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9929 McConnell imaged from Ireland

The asteroid named after our recently retired
chairman, John McConnell FRAS, has been
successfully imaged by David McDonald from
County Kildare. This is a first for someone from
Ireland being able to capture such a faint object and
track it over the space of an evening. 9929
McConnell orbits the inner asteroid belt and
reached opposition last month on 20" February at
Mag16.3.

John McConnell, who was born in 1946, comes
from Maghaberry. He is well known among both
professional and amateur astronomers, and takes a
particular interest in observational astronomy and
astrophotography, and in the history of Irish
astronomy.

The asteroid, 9929 McConnell, was discovered in
1982 at the Oak Ridge Observatory, in Harvard,
Massachusetts, operated by the Harvard-
Smithsonian Centre for Astrophysics, where
Armagh Observatory's former Director Dr Eric
Lindsay spent a number of years working for his
PhD more than 70 years ago. The minor planet is
very faint; being only 5 miles across and at its
closest in February 2006 came 99 million miles
away from the Earth. It has a nearly circular orbit
passing close to the inner edge of the main asteroid
belt between Mars and Jupiter.

Below is the post on our EAAS Forum.

Folks - | thought you guys would appreciate me
sharing this with you. | already posted it to the
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IFAS boards but figured some of you may not visit
there too often.

Recently Martin McKenna asked if | could image
9929 McConnell. John had put out a challenge -
9929 had never been imaged by an amateur before
(well, as far as anyone could know). At mag 16.3, it
was a tough one and the Moon didn't help either.
However, a few lucky breaks in the cloud and a few
hours of imaging later, I'm pleased to share both a
static image and an animation with you.

Enjoy!

Dave McDonald

Celbridge

Co. Kildare

To view the animation, visit
http://www.astroshack.net/

Armagh Planetarium Refurbishment

Armagh Planetarium is scheduled to reopen on June
12th. The £3 million refit has resulted in the old
building complex being completely gutted and new
systems reinstalled. Thus there are completely new
heating, air handling, electrical, lighting, and
drainage systems. The access control to the building
is all computer controlled and activated by
proximity cards. There is a comprehensive security
camera network both inside and outside the
buildings. Every room is networked for telephones
and computers. New fibre optic links to the



Observatory and the outside world are in place, and
they are capable of upgrade for special events that
may require live broadband feeds. We have a node
for a local Internet Service Provider installed in our
annex building, and are planning to raise the
funding to complete the job of refit by upgrading
the 16 inch telescope dome and the annex. We have
a place for casual observing outside our building,
and extra car parking spaces. The exterior of the
building is completely upgraded and the new roof
and cladding has made the building much more
thermally efficient, as has the installation of newly
double glazed windows. There are new access
ramps and walkways, and lighting.

Internally we have refurbished all of the office
spaces, there are new spaces created for storage of
vehicles, outreach equipment and other kit. A new
meeting room has been installed and of course the
entire building is now easily accessible to everyone.
A new lift and newly designed and installed
connection bridges for emergency exits have
enhanced entrance and exit in case of emergency.
The internal areas are now all painted and decorated
in the same colour scheme, and there are new
carpets throughout. The old downstairs toilet block
has been moved and its space is now a sales storage
area. The shop and front entrance are entirely
redesigned and refitted with new shelving and a
new front desk, sales area.

We are currently finalising new displays, but we
will keep these plans under wraps until closer to
opening.

The final changes are of course in our newly
installed Digital Theatre. A new Evans and

Sutherland Digistar 3 plus all of its ancillary
projectors from BARCO have been fitted. Allied
with a specially designed BOSE surround sound
system, and new reclining seats from Spain, the
theatre experience will be truly unique. It is a full
dome immersive system, where the audience
experiences space travel and the stars from close up.
We look forward to seeing you there.

