
DEMO CHAPTER

Winter - January 
We start the year of  Star Hopping at its beginning, in chilly January. By this point, I 
was 14 episodes into the Star Hopping series on YouTube, which was started in 
September. So that’s why we’re starting with Episode 14. We’ll roll over to Episode 
1, nine months from now; in September. 

The months of  Winter give rise to the brightest stars in the sky, anchored in the 
constellations of  Orion, Canis Major, Canis Minor, and Gemini. In the northern 
climes, the weather may be frigid, but on those cold, clear nights, the stars shine 
more steadily, as the cold dry air makes for spectacular “seeing”. 

Chapter 4 - Leo 

We’ll be looking into the constellation of  Leo for our Star Hopping targets in this 
chapter. I’ll be keeping you up a little later to around 11:30 PM, to see Leo the 
Lion appearing up over the eastern horizon. Even though we’re in January, we are 
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starting to get hints of  the constellations of  Spring starting to appear late in the 
evenings. This begins the time to see galaxies!  

The constellation of  Leo portrays the great Lion, with the head of  the lion 
appearing as a very recognizable backwards question mark, and the tail shaped like 
a large triangle. Leo rises with the head of  the lion facing straight up, and within 
it’s borders lie many deep sky objects, most of  which are as I mentioned, galaxies. 

Galaxies, to me, are some of  the most awe-inspiring targets in the night sky, mainly 
because of  the sheer magnitudes of  the distances at which they lie. The light from 
these galaxies left their point of  origin at a time when the Earth was young, and 
dinosaurs roamed the planet, long before Man first appeared on our tiny blue 
world. And Leo is the harbinger of  the appearance of  these island universes in the 
eastern sky. As the stars of  Leo rise, just below the bright star Denebola in the tail 
of  the Lion, lies the edge of  the Realm of  the Galaxies. This collection is otherwise 
known as the Virgo Supercluster. There are hundreds of  galaxies visible in this 
area, and it is not uncommon to see several at a time in your wide field eyepiece. 
Leo itself  has many beautiful galaxies lying within its borders, and we will examine 
a half  dozen of  them in detail. 
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Messier 65 & Messier 66 - Part of  the Leo Triplet 

Plate 1: ESO, INAF-VST, OmegaCAM 

We’re going to start with a pair of  galaxies that lie in the lower back legs of  the 
Lion, Messier 65 and Messier 66. These are both reasonably bright objects, shining 
at magnitude 9.3 and 8.9 respectively. These are both spiral galaxies, somewhat 
tilted from our perspective. Close by is also the faint large edge on galaxy, NGC 
3628, which glows at magnitude 9.5, quite a bit more difficult to see.  

These three collectively are known as “The Trio in Leo”, or “The Leo Triplet”, 
and often appear together in medium to wide field astrophotos. 

To locate the Trio, we will be starting from the 2nd magnitude star at the tip of  the 
tail of  the great lion, Denebola. This bright star is also known as the gate to the 
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Realm of  the Galaxies, the great Virgo Cluster of  galaxies whose eastern edge is 
found about 5 degrees below the star. We’ll be investigating the Realm in the next 
couple of  chapters, as there are hundreds of  targets available, all galaxies. 

But back to Denebola and our star hop to 
M65 and 66. Denebola is the tip of  the 
triangle that forms the hind quarters of  the 
lion, with it’s companion stars Zosma and 
Chertan.  

Our first move will be to Chertan, about 8 degrees to the upper right.  
Now what I normally do to find the Trio of  galaxies is to locate the back legs of  
the Lion, formed by Chertan, Iota Leonis, and Omicron Leonis, with the last 
two stars both shining at about 4th magnitude.  
Draw a line from Chertan to Iota, then move about halfway between them. You 
should run into two smudges of  light. You have encountered M 65 and 66.  
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Once you have determined the positions of  the two main galaxies (M66 is the 
lower and brighter of  the two), move halfway between them. then move to a right 
angle about twice the distance between them, and if  you have a larger scope, the 
third galaxy, NGC 3628, should come into view. That’s a bonus object!  

This group of  island universes lie approximately 35 million light years away. The 
light we are seeing from these galaxies left them around the same time that the first 
mammals started to appear on Earth. That’s always an amazing thing to consider, 
because as you gaze at most any galaxy, you are looking far, far, back into the 
distant past. 

Here’s a shot taken at KPO, of  M65 and M66. 

Plate 2: Image by David Hearn / KPO 
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NGC 2903 - Large Spiral Galaxy in Leo 

Okay, let’s move on to our last object for this chapter, the spiral galaxy NGC 2903. 
This beautiful spiral is the same brightness as M66, gleaming at magnitude 8.9. It 
lies at the other extreme end of  the constellation of  Leo, above the top of  the 
Lion’s head.  

NGC 2903 is one of  the brighter 
galaxies visible from the northern 
hemisphere.  

It is yet another beautiful object that 
Charles Messier missed when 
compiling his catalog - and that was a 
near miss; three of  Messier's comets 
came quite close to NGC 2903 
between 1760 and 1771.  

If  you remember, Messier was a 
comet hunter, and his famous list of  
deep sky objects were things in the sky 
that he shouldn’t confuse with a new 
comet. 

                 Plate 3: Image by David Hearn / KPO 
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To locate NGC 2903, we’ll be starting from 
the relatively bright 3rd magnitude star Ras 
Elased Australis, who's name means “The 
Southern Star in the Lion’s Head”. Creative, 
to be sure. This one is pretty easy.  

We start out by moving about 3 degrees to the upper right to the 4th magnitude 
star Lambda Leonis.  
Then we want to move about 2 degrees to the lower right, and the very large 
wispy form of  NGC 2903 should appear in our eyepiece.  

This galaxy is very large. At 12 arc minutes, it is just a little less than half  the size of  
the full moon, which is 30 arc minutes. A full degree in the sky is 60 arc minutes.  

At a distance of  20 million light years, NGC 2903 is about 80,000 light-years across 
- just a little smaller than our own Milky Way. Other similarities to our galaxy 
include its spiral structure and a central bar. It’s easily captured in astrophotos, like 
this above from KPO.
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