars embedded in the nebulosity, especially running from

near the center toward the N end. An O-III filter will also work

quite well with this nebula, and of course, as is the case with

most diffuse objects, larger apertures (16”-18”and up) will

show more detail.

Scanning further to the east, now, to a spot just under 3 ½

degrees due east of gamma CMa, and just 22’ E of a 5  mag.th

star, we come upon NGC-2360, a very attractive and

delightful open cluster teeming with a rich array of somewhat

fainter stars, mostly in the 10  to 12  magnitude range. Thisth th

very rich group of 80-100 stars is called “Caroline’s

Cluster”, and was discovered over two centuries ago on a cold

winter evening in 1783 by Caroline Herschel, an accomplished

astronomer who found 8 comets and discovered some 12 deep

sky objects. She was the sister and able assistant to the most

celebrated astronomer of the time, William Herschel.

Incidentally, her story is described in an article by California

amateur Jane Houston Jones in the November, 2002 issue of

“Sky & Telescope” magazine. At a distance of about 4800 LY

and spanning 13 arc min. the cluster glows clearly at mag. 7.2

in a finder scope or binoculars, resting in a fairly rich part of

the Milky Way, into which it blends nicely. Perhaps the single,

most obvious thing that will strike you about NGC-2360 is

that its fairly irregular shape and form is laced throughout with

chains of stars meandering in every direction with

considerable clumping together of some stars into compact

groups and knots. These chains of stars are interspersed with

several very obvious dark patches devoid of stars. Two of the

chains converge from near the center toward the east enclosing

a prominent dark void that looks somewhat like a carrot.

Obvious are converging lines of stars giving the cluster a

definite triangular shape looking much like an arrowhead.

Other chains and arcs of fainter stars swirl around the

periphery of the cluster to further decorate the scene. One

brighter 9  mag. star glows at the E end, near the tip of theth

“carrot” contrasting with the copious aggregation of fainter

cluster stars showing lesser variation in brightness. In a very

wide field of view, or by sliding your scope you may notice a

long star chain meandering toward the NE, then turning

northward away from the cluster. Needless to say, you’ll not

want to bypass NGC-2360, “Caroline’s Cluster” and miss out

on viewing a superb deep sky treasure!

An entirely different animal is our next open cluster,

Collinder (Cr) 140, shining at mag. 3.5 from about 1000 light

years away. This group of about 30 stars takes us south to

below Aludra (eta CMa), the bright 2  mag. luminary markingn d

the dog’s tail. Just under 3 degrees due south of Aludra lies a

triangle of 5  mag. stars comprising the brighter members ofth

Cr 140. This large and coarse cluster spans 42 arc min. in a

rich, Milky Way setting, making it ideal for binocular viewing.

Its southerly declination may limit your observation unless

you have a dark sky with a good low view toward the south,

and of course, ideally it should be viewed from a southerly

latitude to fully appreciate the rich star field. Two or three 6 ,th

7  and a number of 9  mag. on down to 11 mag. starsth th th   

populate the area between and around that triangle of 5  mag.th

stars. Three or four other 5  and 6  mag. stars trail off to aboutth th

1 1/2 degrees from the cluster toward the ENE. The 5  mag.th

star at the E end of  the triangle in the cluster is Dunlap 47, a

nice, wide (99”) yellow and blue binocular double of mags.

5.5 and 7.6. Your best bet in viewing this interesting cluster is

with good binoculars or rich field scopes using very low

power.

Speaking of pretty double stars, this constellation harbors a

real beauty that you really can’t appreciate of course until you

see it. Once you have, you’ll likely place it high on the list of

your favorite doubles. I came across it quite by accident

several years ago checking out a new pair of 20x80 binoculars

while star hopping to the Tau Canis Majoris cluster, NGC-

2362. This double star is designated Herschel 3945 or h-3945

for short (also ADS 5951). It is a glorious orange and blue

pair, so striking that it is often referred to as the “Winter

Albireo”. You can resolve it easily, even in tripod mounted

binoculars, as the mag. 4.8  K5 primary and mag. 6.8 F0

secondary are separated by 27 arc seconds in a position angle

of 342 degrees. You’ll locate it near the dog’s hindquarters by

starting at 2.0 mag. Wezen (delta CMa), hopping 2 ¾ degrees

NE from there to 4.4 mag. tau CMa and its remarkable cluster,

NGC-2362, then N only 25 arc min. to 5  mag. 29 CMa.th

Fourth magnitude h-3945 lies just 1 degree, 20’ NNW  from

there and forms the right angle of a triangle with two 6.5 mag.

stars just arc minutes to its NW and SSW.

The “Great Overdog” Canis Major holds several other nice

clusters you might want to check out along with some other

deep sky gems in the neighboring constellation, Puppis just

east of the dog. You can enjoy many of these deep sky

treasures from Arunah Hill’s dark sky location high in the

Berkshires of Western Mass. Why not plan to be there for our

winter star parties coming up on January 4  and again onth

February 1  this winter? When the weather and conditionsst

cooperate, these parties in the past have been a great success,

well worth the effort, and lots of fun!

   





4


	Page 1
	40_inside.pdf
	Page 1

	40_dst.pdf
	Page 1
	Page 2