Dr Tom Mason

Hubble's largest galaxy portrait showcases
Pinwheel

Giant galaxies weren't assembled in a day. Neither
was this Hubble Space Telescope image of the face-
on spiral galaxy Messier 101 (the Pinwheel
Galaxy). The image is the largest and most detailed
photo of a spiral galaxy ever released from Hubble.
The galaxy's portrait is actually composed from 51
individual Hubble exposures, in addition to
elements from images from ground-based photos.
The final composite image measures a whopping
16,000 by 12,000 pixels.

The Hubble observations that went into assembling
this image composite were retrieved from the
Hubble archive and were originally acquired for a
range of Hubble projects: determining the
expansion rate of the universe; studying the
formation of star clusters in giant star birth regions;
finding the stars responsible for intense X-ray
emission and discovering blue super giant stars. As
an example of the many treasures hiding in this
immense image, a group led by K.D. Kuntz (Johns
Hopkins University and NASA) recently catalogued
nearly 3000 previously undetected star clusters in it.

The giant spiral disk of stars, dust and gas is
170,000 light-years across or nearly twice the
diameter of our Milky Way. The galaxy is estimated
to contain at least one trillion stars. Approximately
100 billion of these stars alone might be like our
Sun in terms of temperature and lifetime. Hubble's



high resolution reveals millions of the galaxy's
individual stars in this image.

The newly composed image was assembled from
Hubble archived images taken with the Advanced
Camera for Surveys and the Wide Field and
Planetary Camera 2 over nearly 10 years: in March
1994, September 1994, June 1999, November 2002,
and January 2003. The Hubble exposures have been
superimposed onto ground-based images, visible at
the edge of the image, taken at the Canada-France-
Hawaii Telescope in Hawaii, and at the 0.9-meter
telescope at Kitt Peak National Observatory, part of
the National Optical Astronomy Observatory in
Arizona. The final colour image was assembled
from individual exposures taken through blue,
green, and red (infrared) filters.

Cepheids Live in Cocoons

Using ESO's Very Large Telescope Interferometer
(VLTI) at Cerro Paranal, Chile, and the CHARA
Interferometer at Mount Wilson, California, a team
of French and North American astronomers has
discovered envelopes around three Cepheids,
including the Pole star. This is the first time that
matter is found surrounding members of this
important class of rare and very luminous stars
whose luminosity varies in a very regular way.
Cepheids play a crucial role in cosmology, being
one of the first "steps" on the cosmic distance
ladder.

The southern Cepheid L Carinae was observed with
the VINCI and MIDI instrument at the VLTI, while
Polaris (the Pole Star) and Delta Cephei (the
prototype of its class) were scrutinised with FLUOR
on CHARA, located on the other side of the
equator. FLUOR is the prototype instrument of
VINCI. Both were built by the Paris Observatory
(France).

For most stars, the observations made with the
interferometers follow very tightly the theoretical
stellar models. However, for these three stars, a tiny

deviation was detected, revealing the presence of an
envelope.

"The fact that such deviations were found for all
three stars, which however have very different
properties, seems to imply that envelopes
surrounding  Cepheids are a  widespread
phenomenon”, said Pierre Kervella, one of the lead
authors.

The envelopes were found to be 2 to 3 times as
large as the star itself. Although such stars are rather
large - about fifty to several hundreds of solar radii -
they are so far away that they can't be resolved by
single telescopes. Indeed, even the largest Cepheids
in the sky subtend an angle of only 0.003 arc
second. To observe this is similar to viewing a two-
storey house on the Moon.

Astronomers have thus to rely on the
interferometric technique, which combines the light
of two or more distant telescopes, thereby providing
the angular resolution of a unique telescope as large
as the separation between them. With the VLTI, it is
possible to achieve a resolution of 0.001 arc second
or less.

"The physical processes that have created these
envelopes are still uncertain, but, in analogy to what
happens around other classes of stars, it is most
probable that the environments were created by
matter ejected by the star itself’, said Antoine
Merand, lead-author of the second paper describing
the results.

