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“The Big Flash— The
Largest Solar Flare — Is It
Still With Us?”

Dr. Les Gornall, EAAS.
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EAAS Mars Watch Success twice over!!!

On Friday and Saturday evening, the EAAS
and members of the public gathered to observe
the close approach of Mars at Castle Ward.
Mars comes into its Opposition on November
7th, 2005 in constellation Aries. A week earlier,
on October 30, 2005, the planet will have come
to its closest distance to Earth this year: 69.42
million km (43 million miles, or 0.46406 AU).
Mars will be high in the Southern sky and will
be a lot better for observing through a
telescope than the opposition of 2003 as this
will be the best time to view Mars until 2016.

Friday evening began with Ed Barnett giving us
a talk on Mars and it's features, history and

unique features.
The corn mill where we had the presentations

There was a short spell of cloud after the
presentation but this cleared quickly and we
setup our telescopes and began to take in the
skies. The skies started very transparent and
then were slightly hazy after that. Mars shone
brightly throughout the evening and everyone
got a good view of it, though highlights were
some of the lesser known star clusters and
galaxies on view. There were a number of
visitors who had telescopes and were doing
some wide field astrophotography as the Milky
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Way was beautifully structured at the beginning
of the evening. Mars showed its details well
with the polar cap and dark and red markings
visible.

The Seven Sisters, Mars and an aeroplane

On Saturday evening, the weather was
favourable again for observing, but this time
there was little wind and the
seeing was quite steady. There
was a layer of high cloud that
prevented viewing deep sky
objects but we were rewarded
with an amazing view of Mars.
After the talk, we gathered in the farmyard and
set up the telescopes. The skies cleared
quickly to reveal the Milkky Way, and a few
naked eye galaxies and star clusters. Mars did
not disappoint either. The southern polar cap



was visible as well as Candor Chasma - one of
the largest canyons in the Valles Marineris
canyon system and an unconfirmed glimpse of
Olympus Mons.

Does dark matter really exist?

For years the scientific community has been
saying that there is not enough matter in
galaxies to produce the gravity that effectively
holds them together. To remedy this situation,
scientists came up with the idea of a new and
exotic material which they named Dark Matter -
an elusive material that cannot be directly
observed, but which does exert a gravitational
effect on normal matter within its influence.

Now a new study points to the possibility that
there is no such thing as Dark Matter. The two
scientists at the centre of this minor storm are
Fred Cooperstock of the North-eastern
University and Steven Tieu of the University of
Victoria and they say that Einstein’s theory of
General relativity has all the answers.

The argument goes that General Relativity
provides ‘an important potential that is
connected to the density of the galactic matter
in a non-linear way’. Rough translation is that
the gravitational forces affecting various
sections of a galaxy are closely tied the local
density of normal matter but that there is an
additional influence that goes beyond the
Newtonian physics - similar to the suspected

forces acting on the Pioneer probes.

Interestingly, this approach also explains the
simple steady rotational motion under gravity
as seen in the Galaxy. So no new physics (e.g.
Dark Matter) is required to explain
observations. It is also pointed out that small
percentage of any galaxy is composed of
unseen normal matter such as burnt out stars,
planets and the like.

The only downside so far to this proposition is
that, as yet, it has failed to explain the
gravitational coupling of large clusters of
galaxies. Further research may answer some
of the outstanding issues. The more this
approach can match with existing observation
both on small and large scales the grimmer
things look for the longevity of Dark Matter.

Pluto’s extra moons

Since its discovery in 1930 Pluto has had a
reputation for being a strange little world —
‘oddly out of place’ when viewed against the
other planets of the solar system. Things got a
little stranger in 1978 when observations
showed that Pluto wasn't a lone traveller in the
outer solar system, but that it has a
companion, roughly half its size, which became
known as Charon — Pluto’s moon.

As time progressed even the fact that Pluto
had a moon became less unusual in that
observations yielded evidence that something
like 20% of all objects beyond the orbit of the
gas giant planet Neptune were accompanied
on their journeys by single partners. Now it has
got weird again!

Recent observations of Pluto using the Hubble
Space Telescope have shown clear evidence
that Pluto has not just one moon — but three
(3). While the evidence seems clear, the
observations from 15 and 18 May this year
have to be successfully repeated to provide
definitive proof of the presence of these tiny
moons which have been designated S/2005 P1
and S/2005 P2.

