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What to look for in the Big Dipper  
Dino Milani Popular Astronomy Club  

This is a good time for a short tour of the constellation Ursa Major—the Big Bear—
known to many as the Big Dipper. Very close are galaxies, globular clusters and strange 
stars. The constellation is quite large with legs, a head and a tail outlined. For most of us, 
the part that is familiar looks like a water dipper with a handle and a bowl. Our tour 
follows straight lines and is easy to follow. The first three things can be seen by eye, the 
rest will need a telescope to see them. 

Start by counting the stars in the handle and go to the second star. This is actually a 
double star. Their names are Mizar and Alcor. If there is no light pollution you can see 
them with just your eyes if your vision is good, 20/20. Ancient warriors used this pair of 
stars to find those with the best eyes. If you could see both stars then your vision was 
good and your eyes could be trusted for lookouts. 

During our public observing sessions I often point out that you can use the Big Dipper to 
find the North Star, Polaris. Start by going to the last two stars at the end of the bowl. 
Imagine drawing a line starting at the bottom bowl star then pass that line through the 
upper star and continue on up. That line points to a bright star, Polaris, the North Star. 

The Big Dipper travels around the North Star. In the evening, this time of year, the Big 
Dipper is in the northeast. As the time advances, it will continue to rise above us going 
westward, so it will be easy to see all night. 

Just South of the handle are two other constellations. First is Canes Venatici with looks 
like a capital letter “I” seen with two stars. Second is Coma Berenices which looks like a 
capital letter “L” seen with three stars. You will need a telescope to see what remains as 
they are difficult to see with just your eyes. 

First go south of the last star in the handle and a quarter of the distance to Canes Venatici. 
There is M51, the Whirlpool Galaxy. This is a spiraled galaxy which is devouring a 
smaller galaxy, making it look like the smaller one is being pulled into a whirlpool. It’s a 
favorite galaxy for our club members to view and they often use their CCD cameras to 
show it to the public. There is a great photo of the Whirlpool Galaxy taken by the Hubble 
telescope and if you ever watch the TV show “The Big Bang Theory” you can see that 
photo on the side of Sheldon’s refrigerator. 

Next go about two-thirds the distance to Canes Venatici and you can see the Sunflower 
Galaxy, NGC 4631. We are above this galaxy and you can see its spiral arms in a superb 
array. 



Now go further up Canes Venatici, near the top star, and you will see La Superba. This is 
a giant, old star that has expanded and turned red in color after burning off most of its 
hydrogen. It is also a carbon star, with large amounts of carbon-13 in its shell, which 
makes it even redder in color. It is probably the reddest star we can see in our sky. 

Now go back to the Sunflower Galaxy and then go past Canes Venatici about three-fifths 
the way to the top star in Coma Berenices. There you will see the Whale Galaxy, NGC 
4631. This one has an unusual shape and looks like a long whale or herring in the water. 
We see this galaxy on its side. Clouds of gas block part of its view to give it this shape. 

The next item is a double star named 24 Coma Berenices. Imagine making a box out of 
the “L”-shaped constellation. The double stars are just under the top right corner. Both 
stars are easily seen and each has a different color. What colors will you see? Some see 
red and green. Others see orange and blue. 

Now go just under the bottom right corner of Coma Berenices. Here you will see the 
globular cluster M53, NGC 5024. This is a group of old, metal-poor stars that circle our 
galaxy, the Milky Way, about 60,000 light years from the center. There are 250,000 stars 
in this cluster. 

Finally, there is another cluster M3, NGC 5272, under the lower left corner of Coma 
Berenices. This is another group of old, metal-poor stars circling closer to us at about 
33,900 light years. It is bigger and much easier to see with 500,000 stars. 

This cluster ends our short tour of the Bid Dipper. Remember, keep looking up! 

Dino Milani is a member of the Popular Astronomy Club which meets on the 2nd 
Monday of each month at 7:00 pm at Butterworth Center in Moline, Illinois. The club 
also has night-time public observing sessions every 3rd Saturday of the month, March 
through November, at Niabi Zoo in Coal Valley, Illinois. 

 


