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Total Eclipse Washout!   
Unfortunately the Total Lunar Eclipse of October 28 coincided 
with probably the worst night of the year so far with strong winds 
and horizontal rain!  However, a number of members did brave 
the elements in hope of seeing something.  We gathered at Dr Les 
Gornall’s home outside Magherafelt with an array of telescopes 
and photographic equipment, but in the end we were defeated by 
the weather.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We did however see the eclipse via a live webcast from the 
Canary Islands and EAAS member David Goudy was lucky 
enough to be on holidays in Maspalomas and had a beautiful 
view. During the night we were entertained by various short talks 
including Mark Stronge on Astrophotography, Terry Moseley on 
Eclipse’s, and Navid Gornall on his trip to Nairobi Kenya where 
proceeds raised at the last eclipse night were used to renovate 
classrooms for under privileged children. Various videos and 
CD-ROMs were also enjoyed, as well as a lovely supper!  Our 
website went crazy with over 6,000 hits in five hours! Thanks to 
everyone who contributed to what was a great night, even though 
we didn’t see the eclipse through our own scopes. Roll on 4th 
March 2007! 
  

Cassini Images Titan. 
After years of anticipation, the Cassini spacecraft beamed back 
smog-piercing close-up images of Saturn's moon Titan revealing 
a strange, striated landscape that both thrilled and mystified 
planetary scientists.  

The initial images, discussed at a news conference today, show 
sharply defined bright and dark regions that may be blanketed by 
a thin layer of transparent or translucent material that 
presumably settled out of the atmosphere or was deposited by 
some other transport mechanism. Other than a 600-mile-wide 
formation near the south pole, few clouds are present and no 
large craters are apparent, indicating tectonic, volcanic or 
depositional processes are at work that have resurfaced the moon 
on a global scale.  

But so far, there is no evidence of lakes or pools of liquid 
ethane and similar materials that many scientists believe 
must be present given the moon's ultra-low temperature, 
high atmospheric pressure and hydrocarbon chemistry. In 
short, Titan's mysteries withstood Cassini's initial 
scientific assault. "We've been saying for a long time now 
that Titan was the largest expanse of unexplored terrain in 
the solar system.” 

This image shows Titan in ultraviolet and infrared wavelengths. It was taken 
by Cassini's imaging science subsystem on Oct. 26 and is constructed from 
four images acquired through different colour filters. Red and green colours 
represent infrared wavelengths and show areas where atmospheric methane 
absorbs light. These colours reveal a brighter (redder) northern hemisphere. 
Blue represents ultraviolet wavelengths and shows the high atmosphere and 
detached hazes. Titan has a gigantic atmosphere, extending hundreds of 
kilometres above the surface. The sharp variations in brightness on Titan's 
surface (and clouds near the South Pole) are apparent at infrared 
wavelengths. The image scale of this picture is 6.4 kilometres (4 miles) per 

pixel. Credit: NASA/JPL/Space Science Institute, 

…Said imaging team leader Carolyn Porco, a leading 
expert on Saturn's rings. "And what remains hidden 
under the atmosphere and under the haze, the conditions 
at its surface, its geological history and so on are, at least 
in my mind, the solar system's last great mystery." Even 
though Cassini's cameras operated flawlessly and even 
though conditions were optimal for imaging, "I have to 
report that we are still mystified and we are not quite sure 
what we're looking at," Porco said. "There isn't much we 
are absolutely, definitively confidant about right now."  
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She might as well have paraphrased Winston Churchill's 1939 
comment about the former Soviet Union: "It is a riddle wrapped 
in a mystery inside an enigma." Cassini entered orbit around 
Saturn in June after a seven-year voyage from Earth. The $3 
billion spacecraft made its first of 45 planned flybys of Titan late 
Tuesday, streaking past the cloudy moon at an altitude of just 
745 miles. Using filters to peer through the hydrocarbon haze 
that blankets the satellite, Cassini snapped dozens of pictures that 
raised as many questions as they answered.  

"This image has been processed, it's been sharpened, it's been 
contrast enhanced and there it is," Porco said, displaying one 
such photo. "We don't know exactly what we're looking at. There 
are sharp boundaries between the dark regions and the bright 
regions, there ... are white things that stick out, they kind of look 
like islands sticking out of the dark material.  

"But frankly, there is no topography in our images," she said. 
"We do not see shadows on the surface of Titan. And because we 
don't see shadows, we can't look at an image like this and 
immediately deduce topographic information, what's up and 
what's down. Everything here ... could be perfectly flat. Maybe 
what we're seeing is just bright material, dark material, all at the 
same level. But we don't know."  

