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        Large Body Found Beyond Pluto!

Astronomers have found a large world of 
ice and rock circling the Sun beyond the 
most distant planet, Pluto.   
 
Preliminary 
observations 
suggest it may 
be up to 
1,800km across, 
making it the 
largest body 
other than a 
true planet to be 
discovered orbiting our star.  Designated 2004 
DW, it was found on 17 February by an 
automated sky survey telescope in California.  

Since 1992, some 800 bodies have been found in 
the outer Solar System; five could be larger than 
1,000km across.  

2004 DW was found by California Institute of 
Technology astronomers Chad Trujillo and 
Mike Brown, and David Rabinowitz of Yale 
University - the same team that discovered 
Quaoar in 2002.  

Quaoar is 1,000 
to 1,400km 
across. The new 
body is estimated 
to be somewhere 
between 840 and 
1,800km.  

I f it is at the 
upper end of the 
uncertainty range 
then 2004 DW is 
larger than any 
other object 

found circling the Sun since Pluto was discovered 
in 1930 (Pluto is 2,300km across).  

2004 DW could even be larger than Pluto's moon, 
Charon, which has a diameter of 1,300km. I t has 
an orbit that is much larger than Pluto's, being, on 
average, 2.4bn km further out.  

Astronomers believe that there are many more so-
called Kuiper Belt (KB) Objects awaiting discovery 
in the cold, dark, outer reaches of the Solar 
System.  

The KB is a region inhabited by small worlds of 
rock and ice. I t is similar in some ways to the 
asteroid belt - a region of rocky debris between 
Mars and Jupiter. However, the KB contains a 
hundred times more material than all the asteroids 
put together.  

One thing astronomers want to stress is that 2004 
DW is not a major planet.  

Although it is probably slightly larger than half 
the size of Pluto, there are other objects of a 
similar size out there which do not, by the current 
definition, qualify as a planet.  

Moreover, the experts say there could be a Pluto-
sized object lurking in the darkness awaiting 
discovery.  

2004 DW could be a type of object called a 
Plutino. Such objects have an orbit related to 
Pluto's path around the Sun.  

Looking back in their archives, astronomers now 
realise they picked up the new object in images 
taken in 2002 but did not realise it at the time.  

Scientists will use this observation, and any others 
they may find further back, to determine the new 
body's orbit more accurately.  

Beginner ’s Night. 
“ Observing the 

Planets…What can you 
see?”  

 
by 
 

 Dr . Andrew McCrea MBE  
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Andrew Trimble Lecture Great Success! 

Nearly 70 people attended the annual Andrew 
Trimble Memorial Lecture which this year was 
delivered by Mr Neil Bone, Meteor Section 
Director of the British Astronomical Association 
and Contributing Consultant to " Astronomy 
Now"  magazine. The topic of his lecture was 
" The Leonid Meteors" . Also in attendance was 
Alderman Paul Girvan MLA, Mayor of 
Newtownabbey, as well as close members of Mr 
Trimble's family. 

Every November, the Earth passes through the 
trail of debris created by Comet Temple-Tuttle, 
producing the Leonid meteor shower. He also 
gave run down on the history of the Leonid 
shower going back hundreds of years. 

 

During 
his talk 

Neil 
Bone 
gave 

details of 
how the 
Leonids 

emanate from the trail of CometTemple-Tuttle 
which swings past the Sun every 33.2 years, and 
during each close approach it emits a dense 
stream of dust and small particles. Over time, 
these dust trails extend along the whole length of 
the comet's orbit, but the trails remain very 
narrow and concentrated in space taking 
hundreds of years to spread out. Every year, 
between 15th and 20th November, the Earth 
meets a broad stream of ancient debris, leading 
to an annual meteor shower visible in the early 
morning hours towards the Northeast after 
midnight between these dates. The cometary dust 
particles move in very similar orbits and the 
resulting meteor shower appears to radiate from 
a point in the constellation of Leo, hence the 
term Leonids. Comet Temple-Tuttle revolves 
around the Sun in the opposite direction to the 
Earth, so when the Earth encounters the trails of 
particles, they enter the atmosphere at very high 
speeds, about 160,000 miles per hour. Most of 
the dust grains are very small, and vaporise in 
the first few seconds at heights of more than 60 
miles. Predictions of meteor storm activity was 
for many years a rather uncertain science, but 
techniques developed by Dr David Asher of 
Armagh Observatory and Rob McNaught of the 

