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One of the many joys, for me anyways, 
in amateur astronomy is revisiting 
your go-to targets every season.  Each 
observation has the potential to reveal 
something new, while retaining the fa-
miliarity of an old friend.  This month, 
our featured target is one such all-star 
Deep Sky Object: M13.  Seasoned ob-
servers may think they know every-
thing about the Hercules cluster.  My-
self, I only recently learned how to 
star-hop to it, despite having observed 
it many times.  I also learned the fol-
lowing just recently:

In 1974, scientists used the Arecibo ra-
dio telescope to beam a coded message 
toward M13. It was chosen because its 
dense concentration of stars maxi-
mizes the chances of a potential ex-
traterrestrial civilization intercepting 
it.  The message was binary-coded 
(think ones and zeros), and contained 
information about humanity, the ele-
ments that make up life on Earth, our 
solar system, and technology.  It even 
comes with its own decoder ring!  
Known as the Arecibo message, this 
represented a technological milestone, 
and helped us think about how we 
might recognize any messages, should 
we ever receive them.

Sadly, Arecibo has since collapsed, but 
its message is on its long, 23,000 light-
year journey to M13.  This is just one 
more thing I'll think about the next 
time I step up to the eyepiece to view 
M13.  Keep looking up!

Carl Svensson
Vice-President
Ephemeris Editor

Phoning ET Target of the Month M13

Announcements update your subscription settings for any of our groups at 
any time via membership.sjaa.net.
Volunteers Needed We are always looking for 
volunteers to support our various programs.  We have 
plenty of positions available.  You 
don't even need to know how to use 
a telescope!  Simply sharing an 
enthusiastic attitude towards 
astronomy can be very helpful at 
many of our events.  Email 
volunteer@sjaa.net to get started.

Member Observing One of the primary benefits of your 
SJAA membership is access to members-only observing 
events.  These sessions are held every month in the days 
on and around the new moon.  We are lucky to have 
several dark sky sites at our disposal for these exclusive 
events, all within about an hour's drive or less of Houge 
Park.  Check out the calendar on the back page of your 
latest edition of the Bulletin for the dates and times.  The 
times and "go, no-go" decisions are posted to the 
observer's group, so be sure you are subscribed to that 
group for updates.  Dates are also posted in the weekly 
newsletter, so be sure to sign up for that, too.  You can 

This June, look high overhead to witness 
the crown jewel of the northern sky: 
M13, the Great Hercules Cluster. Lo-
cated roughly 22,000 light-years away 
in the constellation Hercules, this 
breathtaking globular cluster shines at 
magnitude 5.8, making it visible to the 
naked eye under pristine, dark skies. It is 
a tightly packed celestial metropolis, 
holding a staggering population of sev-
eral hundred thousand stars bound to-
gether by gravity into a sphere about 145 
light-years across.

Finding M13 Finding M13 is an easy 
star-hop once you locate the "Key-
stone"—the central four-star pattern 
that forms the body of Hercules. Look at 
the western side of the Keystone, be-
tween the stars Eta and Zeta Herculis; 
M13 sits about one-third of the way 
down from Eta, right along that connect-
ing line.

What to Look For: Binoculars easily pick 
up M13 as a bright, fuzzy, comet-like ball 
of light that stands out starkly against 
the background. A small telescope (4–
6") will show a bright, dense core sur-
rounded by a grainy halo. If you have ac-
cess to an 8-inch or larger telescope, the 
view is completely transformed: the 
cluster explodes into thousands of pin-
point, glittering stars, with delicate spi-
der-leg stellar chains radiating outward 
from its brilliant center.

The stars in M13 are ancient, estimated 
to be nearly 12 billion years old—almost 
as old as the universe itself.  Think about 
that, next time you have a milestone 
birthday for some perspective!

by Carl Svensson

Magnitude 5.8
Size 20'
Object Type Globular Cluster
Constellation Hercules
Distance 23 kly

Top: star chart for M13 via Sky Safari.  
Bottom: M13 by Armin 
Unterwandling (https://app.astrobin.
com/i/2enpl2)
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Times and dates are subject to change.  Please check 

sjaa.net and www.meetup.com/sj-astronomy for the latest 
updates.


