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Huygens Meets Titan 
 
The highlights of the first year of the Cassini-
Huygens mission to Saturn can be broken into two 
chapters: first, the arrival of the Cassini orbiter at 
Saturn in June, and second, the release of the 
Huygens probe on Dec. 24, 2004, on a path toward 
Titan. 
 

 
 
The Huygens probe, built and managed by the 
European Space Agency (ESA), was bolted to 
Cassini and fed electrical power through an 
umbilical cable. It was riding along during the 
nearly seven-year journey to Saturn largely in a 
"sleep" mode, awakened every six months for three-
hour instrument and engineering checkups. It is now 
cut loose from its mother ship and will coast toward 
Saturn's moon Titan, arriving on Jan. 14, 2005. 
 
Now freed from Cassini, the Huygens probe will 
remain dormant until the onboard timer wakes it up 
shortly before the probe reaches Titan's upper 
atmosphere on Jan. 14. Then it will begin a 
dramatic plunge through Titan's murky atmosphere, 
tasting the chemical makeup and composition as it 
descends to touch down on its surface. The data 
gathered during this 2-1/2 hour descent will be 
transmitted from the probe to the Cassini orbiter. 
Afterward, Cassini will point its antenna to Earth 
and relay the data through NASA's Deep Space 
Network to JPL and on to ESA's Space Operations 
Centre in Darmstadt, Germany, which serves as the 
operations centre for the Huygens probe mission. 
From this control centre, ESA engineers will be 
tracking the probe and scientists will be standing by 
to process the data from the probe's six instruments. 

Quake may have made Earth wobble 
 
The deadly Asian earthquake may have 
permanently accelerated the Earth's rotation, 
shortening days by a fraction of a second and 
caused the planet to wobble on its axis, U.S. 
scientists said Tuesday. 
 
Richard Gross, a geophysicist with NASA's Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory in California, theorized that 
a shift of mass toward the Earth's centre during the 
quake Sunday caused the planet to spin 3 
microseconds, or millionths of a second, faster and 
to tilt about an inch on its axis. When one huge 
tectonic plate beneath the Indian Ocean was forced 
below the edge of another "it had the effect of 
making the Earth more compact and spinning 
faster," Gross said. 
 
Gross said changes predicted by his model probably 
are too minuscule to be detected by a global 
positioning satellite network that routinely measures 
changes in Earth's spin, but said the data may reveal 
a slight wobble. 
 

 
 
The Earth's poles travel a circular path that 
normally varies by about 33 feet, so an added 
wobble of an inch is unlikely to cause long-term 
effects, he said. 
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When those tiny variations accumulate, planetary 
scientists must add a "leap second" to the end of a 
year, something that has not been done in many 
years, Gross said. 
 
Comet Machholz’s tails 
 
This comet is turning a few heads as there are 
confirmed reports of the comet being not just naked 
eye visible, but that it has 3 tails! EAAS Member, 
Martin McKenna, has sent us this report. 
 
"Yesterday evening I could again see 3 very 
obvious jets coming from the false nucleus of Q2 
using my 8" Schmidt Cassegrain at 49x all 3 where 
thin, faint, green, straight and required averted 
vision to detect. One jet pointed west the other two 
pointed into the gas and dust tail respectively. I 
have just heard on the net that a few other observers 
have seen these features also.....has anyone else had 

any luck? Mag 4.0 or brighter Dia 25' DC 6 Gas and 
Dust tails 50' long- minimum length. The comet is 
very green and easily seen with the naked eye. 
29/30.12.04 18.30 V.Good trans, avg - poor seeing, 
dark sky, Moon 3 days after full below horizon". 
 
The comet will come closest to Earth on the night of 
Jan. 5-6, 2005, when it will be just 32 million miles 
(51 million kilometres) away. On the evening of 
Jan. 7th, it will conveniently pass just a couple of 
degrees to the west of the famous Pleiades star 
cluster. 
 
Comet Machholz will reach perihelion -- its point 
closest to the Sun -- on Jan. 24, when it will be 
approximately 112 million miles (179 million 
kilometres) from that blazing furnace. The comet 
will be more or less opposite the Sun all during this 
"flyby", and thus should be easily visible in a dark 
sky from Earth. 
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James Adamson captures Machholz 
 
EAAS Member, James Adamson, was able to find 
the comet visually and then went on to capture this 
magnificent photo showing the coma around the 
core. The star trails are due to James tracking on the 
comet trajectory so as to achieve a more accurate 
comet shape. While viewing the comet through a 
telescope does not reveal much colour, a long 
exposure has brought a vivid green to Machholz. 
 

 
11th December 2004 0046 - 0107UT 

Televue85, EQ5 mount, 27mm Panoptic eyepiece 
Nikon Coolpix4300 

3x ISO400 f2.8 60second exposures aligned using comet and 
stacked in Registax. 

 
Below you can see the projected orbit of Comet 
Machholz which will take approximately 100,000 
years so get a look at it now as it won’t be back it 
our lifetime. 
 

 

The Planets in January 
 
The Sun is close to solar minimum and there are 
few sunspots to be observed. There is more 
interesting viewing with H-alpha solar scopes that 
can see the prominences and filaments. You can 
view the latest images via the ESA direct hyperlink 
on the EAAS Stargazers webpage. 
 
Mercury is just past optimal viewing and is racing 
towards the Sun. It should be fairly easy to find in 
the pre-dawn south-eastern sky as it is dancing 
round Venus and will overtake it on 13th January. 
At this point, Mercury with only be 18 arc seconds 
from Venus so this may make a unique photo op. 
for anyone with a webcam, though the sky may be 
too bright. The next couple of weeks will be the last 
time to try to see Mercury until it appears in the 
twilight sky in late February. Please be careful 
when searching for Mercury and finish observing 
before the Sun rises as the sky will be too bright 
anyway. 
 
Venus is heading towards the Sun and will 
disappear in the glare until mid May. It is 
approaching a fully illuminated disk as it heads 
towards an inferior conjunction with the Sun. 
 
Mars rises a couple of hours before dawn but is only 
4 arc seconds in diameter so only appears as a 
reddish dot in telescopes. 
 
Jupiter will rise at 2330hrs by month’s end so will 
be one for the insomniacs. Best observing time will 
be between 2-3 hours before sunrise when it will be 
about 30 degrees altitude. On the 9th and the 16th, Io 
and Ganymede’s shadows will cross the surface of 
the gas giant followed by the moons themselves. 
The GRS will also be visible during these transits. 
On the 19th Jan., Europa and it’s shadow transits 
Jupiter. On the 23rd and 24th Jan. and on 1st and 8th 
Feb., Io and it’s shadow transit Jupiter. 
 
Saturn is well positioned for observing all night as it 
reaches opposition on the 14th and it makes an 
excellent target for photography as it rises to over 
50 degrees altitude. It’s rings are still very wide 
open and you should be able to see a number of it’s 
moons. 
 
Til next month, clear skies 

 
John McConnell 
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Star Chart correct for 16th January 2005 at 2200hrs UT. 
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