Anglo-Australian Observatory over recent years 
have enabled storms to be forecast accurately to 
within minutes. Neil also showed how easy it is to 
observe meteors by using only a deckchair, 
clippyboard and pencils, not forgetting the flask of 
hot tea!     

At the close of the meeting, a vote of thanks was 
given to the speaker by Society spokesperson Mr 
Walter Martin, and the Mayor of Newtownabbey 
following his closing address made a presentation 
of a specially commissioned engraved Tyrone 
Crystal paperweight. 

 

                         
Neil also 
gave a 

well-
attended 
seminar 

to the 
staff at 

Armagh Observatory on the Tuesday, which was 
also attended by a number of EAAS members. We 
were delighted to join most of the staff for lunch 
following the event.  
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                            Mayor Paul Girvan & Neil Bone  
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Upcoming Meetings. 

Our next meeting will be on Monday April 5th. 
here in the school at 8pm.  I t will be taken by two 
of our own younger  members, Ryan Johnston & 
William Patterson, and is an updated version of 
the presentation they gave several times during 
our “ Astro-Day”  in June last year.  I t is entitled 
“ The Space Shuttle” , and is very enteraining.  
The IAA hold their next meeting in Stranmillis 
College Lecture Room 5 on Wednesday March 
3rd when David Sindon of “ Sindon Optical 
Works”  will give a talk entitled “ Massive Optics”     

Armagh Observatory Future Events 
 
In the period leading up to Easter, the Armagh 
Observatory is hosting, or co-hosting as part of 
other events, two Public Lectures (both in the 
Rotunda Lecture Theatre, St Patrick's Trian, 
Armagh) and two Tours of the Armagh 
Observatory and the Armagh Observatory 
Grounds and Astropark. 
   The Public Lectures are as follows: 
1. Wednesday, 17 March 2004 (St. Patrick's 
Day); @ 19:30 in The Rotunda Lecture Theatre, 
St  Patrick's Trian, Armagh:    " Patrick, Comets 
and Christianity"   by  Professor Mike Baillie 
(Queen's University Belfast). 
 
2. Thursday, 1 April 2004,  @ 20:00 in The 
Rotunda Lecture Theatre, St  Patrick's Trian, 
Armagh:   " Mars: New Opportunities and 
Challenges for European Space Science"   by  
Michael McKay (European Space  Agency, 
ESTEC, The Netherlands) 
 
   The Tours of the Armagh Observatory and the 
Armagh Observatory Grounds and 
Astropark are on Wednesday 17 March 2004 
and Saturday 3 April 2004. 
   Please note that advance booking is necessary 
in order to guarantee a place on any of these 
tours, although all who turn up on the day will 
be accommodated if possible. Tours of the 
Observatory will last approximately 45 minutes; 
tours of the Observatory Grounds and Astropark 
will last a similar amount of time.  
 
  *  Tours on Wednesday 17 March will be 
provided at: 11:00, 12:00, 14:00, 15:00 and 
16:00 
 
  *  Tours on Saturday 3 April will be provided at: 
14:00, 15:00 and 16:00 
 

In order to obtain tickets for any of these events, 
please write, telephone or send an e-mail to:  Mrs 
Aileen McKee, Armagh  Observatory, College 
Hill,  Armagh,  BT61 9DG; Tel: 028-3752-2928; 
Fax: 028-3752-7174; e-mail: 
� � � � � � � � � � 	 � 
 � .  In addition, some of the 
members might be interested in this. Bangor & 
District Amateur Radio Society – “ Space Weather”  
Date: Wednesday, March 3, 2004 Time: 8:00PM.   
Professor Brian Gilbody will give a talk on " Space 
weather, the ionosphere and radio 
communications" . Venue will be in " The 
Stables" , Groomsport. 