Radar data from Cassini will help fill in many of those blanks 
and researchers plan to present their initial findings Thursday. 
Scientists said the first processed image was spectacular. Along 
with carrying out a general reconnaissance of Titan, Cassini 
collected data on the density of the moon's atmosphere that will 
help engineers determine whether future flybys can be safely 
conducted at even lower altitudes. More important, those data 
also will be used to refine the entry angle of the European Space 
Agency's Huygens probe, scheduled to slam into Titan's 
atmosphere in January for a parachute descent to the surface.  

At today's briefing, Porco concentrated on the pictures. She said 
that despite the moon's lack of extensive cloud cover, "we've 
deduced that Titan is a super rotator, it means the cloud speeds, 
the wind speeds in the middle and the upper troposphere, are 
going faster than you would get if you just accounted simply for 
the conservation of angular momentum as a cloud basically 
developed from a convective parcel of air. This is the same case 
as for Venus."  

But the most intriguing features to her were linear streaks on the 
surface that indicate some sort of active process at work.  

"What we can confidently say about the structures we are seeing 
on the surface is there are linear trends, there are streaks or 
perhaps there are cracks in the bedrock ice of titan, we don't 
know," Porco said. "But there are linear features and we see this 
in lots of regions where we look in high resolution. And again, 
not quite exactly sure what it's telling us, whether it's a tectonic 
process we're looking at or it's (wind related).  

"What we can say from those images is the surface seems to be a 
young surface. We see very few circular features that one might 
interpret as craters. In fact, that doesn't even mean they're not 
there. If the surface is coated at this viewing geometry with no 
shadows, if the surface was coated completely with a uniform 
material, we wouldn't see any craters anyway even if they were 
there.  

"It's going to take combining all these data together, it's 
going to take our stereo imaging, which will give us 
topography, it's going to take a combination of the 
(infrared imaging spectrometer) and the radar in order to 
really pick out whether we're seeing highs or lows and so 
on. There's a lot of work left to do. Our reconnaissance of 
Titan, our exploration of Titan, is really just beginning."  

Imaging spectrometer team leader Robert Brown said his 
instrument also showed "a lot of complex structure on 
Titan's surface, a lot of strong margins between bright and 
dark regions."  

"We're not exactly sure what the composition of the bright 
and dark regions are but some of the preliminary 
indications we've gotten from VIMS (Visual Imaging 
Spectrometer) suggest that even though there are 
differences between bright and dark, which are roughly a 
factor of two, that the composition of those bright and 
dark regions are not all that different, which is not what 
we expected.  

"It's a bit hard to understand because their albedos are so 
different," he said. "But one way that can happen is you 
could coat the bright material and the dark material with a 
material which would mask the composition of the 
substrate, but you could see through it partially. So it may 
be some sort of a coating effect." For now, no one knows.  

"I think we're going to have to wait several flybys," Porco 
said, "maybe even several years, before we get a really 
good indication of what's going on."  

Observing the Leonids. 
Jeremie Vaubaillon, Esko Lyytinen, Markku Nissinen, 
and David Asher (from Armagh Observatory) have arrived 
at a common prediction for this year's 2004 Leonids. It 
was found that Earth will pass close to two dust trails, 
those of 1333 and 1733. Any outburst from the 1333 trail 
will peak at 06:42 UT, November 19, well positioned for 
U.S.A. observers. Rates will not be high, ZHR = 10 at best. 
The second 1733 trail will arrive at 21:49 UT, when the 
rates can go up as high as ZHR = 65. That outburst is best 
seen in Asia. Even though rates will not be as high as in 
past Leonid storms, it is important to continue observe 
these showers to learn how dust is distributed by the parent 
comet 55P/Tempel-Tuttle. 
 