Cepheids pulsate with periods of a few days. As a
consequence, they go regularly through large
amplitude oscillations that create very rapid motions
of its apparent surface (the photosphere) with
velocities up to 30 km/s, or 108 000 km/h! While
this remains to be established, there could be a link
between the pulsation, the mass loss and the
formation of the envelopes.

EAAS FORUM HIGHLIGHTS
Kevin Black spies Comet Pojmanski

Hey all I’'m shattered but I think | have some good
news. This Morning as | looked at stunning Venus,
| think I got my first look at Comet Pojmanski. |
think! At 5.14am until 5.26am the comet to me
could be seen but after this time frame it started to
fade into the sunrise twilight. I didn’t get a chance
of capturing it due to low fast moving drifting
cloud. It was just left of constellation Capricornus. |
would describe it as being bluish white in colour
with a fuzzy/ hazy centre. As it was so cold my eyes
were watering but | think I could just see a slight
tail to the upper right hand side.



I hope tomorrow is clear because | hopefully have a
definite sighting.
Please remember there is only a small window of

time to see this comet before it is drowned out by
the sunrise twilight so you need to get up early.

You must have a nice clear horizon.
Clear skies all.
Kevin Black

Moon Mosaic by John McConnell

Saturn Storm captured by James Adamson, County
Mayo

Saturday 18" February Observing at Killylane

10-15 EAAS members gathered on Shanes Hill,
Ballyboley for a great evening’s observing. The sky
conditions were favourable and many deep sky
objects were observed during the course of the
evening. Of note were the large aperture binoculars
of Derrick McCourt which rendered great views of
the Double Cluster in Perseus and the Great Orion
Nebula.

Milky Way between Cygnus and Cassiopeia
Friday 3" March Messier Marathon at Killylane

12 hardy members gathered for the Messier
marathon which was cut short by snow. Before the
snow came we had a great evening of observing
with sparkling clear skies and most members
averaging around 20-30 messier objects viewed.

On the way home from Killylane, the snow was
heavy but as | approached Belfast the snow
disappeared and the skies were clear. | stopped
about % from Killyleagh on some waste land and
was treated to 3 fantastic meteors. | soon had the
telescope setup again and continued the Messier
Marathon totalling 98 observed Messier objects by
6am in the morning. Venus shone brightly in the
East and Jupiter was low in the south when | finally
called it a night but I was glad that I reacquainted
myself with the many delights of the Messier
catalogue as many | had not observed in 2 years.
We are planning a 2nd night for a Messier marathon
on 24™ March so keep an eye on the website and
forum for details.



OBSERVING GUIDE

Mercury has gone past greatest eastern elongation
and is heading towards inferior conjunction on the
12" of this month. It will be safe to observe until
the 4™ when it gets too close to the sun. It can be
seen as an evening object low in the SW. On the 1%
the thin crescent moon will be only 9 degrees above
and to the left of the planet. It sets at 19:20 on the
1°" and will be mag +0.8. As it undergoes inferior
conjunction in the middle of the month, it will not
be visible in the morning sky until April.

Venus has become a prominent morning object low
in the SE. It rises at 04:55 at the start of the month
and by the end of the month it will rise by 04:25. It
will undergo a change of phase during the month
from a 33 arc second 34 per cent crescent at the
start to a 24 arc second 50 percent crescent by
greatest western elongation on the 25th.

Mars is now moving further and further from Earth
and is a mag +0.8 object. It can be found in Taurus
in the W, although at only 5 arc seconds by the end
of the month, surface details will be hard to see.

Jupiter continues its journey away from the sun
this month, rising at midnight at the start of the
month and by 23:00 by the end. It will be relatively
low in the SE. It will remain brighter than mag -2.0
for the entire month.

Saturn is now past opposition but is still a stunning
observation target. It is observable all night and can
be found in Cancer in the SW. Last month it lay
within M44 - the Beehive Cluster and this month it
continues its journey beneath the cluster, heading to
the W.