The Planets in March. 

There is a wealth of planets on view during 
March.  Venus still dominates the scene at mag -
4.3 high in the Southwest just after sunset. There 
is not much to see for the telescopic observer 
though, but perhaps a few shady markings along 
the terminator. I t is at it’s greatest eastern 
elongation of 46ë.00´ Mercury is currently visible 
on the SOHO Lasco C3 images, but it rises 
sharplyout of the evening twilight in the second 
half of the month reaching 11ë on the 29th.  Mars 
continues to fade and drop into the twilight  
during the month. We just about miss an 
occultation of Mars by the Moon on the night of 
March 25/26.  The occultation itself will take place 
just after midnight though both Mars and the 
Moon are very low on the horizon at the time.  I t 
would be interesting though, to see the two so 
close together earlier in the evening.  Jupiter is at 
opposition on March 4th and is visible all night 
shining at mag –2.5.  I t is within 1ë of 4.6 mag �  
Leonis, so don’ t mistake this for one of the moons!   
Saturn is at eastern quadrature on March 27th. 
(elongation east of the Sun is 90ë) when the 
shadow of the planet is cast farthest on the rings 
giving a more three – dimensional appearance 
than usual.  Pluto is in Serpens at mag 13.9. 

Don’ t forget!  Summertime officially begins on 
March the 28th.  Clocks go forward one hour. 

Until next month, good observing and clear skies!  

John. 

 

http://www.eaas.co.uk 
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The ISS Transit Event February 21st 
2004   by    Mark Stronge.  

On Saturday morning at 11:17hrs GMT, there 
were 4 transits of the Sun from in and around 
the Lisburn, Carryduff area in Northern I reland. 
Progress-M48, Soyuz-TMA 3, and the ISS all 
transited the Sun and we think we did manage to 
see one of them. This was not an easy task but 
thankfully, the sky was fairly clear and the winds 
were light. 

TENSIONS BUILD 
As the final 10 minutes approached, I  called out, 
" 10 minutes"  to no reply from the gathering. " 5 
minutes" ... " 1 minute"  and still there was 
silence. Progress M48 slipped past and only one 
person thought they saw it. As the last few 
seconds before the ISS and others transited, I  
called out " Watch out"  and everyone seemed to 
hear me and be looking into their telescopes. 
There were laptops, digital cameras, MiniDV 
video cameras and also a piece of card for 
eyepiece projection. My focusing attempts were 
rewarded with a flash of a dot across the screen 
but then gone. I t was probably the ISS as it was 
the biggest of all the satellites transiting though 
earlier, at 10:30hrs, a plane went right through 
the disk though the chance event was not 
captured. There was silence for a few minutes 
and gradually the realisation of the passing 
event kicked in. Most of the group missed the 
transits, some saw something and captured 
something but we are yet to see any frames of the 
satellites. Unfortunately, I  had trouble focusing 
with the f/3.3 focal reducer on an f/10 SCT but I  
did get some help after the transit and found out 
that the focus distance was actually much 
shorter than when using the SCT normally. The 
event had been worthwhile as some had come 
and viewed the Sun for the first time; others 
were able to test out their capturing methods. 
Some left quickly, not taking the opportunity to 
capture the tight sunspot grouping, and steady 
seeing conditions. Those who turned up were 
very welcome and many went away feeling more 
confident and focused :-) about their capturing 
techniques for next time.. 

Hopefully next time, we will be better prepared 
and come earlier! ! !  

[Unfortunately, there was a lack of EAAS 
Members at this event, maybe more next time?? 
Chairman]. 

Here are some of the people at the observing site. 
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Starchart correct for 16th March at 00.00hrs. 

                                       
Moon’s phases          
for March 

 

 

 

 

 


