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Night Sky & Telescope Viewing. 

Mobile Telescope service  
for your School or Tour Group 
0488 425 112 or 6842 5112 
www.tenbyobservatory.com����

December 2009   Volume 1  Edition 9 
Prepared by Peter Starr of Warrumbungle Observatory , Timor Rd, Coonabarabran, NSW 2357, Australia. 

 

Welcome to Coonabarabran, 
Astronomy Capital of Australia.  

We hope you enjoy your stay in Coonabarabran and take time to 
explore the astronomy activities the area has to offer. The 
Warrumbungle Observer informs visitors to the area places to visit 
and what to look out for in the Coonabarabran night sky in this year 
in this year, The International Year of Astronomy.  

Astronomical Attractions In & Around Coonabarabran  
 

Anglo Australian Telescope   
Located on the Siding Spring Observatory site, The AAO is Australia’s Largest Optical Telescope. Visitor’s Gallery 
open 9:30am to 4pm, 7 Days. 
 

Siding Spring Exploratory  
The Exploratory is located at Siding Spring Observatory and has an exhibition with hands on astronomy displays, a 
gift shop, & café.  Open 9:30am to 4pm Monday to Friday, 10 am to 4pm weekends & public holidays. Closed Xmas 
Day, For more information Ph 6842 6211. 
 

Warrumbungle Observatory, Telescope & Night Sky Vie wing 
View through telescopes at night and learn about the night sky and astronomy.  
Bring your SLR camera to take photos through the telescopes.  
Open nightly 9pm. Show lasts for 90 minutes,  
Adults $15, Seniors $12.50, School Age $5, Family 2A2c $35 
Ph 0488 425 112 or 6842 5112 or email starr_peter@hotmail.com to make a booking.  
Tenby’, Timor Rd, Coonabarabran, 9km from the clock tower on the left. 
 

World’s Largest Virtual Solar System Drive 
This is a scale model of the solar system centred on the Anglo Australian Telescope (AAT) at Siding Spring. The Sun 
is represented by the dome of the AAT. The planets size and distance from the AAT are to scale and are replicated 
on the 5 major roads out of Coonabarabran. Even Pluto is included in this solar system!  
For more information visit the web at www.solarsystemdrive.com or contact the Visitors information Centre. 
 

Warrumbungle National Park  
Warrumbungle National Park conduct tours of the Siding Spring Observatory site during school holidays and at other 
times for tour groups. Enquiries at Warrumbungle National Park Visitors Centre: Bookings essential, Ph 6825 4364. 

 
Astronomy for Beginners Workshop, Warrumbungle Moun tain Motel, 
Timor Rd, Coonabarabran. 
Course is designed as an introduction into amateur astronomy, learn how telescopes work, how to purchase, how to 
set up your own telescope, how to navigate around the sky, how to take astrophotographs, basic astronomy on life & 
death of Stars and The Big Bang. Lots of night time observing.  Held over the Festival of the Stars weekend, October 
2010. For more information, contact Peter Starr at Warrumbungle Observatory on 0488 425 112. 
 

Christmas Tree  
 

 
. 

The Geminids Meteor Shower 
The Geminids meteor shower is due to peak around the 14th and 15th of December but only for those 
who are to look out at the northern sky after 1am. There maybe around 20 meteors per hour, however 
these showers are quite variable so it could be much more or much less than this rate. They will appear 
to radiate from a constellation named Gemini. It is easily recognisable as 2 equally bright stars.  
 
Meteor showers are usually due to the Earth passing through dust left over from comets. This one is 
unusual in that it is related to an asteroid and not a comet named 3200 Phaeton.  
 

Jupiter 
Jupiter is the main planet visible in the evening and is found high in the western sky in the constellation 
Capricorn. Four of its moons are visible in binoculars, changing position every night. Small telescopes 
will show Jupiter’s disk and 2 cloud bands area also clearly visible appearing as stripes. 8 inch 
telescopes can even see the Great Red Spot, a gigantic storm on Jupiter larger than the Earth itself. 
 

Telescope Tips   
Thinking about buying a telescope for Christmas but not sure what to look for. Telescope optics range in 
quality but none of these will be of any use if your tripod is not strong and stable. Go to a reputable store 
that specialises in telescopes and ask them to set one up for you. Aim it on the top of a telegraph pole 
across the road and give the tripod a gentle kick. While looking through the eyepiece you will see the 
top of the pole appear to be wobbling. If this persists for more than 10 to 15 seconds the tripod is not 
ideal. In the dark while observing you will quite often accidently knock the tripod and it will be hard to get 
a clear view of the stars. 
 
