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Beagle set for festive encounter 
The British-built Mars lander, Beagle 2, is on schedule to 
reach the Martian surface on Christmas Day. Mission 
officials say its parent space craft, Mars Express, has 
survived a massive solar storm and is within 20 million 
kilometres of the Red Planet.  Beagle 2 is due to descend 
through the Martian atmosphere and touch down on 25 
December. "Mars Express the satellite is on collision course 
with Mars," said John Reddy, principal of electrical 
systems.  
"It means Beagle 2 
is going to get there 
by hook or by 
crook."  
 
Europe's first solo 
mission to Mars has 
been disrupted by 
the greatest solar 
storm on record but there have been no long-term effects. 
However, engineers still need to check that Beagle 2 has 
withstood this intense bombardment from the Sun. 
Radiation shields should protect its inner workings but 
engineers cannot be certain until the power supply is 
switched on in the next week or so. Beagle 2 mission 
manager Dr Mark Sims of the University of Leicester, UK, 
said the chances of any damage to Beagle 2 were low but 
not zero. "As the mission manager I will not be happy until 
we turn Beagle 2 on next week," he told a news conference 
at the Royal Society in London.  
 
The next hurdle for Beagle 2 comes on 19 December, when 
Mars Express will jettison the stowaway. It will send the 
lander twirling towards the planet on a precise trajectory. 
Beagle has no propulsion system of its own but will rely on 
the laws of physics to find its way to the planned landing 
site, a flattish basin in the low northern latitudes of Mars.  
 
Once Beagle 2 enters the Martian atmosphere, a heat shield 
will protect it as it is slowed by friction. Nearer to the 
ground, parachutes will deploy and large gas-filled bags 
will inflate to cushion the final touchdown. Beagle 2 should 
bounce to a halt on the rocky red soil of Mars in the early 

hours of Christmas morning. Project scientists keeping an 
overnight vigil then face an anxious wait to see if the probe 
has survived the landing.  
 
They will be hoping for a radio signal from Beagle 2, 
relayed through the US space agency's (NASA) Mars 
Odyssey craft, something which could take hours or even 
days. Professor Colin Pillinger of the Open University in 
Milton Keynes said the first communication would contain 
a call signal written by the rock band Blur.  
"The first signal will be a stream of data which will be 
housekeeping on the lander headed by the Blur signature 
tune," he told BBC News Online. If nothing is received on 
Christmas morning, the Jodrell Bank Telescope will be 
called in during the evening to search for a faint radio 
signal from Beagle 2.  
 
The first day on Mars will be crucial for the lander. It has 
but a few hours of sunlight to recharge its battery using 
solar panels. Scientists are well aware of the risks of 
landing a craft on Mars. Some two-thirds of Mars missions 
have ended in failure, often during landing. "All the 
engineering tests, all the engineering analysis says it should 
work but if something goes wrong - we hit a wind shear 
during entry, we're just unlucky to hit a sharp rock on the 
first bounce - then maybe it's game over at that point," said 
Dr Sims. "We've tried to choose the landing site, tried to 
choose the engineering to make sure it's a success. But there 
are no guarantees in life."  

 
As a last 
resort, 
Mars 
Express 
can search 
for the 
probe but 
it will not 
be in place 
for such a 
task until 

early January. Engineers will fire the space craft's main 
engine in the early hours of 25 December to put it in orbit 
around Mars. Further adjustments will then be carried out 
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before the space craft is ready to start capturing images on 
4 January. From then on, if all goes well, Beagle 2 and 
Mars Express will start their main science mission - 
searching for signs of water and past life on the planet. 
Above is a detailed model of the Beagle 2 Lander on show 
in Armagh Planetarium in August 2003.    Image: Mark 
Stronge. 

The Planets in December. 
Mercury, magnitude –0.5, is deep in the glow of sunset. No 
later than 20 or 30 minutes after sundown, scan with 
binoculars low above the southwest horizon to pick up 
Venus. Look for Mercury, much fainter, to Venus's lower 
right.  
Venus, magnitude –3.9, glimmers quite low in evening 
twilight. Look for it in the southwest not long after sunset.  
It is visible from about 4.30pm about 10º altitude.  Venus is 
in the humble beginnings of a grand evening apparition; 
this winter and spring it will shine high as the brilliant 

"Evening Star."  
Mars is still bright, shining at magnitude –0.6 in Aquarius, 
but it's fading every week as it falls farther behind Earth in 
its slower orbit around the Sun. Look for yellow-orange 
Mars high in the south during early evening. Appearing 11 
or 12 arcseconds in diameter, gibbous Mars still shows 
detail in a good telescope during good atmospheric seeing.  
Jupiter (magnitude –2.0, in Leo) rises in the east around 
12:30 a.m. and shines brightly high in the south at dawn.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
A lovely image taken a few nights ago by Dr Andy McCrea. 
 
