

Find M81 Naked Eye – Directions by Brian Skiff
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The two galaxies lie in a string of faint stars that starts with 24 UMa  (also the variable DK UMa) at the west end, and arcs eastward and a bit south past M81 and NGC 3077 to a mag. 6 star appearing on chart 24 (brightest of a triangle). M81 in fact is one element of the string. To have a hope seeing M81, and to be sure to avoid confusion with a star, you need first to identify several of these stars. The brighter star about 1.5 degrees west of M81 is HD 83489, at V mag. 5.7. Next identify the fainter star at the east end of the string (the one on U2000 chart 24), which is HD 89343 = EN UMa, a very small-amplitude delta-Scuti star, at V mag. 6.0.


Now, between HD 83489 and 89343 I consistently saw (glimpsed is a better term, however) at least three star-like objects. First, about 1.5 degrees east of M81 (and just west of HD 89343), is HD 87703, which is V mag. 7.1. If this star isn't pretty readily visible (at say the 20-30 percent detection level), then you probably won't be able get the galaxy. Much more difficult (at the 5-10 percent detection threshold) is the group of stars shown on the U2000 chart near NGC 3077. These are HD 86458 (V=8.0), HD 86574 (V=8.2), and HD 86677 (V=7.9). I saw these three (or perhaps just the closer pair 86458/86677) as a single object. The combined brightness of the three stars is V=6.8, but the extended nature of the trio means the surface brightness will be lower to the naked eye than a single star of that magnitude, making it
more difficult to spot. The third object, repeatedly spotted in the same (correct) place, is M81!


Again, this is a threshold object, which I detected only 5-10 percent of the time with optimally-averted vision together with the other faint stars just mentioned. On occasion I also seemed to pick up another star, HD 85828 (V=7.7), which is about 40' south of the galaxy... 