Want to learn more about using your telescope and learning some basic astronomy. Enrol in Astronomy 
For Beginners, see advertisement above. 

Did You Know... 
Johannes Kepler could see 14 stars in The Pleiades star cluster. Another astronomer Moestlin noted 11 
stars and accurately recorded their positions. This was all before the telescope was invented. Today we 
may see 6 stars, or 7 on a clear dark night. On particularly clear nights 8 or 9 might just pop into view. 
The skies were obviously much darker in those days and our view of the Pleiades is slowly being 
overtaken by light pollution from our cities. 

‘WOW!’  OF THE MONTH 
Pleiades 

 
Photographed by Peter Starr at Warrumbungle Observatory, Coonabarabran 

 
The Seven Sisters comes into view in our northern skies in December. They are a tight 
group of stars also known as the Pleiades and the Japanese refer to it as Subaru. In fact 
these are the stars on the car emblem of the same name.  
 
The group is classed as an Open Cluster and is very recognisable with seven stars visible 
on a dark night. It actually consists of 1000 stars all born at the same time from a cloud of 
hydrogen gas and dust called a dark nebula. The stellar wind of these stars has blown the 
gas away long ago. It is thought that these stars are 100 million years old which is not 
much considering stars live for many billions of years. At present the cluster is moving 
through a dusty part of interstellar space giving the hazy look in the picture above. 
Eventually these stars will disperse and leave home, each star moving around the galaxy 
on their own just like our Sun is doing today. Perhaps long ago our Sun was once part of a 
cluster like this.  
 
For those camping in the Warrumbungle National Park where the skies are darker it is 
possible to see 8 or 9 stars on a moonless night. Using a pair of binoculars and many 
more stars will become visible, perhaps 20 or 30 depending on the power of your 
binoculars.  The Pleiades is situated in a beautiful part of the sky with nearby Taurus, 
Orion, and Canis Major spread further to the east. This band of stars is part of an outer 
spiral arm, albeit a short stubby one called the Orion Arm. Our Sun is a member of this 
being on the inside edge of this spiral arm. On the opposite side of the sky the Milky Way 
centre is setting. 
 
The Seven Sisters has amazed many cultures over history each with their own version of 
a story how the stars came to be. Some Australian Aborigines tell a story of 7 sisters 
being chased by a man name Jilbi. The spirits of Uluru transformed the sisters into stars. 
Jilbi transformed himself into one of the stars in Orion’s belt. Orion always follows The 
Seven Sisters across the night sky so Jilbi always remains in pursuit. Other cultures 
including the Greeks and some American Indian tribes also have similar stories describing 
7 women. The Greeks named nine stars, Seven Sisters. Alcyone, Electra, Maia, Merope, 
Taygeta, Sterope, Celeano, and their parents Atlas and Pleione. 
 
 
 
 

 
Courtesy Starry Night 

The Christmas Tree is a cluster of young stars in an 
active star forming region known as the Cone Nebula. In 
the early evening it is in the eastern sky in a constellation 
called Monoceros near Orion (“The Saucepan”). The 
Cone Nebula was catalogued by William Herschel on 
Boxing Day 1785. 
 
The cluster lies some 2600 lightyears away. The reddish 
colour is due to the stars exciting the hydrogen gas in the 
nebula which then re emit this light in the reddish colour. 
This is common in all emission nebula. The blue colour is 
caused by a reflection of the star light of dust in the 
nebula. These are called reflection nebula. This is also 
observed in the Pleiades star cluster. 
 



 
 
 
 
 

December Sky Chart 
Rotate map according to the direction you are facin g. Line up the direction with the direction at the bottom 

of the page. This view is facing north. 