S/2005 P1 appears to obit the planet at a
distance of 48,000km and has a diameter of
around 55 km. The other moon, S/2005 P1, is
a little smaller with a diameter of 48km and
orbits at a distance of 64,000 km. In
comparison Charon, Pluto’'s main (and
confirmed) moon, orbits some 19,600km from
the planet’s surface and has a fairly impressive
diameter estimated at 1,270km. The orbital
periods have been determined to be for each
12 orbits by Charon, S/2005 P1 will orbit 3



times, and S/2005 P2 will orbit the planet only
twice. This relationship strongly suggests that
the two new candidates are not the result of
collisions between Pluto and Charon, or some
other object, but rather, they have been
captured into the gravitational influence of the
system at some past time.

Gegenschein observed from Maghera
By Martin McKenna

The Gegenschein (German for counterglow) is a faint
brightening of the night sky in the region of the zodiac
directly opposite the Sun caused by reflection of sunlight
by small dust particles released both by asteroids during
their mutual collisions, and by comets during the
development of their dust tails. Due to complex
interactions between the dust particles and solar
radiation, this dust collapses towards the Sun, building
up an ellipsoidal cloud of dust particles centred on our
star, where the density of particles increases towards the
Sun. The gegenschein is a subtle visual and geometrical
effect caused by the light we see reflecting off of the dust
particles better in the backwards direction than in other
directions. Therefore, the gegenschein appears as a
softly glowing oval region a few degrees wide and 10-
15° in length, oriented along the plane of the ecliptic. It is
so faint that it cannot be seen if there is any moonlight or
if it falls in the vicinity of the Milky Way. The gegenschein
was discovered in 1854 by the Danish astronomer
Theodor Brorsen.

Halloween eve proved to be a night of clear
skies and descent trans so | ended up doing a
solo all night observing session from 19.00 -
06.00. The Milkyway was beautiful with objects
like M31 and M33 visible with the unaided eye
as well as stars to mag 6.5. | uncovered the
16" and spent the next several hours comet

hunting in a large sky sector spanning from the
S to the SW through beautiful areas of the
Milkyway at low solar elongations then working
my way higher into the sky up to Cygnus. |
swept up a host of deep sky treasures
including a very 3-D like M27 however the Veil
nebula was the telescopic trophy of the search
which | tracked for over 2* of sky. | glanced up
at the sky regularly during the search as | was
hoping to see Taurid meteor activity when |
noticed for the 4th night in a row the very
elusive Gegenschein that had rose above the
neighbourhood trees in the eastern sky!

Remembering John McConnell’'s last forum
post, | grabbed a portable phone and rang
John from the back garden while | stood near
the telescope. It was cloudy at his location but
it suddenly cleared when John spotted the
Gegenschein as well from his back garden.
This was the final confirmation if anyone
needed it. We both could see a large oval
patch to the immediate west of Mars and of
considerable size located in the sky were
Aries, Cetus and Pisces meet. | saw it as a
green oval 15* in diameter, although John saw
no colour he observed that it was elongated
along its horizontal axis following the ecliptic.
John and | watched it for a LONG time as the
Earth’s rotation brought this elusive object to its
highest position in the south and we reckoned
it was at its best when it was placed just east of
the Meridian. The patch seemed to move
slightly westward with respect to the stars and
John saw movement to the south as well. We
both agreed that this was an amazing ghostly
sight. We talked about the phenomena and
John told me that he had last seen it in the
1970's from the sea! I'm sure it brought back a
lot of fond memories for him when he saw it
again last night from his back garden! Clearly
we have destroyed an ongoing myth on this
object - that it's impossible to see from areas of
light pollution. The last 4 nights have proved
that wrong!

Before dawn | saw the brilliant Zodiacal Light in
the NE sky like a massive green angled
pyramid following the ecliptic through areas of
S.Leo, Hydra and N.Virgo. It was very bright
and 60* high and | could have sworn | saw a
hint of the Zodiacal band? The sky was
beautiful and deadly quiet so | called it a night
as morning twilight stole the darkness from the
sky.