The outer planets Uranus and Neptune are not
favourably placed for observation this month as
they lie too close to the sun.

Pluto rises at about 02:30 at the start of month and
by 01:30 by the end. It is close to Xi Serpentis in
the constellation of Serpens low in the SE. Its mag
+14, so its one for the bigger scopes.

There are two eclipses this month. The first is a
Penumbral eclipse of the moon. The moon will not
fully enter the Earth’s shadow and thus this will be
a relatively faint affair. It enters the shadow on the
14™ of the month at 21:21 and leaves at 02:13 on
the 15™. Imagers may want to have a go at detecting
the change in the brightness of the moon during this
event. A more significant event will be the solar
eclipse on the 29™. The path of totality will pass
through Brazil, Libya, Turkey and Russia.
Observers here will see a partial eclipse of about
15-20%. Timings for here are 10:49 for the start of

it with mid eclipse occurring at 11:33 and the event
ending at 12:17. These timings are not exact so
allow a few minutes both side and remember to use
protective equipment like proper solar filters when
observing the sun.

Meteor activity this month consists of two
showers; the Virginids and the Delta Leonids. The
Virginids is actually a series of minor showers
rather than one single shower; it lasts from Jan 25 to
April 15 with its peak on the 24™ of this month. Its
radiant is found on the Leo/Virgo border in the SE.
It has an expected ZHR of 5 and they tend to be
slow moving meteors with the potential to be bright.
The Delta Leonids shower runs from Feb 15 to
March 10 and its peak has now passed, it had a
ZHR of 2 and its meteors tend to be faint. Its radiant
lies in Leo in the SE.

Deep Sky Objects this month are changing with the
spring constellations replacing those which have
dominated the winter sky. The three open clusters in
Auriga M36-M38, the Pleiades - M45 in Taurus are
obvious highlights. Other highlights include the
Beehive Cluster in Cancer, M51 - the Whirlpool
Galaxy, M81 and M82 in Ursa Major and the
Double Cluster in Perseus.

There is a new comet in our skies. Comet C/2006
Al Pojmanski can be found low in the SE near
Venus just before sunrise from early in the month
onwards. It is currently mag +5.5 and has been
observed in the Southern Hemisphere and is only
now becoming observable here in the Northern
Hemisphere. The comet is expected to fade quickly
so have a look for it before mid-month.

Watch out for the Zodiacal Light this month. The
best time to see it is when the ecliptic makes its
steepest angle to the horizon. Between the 17" and
the 30" of this month, such conditions are in place.
The best time in this period will be towards the end
of the month as the moon is full around the 17th.
Look towards the W. It is caused by sunlight
reflecting off dust particles present throughout the
solar system. Also have a look for the Gegenschein
which is a faint brightening of the night sky in area
of the sky directly opposite the Sun. It is also
caused by sunlight reflecting off dust particles
present throughout the solar system. To successfully
view either of these displays, a good dark site away
from light pollution is essential, also avoid any
times when the moon is prominent in the sky.

Finally check out www.heavens-above.com for the
latest passes of the ISS and for details of Iridium
Flare activity.

Clear Skies until next month, Neill McKeown.



Martin McKenna’s Essentials

The month of March sees milder and shorter nights
for observing. This is also the time for Messier
marathons when one can observe around 100 deep
sky objects and more in one night. Below are a few
objects which should be on everyone’s essential
observing list this month.