 
 

Astro Crossword 
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EclipseCrossword.com  
Across 
1. The Pleiades is the ________ of the Bull 
3. Half of the diameter 
5. Taurus 
7. Father of the Seven Sisters in Greek 

Mythology 
8. Aldebaran is a star which is the ___ of the 

bull 
10. Hubble Space telescope. 
11. Largest planet in the solar system 
13. Astronomer who observed 14 stars in the 

Seven Sisters before the telescope was 
invented 

15. The Ram 
18. First and brightest 
20. International Space Station 
22. This star along with Canopus can be used to 

determine South 
24. Number of planets in the Solar System 
26. Satellite of Jupiter 
27. Recently had water discovered in one of its 

craters 
28. Town where Pluto can be found on the Solar 

System Drive 
29. A nebula containing the Christmas tree 

Cluster 
 

Down 
1. Another name for the Pleiades 
2. Number of solar system drives 
4. A planetary nebula and dead star in Capricorn 
5. Two full moons in a month. 
6. The lion 
9. _______ Centauri is the closest star t the sun 
12. Orion 
14. The Fish 
16. Capricorn 
17. One of the 7 sisters 
19. Near Earth Asteroid 
21. Brightest Star in the sky 
23. 2nd brightest star in the sky 
25. A meteor shower will be visible around this constellation 

in December 

Answers: see www.tenbyobservatory.com 

What’s up in December 
Objects listed are visible in the evening sky unless otherwise stated. The fainter objects are best seen 
on moonless evenings. The locations are depicted on the map to the left. All are shown at 
Warrumbungle Observatory each night with a detailed explanation given on each of them. 
 

Times to View the International Space Station 
The International Space Station can be seen in the evening or morning sky appearing as a bright star 
moving across the sky. The table below lists the dates and times it can be seen over Coonabarabran, 
its brightness (Mag 0 is equivalent to the brightest star in the sky, the smaller the number the brighter it 
is), its position (Alt is the number of degrees above the horizon it is, 90 degrees is straight over head).  
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 The Large  &  Small Magellanic Clouds :  
Two close by galaxies easily seen as two milky clouds on a dark moonless night. Both are rising in the 
south east.  

Jupiter:   
Seen as a bright white looking star overhead in the constellation Capricorn.  Up to four moons can be 
viewed through binoculars and Jupiter can be viewed as a white disk with two parallel cloud bands 
through a small telescope. The great red spot is also visible through medium sized telescopes. 

Constellations :   
See the star map, Orion, Taurus, Canis Major, Aries, Capricorn, are very recognisable patterns in the 
sky. 

The Moon :  
Lunar seas are seen as the darker areas with the naked eye. These can appear as ‘the Rabbit’ or ‘the 
Man’ in the moon when it is full. After new moon the dark side of the moon is seen as a glow and is 
called Earthshine. This is caused by a reflection of sunlight from the earth onto the dark side of the 
moon. Viewing through a telescope shows many craters and mountain ranges. Long  shadows can be 
seen during first quarter cast by the crater walls. 

 Uranus :  Appears as a greenish star through binoculars or a small telescope in the 
constellation Aquarius. It is barely visible to the eye even on the darkest nights but some claim they can 
see it. Best to find it with binoculars first just a little higher in the sky than the circlet of stars in Pisces. A 
line drawn between the 2 stars that make up the head of Pegasus point directly to it.  

Neptune :  In Capricorn 3 degrees below Jupiter. Appears as a bluish star through a small 
telescope. 

Tarantula Nebula Found in the Large Magellanic Cloud. It is just visible to the naked eye but 
best viewed through a small  telescope. 

47 Tucanae Home to a million stars. One of the prettiest objects in the night sky. 

 Silvercoin Galaxy  Great spiral galaxy close to edge on and high in the sky. 

Andromeda Galaxy  Low in the northern sky near the back leg of Pegasus. On a 
moonless night it can be seen with the naked eye about the size of the full moon. Best viewed through 
binoculars 

Triangulum Galaxy  Found in Triangulum, this is a faint face on spiral galaxy about the size of the 
full moon. 
 

Orion Nebula Middle star in the sword of Orion or handle of the saucepan. 
 
 

Saturn nebula  A bluish green dead star (planetary nebula) in Capricorn. 
 

Christmas tree Cluster  A cluster of stars in Monoceros in the eastern sky 
 

 Little beehive  An open cluster in Canis Major, ‘The Big Dog’.  
 

Moon Phases 
The moon phases will determine how bright the night sky is, the brightest sky with the full moon, and 
the darkest sky with new moon. To view galaxies, and nebula it is best to observe when the moon is 
not in the night sky or sets in the west soon after sunset. The best time to view the moon is between 
new moon and first quarter. The craters and shadows within them are easily seen through small 
telescopes. Still plenty to see if the moon is full, stars and planets are easily seen no matter what the 
phase of the moon is. 

                                     December   2nd Full Moon        December 9th Last Quarter 
                                     December 16th New Moon      December 25th First Quarter 

 


