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        “At the Edge of Space” 
 
                       with 
 
       Mr Derek Heatly (IAA). 

 Summer Events a Great Success! 
All of our summer events turned out a great 
success.  Starting with our Astro-Day on June 7th 
which was held in the school.  We had a great day 
with lots of people turning up, and Robert had full 
houses for the Stardome presentations.  Mark, 
Nigel Ryan & William had good turnouts for their 
presentations, while the children had great fun on 
the Bouncy Castle and with Julie’s rocket 

launching.  
The marquee  
housed a 
number of 
stands and 
displays 
including the 
IAA and 

Armagh Observatory, as well as the Face Painting. 
It kicked off about ten that Image by Billy Graham.    

morning when it was officially opened by The 
Mayor of Newtownabbey, Alderman Paul Girvan, 
who did the Society proud by staying to lunchtime! 
This also gives me the opportunity to thank 
Newtownabbey Borough Council for kindly 
sponsoring some of the events, and all the 
members who took part in what was a great day! 
 
The next big event came in August with the 
excellent exhibition at Armagh Planetarium held 
in association with 
ESA.  The models of 
the various 
spacecraft had to be 
seen to be believed.  
The model of the 
ISS weighed in at a 
mere 500 
kilograms.  
Strengtheners had to be added to the ceiling to 

support it!   Also there was the most detailed model 
of the Beagle 2 now 
well on it’s way to 
Mars. The Planetarium 
also hosted an evening 
with two lectures in The 
Market Place Theatre 
given by Mark Doherty 

and Professor David Southwood, Science Director 
of ESA, which was followed by a reception.  I’m 
happy to report that several of our members were 
present at both events.  On the day of the lectures, 
a number of our members also took the opportunity 
of visiting the Armagh Observatory and were given 
a guided tour of the facility by John McFarland. 
 
Then came National Astronomy Week!  Following 
our involvement with the events being organised 
by the Royal Greenwich Observatory Science 
Centre, we planned a MarsWatch Star Party.  
This of course would be weather dependant.  On 
the Monday night we were all but clouded out  but 
the dozen or so who came were treated to a 
beautiful fireball of -
10/-12 with reddish 
pieces falling off the 
back, it was a beauty!  
A brief glimpse of Mars 
was viewed through 
Alfie Snoddy’s 8” 

Meade, but to anyone 
passing by, well, they 
must have thought us 
all mad sitting at the 
picnic table at 
midnight having a 
picnic by candle light! 
We didn’t see much 

of Mars but the craic was good.  We had planned 
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another viewing session on the Thursday night but 
this was hurriedly brought forward to Wednesday 
night in order to suit BBC Radio Ulster who 
required interviews for the next morning. A panic 
followed, but we managed to get there in the end!  
We arrived at Big Collin to find a clear sky, 
thanks to Donald Campbell’s spot on forecast, and 
we proceeded to set up the telescopes. 

As we waited for the sky to darken sufficiently we 
got to know some of the visitors who had come to 
join us.  Over two dozen turned up to view. Then 
the observing started!  Viewed on the night were, 

wait for it, M13, M27, M31, M33, M45, M51, 
M57, M81/82, M101 Uranus and of course Mars.  
Several bright fireballs and various satellites were 
also observed.  The views of Mars were superb in 
all the telescopes, but the highlight of the night for 
me at least, was the view of M13 and Uranus 
through Mark’s 10” LX200.  Even Terry Moseley 
had to agree that it was the best image he had seen 
in a long time. We could actually resolve the stars 
right down to the core.  Uranus appeared as a tiny  
Mars as seen with the naked eye and through the 10” (inset). 
Images:             Mark Stronge, 27/08/03 at Big Collin Star Party. 
 

turquoise disc, and it was the best I’ve seen it since 
the 1970’s when I used the 10” Cooke Refractor at 
Mills Observatory, Dundee.  For those who were 
not able to join us, don’t worry, as we are planning 
another night in September.  During the evening 
we were also joined by passers-by who realised 
what was going on, some of them had never seen 
through a telescope before and were astonished 
with the views through the scopes. Just to hear 
someone saying “fantastic” made it  worth while! 
Upcoming Meetings. 

On September 6th. the IAA will be holding a Stars 
& Mars evening at Carnfunnock Country Park, 
outside Larne from 8pm till late! 
On September 16th at 18.30pm the 2nd. McCrea 
Lecture will be held in the Great Hall, Lanyon 
Building at QUB and will be preceded by a 
reception at 17.30pm in the Canada Room.  It is by 
Professor Wendy Freedman, Director, Carnegie 
Observatories, USA, and her title is “The Runaway 
Universe”.  This will be a semi-professional  
lecture and anyone wishing to attend is advised to 
contact the University at m.husin@qub.ac.uk  or 
telephone: 02890 274729. 
Our next meeting is on October 6th. and is given 
by Mark & Nigel Stronge entitled 
“Astrophotography on a Budget”.  This is a repeat 
of the talks they gave at the Astro-Day, and is well 
worth hearing and seeing. Do plan to be there and 
support the younger members. 
 
The Planets in September. 
The Sun still remains fairly active with many spots 
visible, some with the naked eye.  Do be very 
careful though, how you observe them.  Always use 
the projection method or safe full aperture filters.  
Keep an eye for aurora as autumn is sometimes 
the best time to observe it. 
Mercury is in the morning sky and with it’s 
greatest morning elongation this year occurs on 
September 26th.  It rapidly emerges from the Sun 
around mid-month, but is initially quite faint until 
after the equinox.  Try to spot it with the naked-eye 
by using Regulus and Jupiter as a guide, just 
continue the line down towards the horizon for 
about the same distance and you should be able to 
pick it up. 
Venus is still an extremely difficult to observe low 
down in the evening twilight. 
Mars is just past it’s closest approach to Earth in 
almost 60,000 years and is now becoming more 
social  rising earlier each evening.  It fades by 
nearly a magnitude during the month, but is still a 
brilliant -2 at month’s end and over 20 arcseconds 
in diameter.  Try to spot the two tiny moons Phobos 
and Deimos which should be visible in a moderate 
telescope. 
Jupiter is still too close to the Sun until the end of 
the month when it just about clears the trees as the 
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Sun rises. 
Saturn is now high in the south east as dawn 
breaks and is well worth getting up early to 
observe.  It is in Gemini and gives that 
constellation an odd appearance!  The rings are 
still wide open and the planet is still a good target 
for the astrophotographers!  There are quite a 
number of large telescopes in the hands of our 
members, so why not have a go and take a few 
photo’s? 
Uranus and Neptune are in Capricornus/Aquarius  
and are visible all evening.  Uranus is not far from 
Mars all month and is only around five degrees 
away at month’s end.  Both planets show as a tiny 
disc in a moderate telescope and it would be a 
challenge to those members who have CCD 
equipment to try and spot some features. 
Pluto is in the evening sky but too low for easy 
viewing. 
There are no significant meteor showers this 
month. 
Until next month, clear skies!             John. 
 
 


