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Two Challenging October Meteor 
Showers-the Draconids & Orionids
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OCTOBER IS A GOOD MONTH for 
Jupiter watchers this apparition. The 
weather can still be quite mild, and the 
planet — perched between the horns 
of Taurus, the Bull — is well placed for 
observers at mid-northern latitudes. 
Although the planet now rises in the 
late evening, it’s still primarily a pre-
dawn telescopic target. At mid-month 
Jupiter transits the meridian a full hour 
before the start of morning astronomi-
cal twilight. It shines at magnitude –2.6 
and presents a disk spanning 44″ — 
more than five times bigger than Mars, 
which sits in neighboring Gemini.

Any telescope reveals the four big 
Galilean moons, and binoculars usu-
ally show at least two or three. Use the 
diagram on the facing page to identify 
them by their relative positions on any 
given date and time. All the observable 
interactions between Jupiter and its sat-
ellites and their shadows are tabulated 
on the facing page.

Features on Jupiter appear closer to 
the central meridian than to the limb 
for 50 minutes before and after transit-
ing. Here are the times, in Universal 
Time, when the Great Red Spot should 
cross Jupiter’s central meridian. The 
dates, also in UT, are in bold. (Eastern 
Daylight Time is UT minus 4 hours.)

September 1: 1:21, 11:17, 21:12; 
2: 7:08, 17:04; 3: 2:59, 12:55, 22:51; 
4: 8:46, 18:42; 5: 4:38, 14:34; 6: 0:29, 
10:25, 20:21; 7: 6:16, 16:12; 8: 2:08, 
12:03, 21:59; 9: 7:55, 17:50; 10: 3:46, 
13:42, 23:38; 11: 9:33, 19:29; 12: 5:25, 
15:20; 13: 1:16, 11:12, 21:07; 14: 7:03, 
16:59; 15: 2:54, 12:50, 22:46; 16: 8:41, 
18:37; 17: 4:33, 14:28; 18: 0:24, 10:20, 
20:15; 19: 6:11, 16:07; 20: 2:02, 11:58, 
21:54; 21: 7:49, 17:45; 22: 3:41, 13:36, 
23:32; 23: 9:28, 19:23; 24: 5:19, 15:15; 
25: 1:10, 11:06, 21:02; 26: 6:57, 16:53; 
27: 2:49, 12:44, 22:40; 28: 8:36, 18:31; 
29: 4:27, 14:23; 30: 0:18, 10:14, 20:10

October 1: 6:08, 16:04; 2: 2:00, 
11:55, 21:51; 3: 7:47, 17:42; 4: 3:38, 
13:34, 23:29; 5: 9:25, 19:20; 6: 5:16, 
15:12; 7: 1:07, 11:03, 20:59; 8: 6:54, 
16:50; 9: 2:45, 12:41, 22:37; 10: 8:32, 
18:28; 11: 4:24, 14:19; 12: 0:15, 10:11, 

Action at Jupiter

Sept. UT Oct. UT

1 0:50 2 13:45
3 21:39 5 10:34

6 18:27 8 7:23

9 15:16 11 4:12

12 12:05 14 1:00

15 8:53 16 21:49

18 5:42 19 18:38

21 2:31 22 15:27

23 23:19 25 12:16

26 20:08 28 9:04

29 16:57 31 5:53
These geocentric predictions are from the recent 
heliocentric elements Min. = JD 2457360.307 + 
2.867351E, where E is any integer. They were
derived by Roger W. Sinnott from 15 photoelectric 
series in the AAVSO database acquired during 
2015–2020 by Wolfgang Vollmann, Gerard Samo-
lyk, and Ivan Sergey. For a comparison-star chart 
and more info, see skyandtelescope.org/algol.
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S Perseus reaches the zenith during pre-
dawn hours in October. Every 2.87 days,
Algol (Beta Persei) dips from its usual
magnitude 2.1 to 3.4 and back. Use this 
chart to estimate the variable star’s bright-
ness in respect to comparison stars of
magnitude 2.1 (Gamma Andromedae) and
3.4 (Alpha Trianguli).

IF YOU’RE A cup-half-full sort of 
meteor watcher, you’ll be interested in 
two modest displays this month: the 
Orionids and the Draconids.

First up is the Draconid meteor 
shower, which appears to radiate from 
the Dragon’s head, at a spot midway 
between Beta (β) and Nu (ν) Draconis. 
(Both stars are labeled on our star map 
on pages 42 and 43.) Famous for the 
spectacular storms of 1933 and 1946, 
the shower’s nominal rate is a piddling 
five meteors per hour. This year’s peak 
occurs on the 8th around 13 UT, mak-
ing the night of October 7–8 your best 
bet. At least the Moon isn’t a bother — 
the thick waxing crescent sets around 
9    p.m. local daylight time on the 7th.

In contrast to the speedy Orionids,
the Draconids are among the slowest of 
all meteors — a trait that aids in their 
identification. There’s a small chance for 

a minor outburst arising from two dust 
trails laid down in 1852 and 1859 by the 
shower’s parent, Comet 21P/Giacobini-
Zinner. The dust trails approach Earth 
between about 6:30 and 7:00 UT (2:30 
a.m. and 3:00 a.m. EDT) on the 8th. 
Keep an eye out for enhanced activity.

The Orionids peak during the night of 
October 20–21 at 6:00 UT on the 21st, 
but the waning gibbous Moon com-
promises the display. During a typical 
Orionid shower, you can spot up to 20 
swift meteors per hour streaming from 
the radiant near Betelgeuse, in Orion. 
But conditions this year likely mean that 
number will be at least halved. You can 
make the most of the less-than-ideal 
circumstances by alternating between 
meteor watching and using your scope 
to gaze at the Moon and Jupiter, which 
happen to be in conjunction on the night 
of the Orionid peak. ***
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