Observing Reports. 
11th Oct ’04. 
We managed to get 4 or 5 clear nights in a row. I was out 
for several hours each evening then several before dawn. I 
read somewhere that September is statistically the clearest 
month of the year. After checking my logbook it definitely 
was! I got over 30 hours of comet hunting done, I think 
that is the most I’ve done during any monthly dark period. 
 This month has turned out to be good so far. I managed to 
sweep up a new NGC galaxy in Draco high in the western 
sky. This object has eluded me during the previous 4 years 
of searching. It was a near edge on spiral at mag 13. On 
Friday night despite a little mist the sky conditions where 
amazing. After good dark adaptation I could see the dark 
rift in Cygnus and spotted M33 and M13 with the naked 
eye! 
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Conor joined me at 02.30am for another observing session. We 
observed Venus, Saturn and the near last 1/4 moon using 
Conor’s 4.5" TAL reflector and my 8" LX10.  Saturn was 
excellent despite average seeing conditions, earlier in the week I 
seen that the planet shared the same FOV with a nice binary star 
located to the south. I observed M42 and M43 with the 
16"...Incredible! It nearly filled the 1 degree FOV I used; I 
would nearly swear that this nebula looked better with a little 
moon light in the sky. Conor also tracked down M42 and several 
other Messier objects. With the 16" I observed M35, M44 and 
M1 and finished the session with a careful sweep in the SE pre 
dawn sky. Between us Conor and I seen 28 meteors, some were 
early Orionids, Piscids and sporadics. Seen several red slow 
moving earth grazers! On 2 occasions I was greeted to a V-
shaped formation of geese fly over head. Very cold this morning, 
the 16" mirror is getting badly frozen. Great nights observing 
session! 
Martin McKenna. Maghera. 
 
Oct 23rd 
Marty and I were out last night from 8pm till 6:30am with a 
20min break! We seen some lovely meteors there was piles! The 
count was in and about 90!!! It was cloudy from 8pm till 9.30 
then the conditions improved a lot. The sky was amazing! 
Conor McDonald. Maghera. [That’s what I call dedication Ed] 
 
The beautiful image below of the Pleiades was taken by Mark 
Stronge on October 26 with the Canon Rebel 300D. Notice the 
nebulosity around Merope and Maia and the image was taken 
two days before full Moon! Stars are visible down to mag 18 on 
the original image. 

 
 

 Upcoming Meetings 
Our next EAAS meeting will be on December 6 when the speaker 
will be Mr John Flannery (South Dublin A.S.) who is taking as 
his subject “From the Blue Sky to the Zodiacal Light”.  The IAA 
holds their next meeting on November 3 in Stranmillis College 
Lecture Room 5, 7.30pm sharp and is their Member’s Night. The 
speaker is Mr Rowan McLaughlin (QUB) on “Prehistoric 
Astronomy in Western Ulster”. I presume this has something to 
do with Newgrange etc…?    Don’t forget about the Robinson 
Lecture being given this year by Professor Jocelyn Bell-Burnell 
at the Market Place Studio Theatre Armagh on Friday November 
26th at 7.30pm.  This is by ticket only. Please contact Mrs Aileen 
McKee 028 3752 2928 or email:  ambn@arm.ac.uk for booking. 

 
 
 

The Planets in November. 
The Sun has been very active just recently with a number 
of fairly big groups, one of which (AR691) is nearing the 
central meridian. AR691 is easily visible to the naked eye, 
but never look at the Sun without a filter, it may be the last 
thing you will ever see! 
Mercury is in the evening twilight very low and is unlikely 
to be visible with the naked eye. 
Venus is still dominant in the morning sky but is now 
starting to move in on the Sun. It forms a lovely 
conjunction with Jupiter on the morning of November 5th 
when the two are less than half a degree apart. On the 
same morning, try to spot Mars low down in the twilight, 
but you may need binoculars to first pick it up. On the 9/10 
the crescent Moon will join the scene and this will make a 
lovely image. 
Saturn is now highest in the sky about 4am but is 
observable from about midnight giving time for it to rise 
out of the gunge. When you observe it, (although you 
won’t see It!!), try to imagine the Cassini Spacecraft 
currently in orbit around the planet and sending back the 
most amazing images. 
Uranus and Neptune are at their highest as darkness falls, 
so take advantage to try and see them before they become 
too difficult to observe. Try to find the asteroid 4-VESTA 
only about 14 degrees east of Uranus and at mag 6.4. This 
will dim to about mag 7.6 by the beginning of December. 
Pluto is not observable.  
Comet 2002Q4 (Machholz) may become visible this month. 
Veteran comet observer Don Machholz discovered it 
visually at the end of August using a 15cm reflector. It is 
still too far south in the constellation of Caelum, but is 
now moving north. You may be able to pick it up in 
binoculars towards the end of the month. If all goes 
according to prediction this comet may be visible to the 
naked eye at the beginning of the New Year, though as 
with comets, this is by no means certain. Comet Neat is 
now in Draco but by months end will have faded to about 
11th magnitude. 
Another series of evening passes of the ISS begin on 
November 17. Check out www.calsky.com or Heavens-
Above.com for the latest timings from your area. Check 
the website for all the very latest information, or better 
still, why not join our Forum? 
 
Until next month, clear skies, 
 

 
 
John. 
http://www.eaas.co.uk  



 - 4 - 

 
Star chart correct for 22.00hrs on November 15th. 

  

 