Saturn (magnitude –0.2, in Gemini) rises around 7 p.m. By 
late evening it's well up in the east, between Orion to its 
right and Castor and Pollux closer to its left or lower left. 
At dawn Saturn is in the west — now below Pollux and 
Castor, and nearly on a straight line between similar-
looking Capella to its right and Procyon less far to its left.  
Uranus and Neptune (magnitudes 5.8 and 7.9 in Aquarius 
and Capricornus, respectively) are in the south to southwest 
right after dark, to the lower right of Mars.  
Pluto (magnitude 14, in Ophiuchus) is lost in the glare of 
the Sun.  
Comet 2P Encke is visible in the early evening in Aquila, 
and is steadily closing in on the Sun.  It is not spectacular 
being about 8th magnitude, but it is also steadily 
brightening and may reach 4th magnitude although this is 
somewhat of a forlorn hope!  Also visible in the evening sky 
is Comet 2002 T7 (LINEAR) as it tracks through Perseus, 
Triangulum and Pisces.  However, a big scope will be 
needed as it is around 9th magnitude. 
There are two meteor showers in December, the Gemnid’s 
which peak on the night of December 13/14, and is usually 
one of the best of the year; however the gibbous Moon will 
hamper observation this year, except for the early evening, 
but at this time the radiant is still low in the east.  Also in  
December is the almost forgotten about (for obvious 
reasons), Ursid shower which peak on December 22nd.  
They have very favourable conditions this year as the Moon 
is “new” on the 23rd.  For those observers who really make 
the effort they may be rewarded by a handful of meteors 
every hour.  I need hardly remind you that as the sun is still 
very active, do keep an eye every clear night for aurora.  As 
you will know already we have witnessed recently some of 
the most beautiful displays seen here in years, and there 
may be more to come.  Check out the website for the images 
and slide shows taken by various EAAS members.  There is 
also a selection of the images on the display board at the 
front. 

Springer-Verlag 20% discount on books. 
Springer-Verlag  Publishing have made the very generous 
offer of 20% discount on all their astronomy books on a 
permanent basis.  Brochures are available at the front, in 
order to claim your discount remove the sticker from the 
front cover and include it with your order.  Either contact 
them via email at marketing@svl.co.uk  or mark your 
envelope c/o Mr Mark Robinson. 

Upcoming Meetings. 
Our next meeting is on Monday January 5th 2004 and will 
be presented by Mr Mark McCluney and his wife Kathy and 
is entitled “How Far are the Stars”.  Also start canvassing 
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now for the “Andrew Trimble Memorial 
Lecture” on February 2nd, when we are having 
Mr Neil Bone (BAA Meteor Section Director 
and Contributing Consultant of Astronomy 
Now Magazine), to lecture on “The Leonid 
Meteors”.  Neil will also be giving a seminar to 
the staff at Armagh Observatory on the Tuesday 
3rd, title TBA.  The next IAA meeting is on 
Wednesday December 3rd in Stranmillis 
College, Lecture Room 5 at 7.30pm sharp.  The 
guest speaker is  Lynn Moran on “Gamma Ray 

Bursts”. 

Our own Derek Heatly will be giving a lecture  entitled “At 
the Edge of Space- The Flight of the Ulsterman” to the 
Antrim & District Amateur Radio Society on Thursday 
December 4th in the new lecture theatre, Antrim Grammer 
School starting at 7.30pm.  Admission is £2.50 adults, £1 
under 16s, light refreshments included.  Copies of his video 
will be on sale with the proceeds going to Leukaemia 
Research.  
 

Let me take this opportunity of wishing all our members a 
very Happy Christmas and New Year! 
 
Clear skies, 
 
John C McConnell. 
 
 
jmcconnell@eaas.co.uk 
www.eaas.co.uk 
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MEMBERS IMAGES 
Fantastic images by members: From the top, the Total 
Lunar Eclipse 8/9th. Nov. by James Adamson, Co.Mayo, the 
beautiful Auroral Corona and rays on November 20th. by 
Mark Stronge, and the aurora on Saturday 22nd. from 
Co.Mayo, (one of the few images  of this display taken from 
Ireland!). 