1) M31, M32, M110 - Galaxy Trio - Andromeda
2) M33 and H11 region - Galaxy - Triangulum
3) NGC404 - Galaxy - Andromeda within same
field as Mirach

4) Almach - Binary Star System - Andromeda
5) Double Cluster - Perseus (Binoculars)

6) M34 - Open cluster - Perseus

7) M76 - Plan Neb - Perseus

8) M52 - Open Cluster - Cepheus

7) M39 - Open Cluster - Cygnus

8) Veil Nebula - Emission Neb - Cygnus

9) M1 - SN Remenant - Taurus

10) M77 - Galaxy - Cetus

11) M74 - Galaxy - Pisces

12) M42, M43 - Emission Neb - Orion

13) M35 + NGC Companion - Open Clusters -
Auriga

14) M44 - Open Cluster - Cancer (with Saturn)
15) M67 - Open Cluster - Cancer

16) M41 - Open Cluster - Canis Major

17) M81 + M82 - Galaxies - Uma

18) M97 - Plan Neb - Uma

19) M108 - Galaxy - Uma

20) M94 - Galaxy - Canes Venatici

21) M51 + Companion - Galaxies - Canes Venatici
22) NGC1999 - Reflection Neb - Orion

23) M45 - Open Cluster - Taurus (Binoculars)
24) Castor - Binary Star System - Gemini

25) Delta Cephei - Double star/Variable - Cepheus
26) M37, M36, M38 - Open Clusters - Auriga
27) Polaris - Binary Star System - Umi

28) M101 - Galaxy - Uma

29) Gamma Arietis - Multiple Star System - Aries
30) M78 - Reflection Neb — Orion

Glossary of Astronomical Terms

For a full list check out
http://www.eaas.co.uk/news/astronomical terms.html

Albedo - The reflective property of a non-luminous object. A
perfect mirror would have an albedo of 100% while a black
hole would have an albedo of 0%.

Aperture - The size of the opening through which light passes
in an optical instrument such as a camera or telescope. With
reference to a camera which has a variable aperture, a higher
number, e.g. f16, represents a smaller opening while a lower
number, e.g. f1.8, represents a larger opening. When using the
term to describe telescope size, it means the diameter of the
main mirror or objective lens of a telescope. For telescopes,
the larger the aperture or opening, the better the resolution and
the fainter the objects you can see.

Astronomical Unit (AU) - A unit of measure equal to the
average distance between the Earth and the Sun,
approximately 93 million miles.

Averted Vision - At night, the periphery of the eye's retina is
more sensitive to light than the centre. Looking slightly to one
side of a faint object (averting your vision), so that the light
falls on the more sensitive outer part of the retina, usually
reveals faint details otherwise lost when looking directly at the
object.

Cepheid Variable - This is a type of variable star whose light
pulsates in a regular cycle. The period of fluctuation is linked
to the brightness of the star. Brighter cepheids will have a
longer period. Cepheids are used to determine the distances to
stars and galaxies in the Universe.

Comet - A gigantic ball of ice and rock that orbit the Sun in a
highly eccentric orbit. Some comets have an orbit that brings
them close to the Sun where they form a long tail of gas and
dust as they are heated by the Sun's rays. Comets have no light
generating properties but are illuminated solely by the Sun.
The maximum age of any orbiting comet is 1 million years.

Declination - The angular distance of an object north or south
of the celestial equator, measured in degrees.

Magnitude - The degree of brightness of a star or other object
in the sky according to a scale on which the brightest star has a
magnitude -1.4 and the faintest visible star has magnitude 6. In
this scale, each number is 2.5 times the brightness of the
previous number. Thus a star with a magnitude of 1 is 100
times brighter than on with a visual magnitude of 6.

Nebula - A cloud of dust and gas in space, usually illuminated
by one or more stars. Nebulae represent the raw material the
stars are made of.

Occultation - An event that occurs when one celestial body
conceals or obscures another. For example, a solar eclipse is
an occultation of the Sun by the Moon.

Perihelion - The point in the orbit of a planet or other body
where it is closest to the Sun.

Right Ascension - The amount of time that passes between the
rising of Aries and another celestial object. Right ascension is
one unit of measure for locating an object in the sky.

Zodiacal Light - A faint cone of light that can sometimes be
seen above the horizon after sunset or before sunrise.
Zodiacal light is caused by sunlight reflecting off small
particles of material in the plane of the solar system.
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