
A LOOK AT 2019 

2019 begins with our best eclipse for several years.   A total lunar eclipse will 

occur on Sunday night, January 20, in prime time.  A lunar eclipse occurs when 

the Full Moon ventures into the Earth’s shadow.  Given the Moon’s orbit is 

tilted five degrees, most of the time the Moon passes above or below our 

shadow.   On the night of the 20th, the umbral shadow will touch the Moon’s 

east side starting at 9:33pm.  The Moon will be inside the Earth’s shadow 

from 10:41pm to 11:43pm and we’ll have a Full Moon in the sky again by 

12:50am.   Unlike their solar counterparts, lunar eclipses are safe to observe.  

The next total lunar eclipse seen here will be in May, 2021 but that will happen in the morning as the 

Moon is setting.   So don’t miss this one!   By the way, it’s also a “supermoon,” too.  And of course the 

significance of that is . . . . . absolutely nothing.    

The other “big” event (though it won’t get the 

press the eclipse will attract) is a transit of Mercury 

on Thursday, November 11.  The transit will have 

begun as the Sun rises (6:35am start time) and will 

go to 12:04pm.  Of course you will need 

appropriate eye protection to see this event!   

Transits of Mercury are less rare than a transit of 

Venus and about 13 or 14 Mercury transits occur 

every century.  The next one will be in 2032.   

There ARE two solar eclipses this year but their 

paths don’t touch American soil.  If you have the 

money, the place to be is Chile and Argentine on 

July 2.  There’s also an annular solar eclipse on the 

day after Christmas but you need to be in Saudi 

Arabia and southern India.   

The outer planets are best seen when they are 

closest to the Earth.  This happens at “opposition” 

when the planet is opposite the Sun as seen from Earth.  Jupiter’s opposition occurs on June 9 with the 

planet located in Ophiuchus.  Saturn follows on July 8 northeast of the Teapot of Sagittarius.  Jupiter 

gains a little on Saturn in its faster orbit.  The separation goes from 29 degrees in January to 17 degrees 

in December.  The two are closest in December of 2020.  Then Neptune reaches opposition on 

September 9 in a star-poor region of Aquarius.  Lastly, Uranus is opposite the Sun on October 27, moving 

from Pisces into Aries.   

Mars has an opposition every 26 months so it won’t be near us in 2019.    With Mars being the next 

planet out from us, it wanders against the background stars pretty quickly.  Mars will stay in the evening 

sky until August when it will pass behind the Sun to reemerge in the morning sky at the end of 

September.   



As for the inner planets, Venus spent nearly all of 2018 in the evening sky, passing between the Sun and 

Earth in mid-October to brighten morning sky.  So Venus begins 2019 visible to the early risers, but the 

earlier in the year you look, the better.  Venus rises at about 3:30am on New Year’s Day but by mid-

March, the rise time coincides with the start of morning twilight.  Venus then rises roughly an hour 

before sunrise from mid-April through the beginning of July.  It will pass behind the Sun on August 13 

and head back into the evening sky.  The evening rise of Venus is slow, though.  You may start to see 

Venus by the end of October.  By November and December it sets later and later until it sets at 7:30pm 

by the end of the year.   

Mercury is more difficult to catch as you need to see it 1) when its separation from the Sun is at a 

maximum and 2) its orbital path makes a steep angle with the horizon.  In 2019 we’ll have two good 

evening views of Mercury and two in the morning.  For evening observers mid-February to the first week 

of March is good with Mercury setting at the end of evening twilight (7:15pm) just south of west on 

February 26.  We’ll also get a good look during the entire month of June with maximum solar separation 

being June 23 when it will be near Mars, Castor and Pollux.  In the morning, you can see Mercury during 

the month of April but the view isn’t that good.  

It’s better the from the end of July to mid-August 

with around August 10 being optimal.  Then again 

around November 28 when Mercury rises just as 

morning twilight begins.   

The planets will catch and pass each other as they 

orbit the Sun at different rates.  Of note in 2019 is 

Mars and Mercury in the evening sky on June 18, 

missing each other by 1/3 of a degree.  Jupiter and 

Venus are within 2.4 degrees of each other on the 

morning of January 22 (pictured here).  They are 

close again on the evening of November 23 when 

they come to within 1.5 degrees of each other.  

Saturn and Venus are 1.1 degrees apart on the 

morning of February 18.   

It’s always fun to watch meteor showers as you need no equipment; just your eyes!   But you do need a 

dark sky.   The Quandrantids (Jan. 3-4) will be good in 2019 as will the Eta Aquarids (May 6-7).  For the 

Perseids (Aug. 11-12) we’ll have to deal with a waxing gibbous Moon, the Orionids (Oct. 21-22) occur at 

3rd quarter Moon, and the Leonids (Nov. 17-18) are also during a waxing gibbous phase.  The Geminds 

(Dec. 13-14) may be a good bet as they happen before a first quarter Moon, yielding a dark morning sky 

after Moonset.   

The word from the UK is that, with the exception of a new discovery, it might be a disappointing year for 

comets.   Comet Wirtanen was a binocular before Christmas, 2018, but will move in the star-poor region 

of the far northern constellation of Camelopardalis in early 2019.  It will just miss the “nose” of Ursa 

Major around January 12.  It will fade in late February and March.  

We’ll be treated to a few new space missions in 2019 starting on New Year’s Eve 2018 with the close 

approach of New Horizons to the Kuiper Belt Object unofficially named “Ultima Thule.”  The probe will 

pass three times closer than it did at Pluto, being closest at roughly 11:30pm.  OSIRIS-REx (which sounds 



more like a dinosaur) is near the Near Earth 

Asteroid Bennu and will scoop up about 60 

grams of material from its surface before flying 

back to Earth in 2023.  Bennu is 1600 feet in 

diameter and could hit Earth in the future – so 

“know your enemy!”  Of course the Mars 

InSight Lander just touched down on Mars this 

past November so it is just getting started.  

Three missions will head to the Moon this year 

including Chang’e 5 (a Chinese sample return 

mission), Chandrayaan-2 (an Indian 

orbiter/lander), and Alina.  The Europeans will 

launch Cheops to search for exoplanets.  Most exciting may be America actually having a launch vehicle 

to get astronauts to and from the space station.  Space X will attempt that in 2019.   And of course 2019 

brings the 50th anniversary of Neil Armstrong’s first steps on the Moon!    

The CU Astronomical Society will have their monthly meetings on the second Thursday of the month at 

7pm at the William M. Staerkel Planetarium at Parkland College.   Free public open houses will occur at 

the Prairie Winds Observatory, located southwest of Willard Airport, on the Saturday closest to the first 

quarter Moon, starting in March.  The University of Illinois Observatory offers free public open houses at 

their history 12-inch Warner & Swasey refractor on the first Friday of the months classes are in session.  

Obviously observing events are weather permitting.   We will all be celebrating the designation of the 

Middle Fork River Forest Preserve as a Dark Sky Park during Dark Sky Week in April.   Look for events at 

the park on April 6.  There will be other observing events at the forest preserves once the dates are 

finalized.  Check out http://www.cuas.org for details.   

Good luck!   

http://www.cuas.org/

