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“Lights, Camera, Action:
Observing time-variable
Phenomena in the Solar
System”
By
Apostolos Christou, Armagh
Observatory.

EAAS 4

EAAS Members view the eclipse

On Wednesday 29" March, the Moon passed in front of
the Sun as milions watched from around the world on
the TV and internet and thousands congregated in Libya,
Egypt and Turkey for the ultimate sky show. The eclipse
started early in Brazil and swept across the Atlantic,
finishing in Mongolia. As the temperature dropped and
the sky darkened, crowds looked skywards and shouted
and clapped as the eclipse swept above.

EAAS member, Paul Evans captured this spectacular
image of the Sun’s corona during totality in Manavgat,
Antalya, Turkey and posted it to our forum from Turkey!

New EAAS member, Veronica Kelly observed this from
her office and Martin Campbell observed from
Dungannon.

“Caught the eclipse this morning under almost perfect
conditions from Dungannon using a Canon 20Da at
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ISO100 and exposure of 1/200 sec on my Takahashi 5"
refractor operating at F/6.Martin Campbell”.

From Maghera, Conor McDonald, Martin McKenna and
Mark Stronge observed the partial eclipse from clear
skies. “Great images everyone! The eclipse was
excellent and the sky was blue until about 2mins before
the eclipse ended. | observed through the binos, naked
eye, scope and sunglasses. | projected the image on to
a piece on paper inside a card board box which turned
out great. When | took the box away the eclipse was
projected onto the roof of my garage which was lovely to
sit and watch. | could see the sun’s motion moving
across the ceiling. Conor”.




Mark Stronge went for the more unusual approach — why
have one eclipsed Sun when you can have two ?!!

Robert Cobain from Bangor got this detailed image
below showing the 3 sunspots which appeared on the
limb the day before the eclipse.

John McConnell got this beautiful series of images using
his Meade ETX 90mm with a Thousand Oaks glass solar
filter handholding his camera to a 26mm eyepiece.
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Congratulations go to John McConnell FRAS for getting
2 images of the eclipse and sunspots on to the NASA
Space Weather website in one day — a first for the
EAAS.

Below are the beautiful sunspot groups of 865 and 866
as they appear round the limb. This image was taken
with a Meade ETX90mm and a Philips ToUcam Pro.
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Congratulations to all who have been able to send in the
images to the EAAS website and forum. Our EAAS
members in Turkey will give a full report on the eclipse at
our next meeting.

Astronauts on board the International Space Station got
to see the eclipse from a unique perspective: from
space. They saw the Moon obscure the Sun, but they
could also see the Moon's shadow darkening the Earth
below them. Astronaut Jeffrey Williams said the reaction
to the eclipse on the day of the launch of the 13th crew
of the International Space Station reminds "all of us who
work in the space exploration program just what our
purpose is, for discovery and exploration, and
understanding the unknown."
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He said such phenomena have, throughout history,
inspired people to explore and discover, "to understand
why things like that happen.™

If you have any images you would like to share with the
EAAS, feel free to either post them to our online forum or
send them to our website via the Article and Photo
Submission page, Art-Subs.

Google presents new online map of Mars
A new planet-spanning Web site, Google Mars
(mars.google.com) launched on 13" March on what



would have been Mars astronomer Percival Lowell's
151st birthday. At the heart of the new Web site lies a
gigantic picture-puzzle image of Mars created by
researchers at Arizona State University's Mars Space
Flight Facility in Tempe, Arizona.

Also today, ASU and NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory
are releasing to the public and scientists alike a movie,
"Flight Into Mariner Valley." This exciting, narrated video
takes viewers on a simulated flight through the grandest
canyon in the solar system, Valles Marineris on Mars.

Both new developments involve a giant mosaic of Mars
that combines more than 17,000 individual photos
meticulously stitched together and blended. The photos
were taken by ASUs Thermal Emission Imaging
System, or THEMIS, a multi-band space camera. Able to
take pictures in 15 visible and infrared “colours,"
THEMIS was designed by ASU scientists and built by
Raytheon Santa Barbara Remote Sensing. It now orbits
Mars aboard NASA's Mars Odyssey spacecraft.

"Mars scientists the world over use THEMIS photos,"”
says ASU planetary geologist Phil Christensen, designer
and principal investigator for the THEMIS camera. "lt's
great that thanks to Google Mars, now everyone
everywhere can explore this neighbour world using their
own computer browser."

The images in the giant THEMIS mosaic were taken by
infrared light and reveal details as small as 750 feet (230
meters) across. They provide a unique view of Mars,
melding day and night images. Areas that are cooler
appear in darker tones, while warm regions and features
appear light-coloured.

Saturn’s Moon Enceladus replenishes E-ring

Writing in the journal Science, scientists show how a
plume of icy water vapour bursting out of the South Pole
of Enceladus replenishes the water patrticles that make
up the E-ring and creates a dynamic water-based
atmosphere around the small moon. The E-ring is
Saturn's outermost ring and is composed of microscopic
particles. It is very diffuse and stretches between the
orbit of two of Saturn's moons, Mimas and Titan.

Scientists discovered the dynamic atmosphere during
three separate fly-bys of Enceladus by the Cassini
spacecraft in February, March and July 2005. Cassini
Huygens is a joint NASA/ESA mission to study the
Saturnian system.

The team working on results from the magnetometer
instrument were surprised to discover what they believed
was an atmosphere on their first fly-by, 1176km from the
moon's surface. After a second flyby at 500km confirmed
their observations, they persuaded the Cassini Project to
take the next flyby much closer to Enceladus in order to
investigate further.

On this flyby, at 175km, measurements from all the
different instruments on the spacecraft confirmed the
presence of an atmosphere. Later remote sensing
observations of the moon revealed a plume of water
vapour coming from the moon's South Pole. The
atmosphere was also seen to change between the
flybys, with a particularly extended atmosphere observed
during the first one and a more concentrated
atmosphere seen during subsequent flybys. The team
believe that changing levels of activity by the plume at
the South Pole were causing these changes in the
atmosphere.

Measurements of the temperature of Enceladus showed
that, surprisingly, there is a concentration of heat around
the South Pole, with the hottest point located over one of
the fractures in the planet's surface. The scientists
believe that this heat signature shows internal processes
within Enceladus causing the icy plume, by heating the
moon'’s ice.

SKYNOTES FOR APRIL

Mercury may be spotted in the bright dawn sky at the
beginning of the month. It rises about half an hour before
the sun and will always be in the strong glow of dawn.
Although it reaches greatest elongation on April 8th, it is
not favourably placed this month.

Venus rises about 0430UT at the beginning of the
month, and in a telescope will show a crescent phase.
Uranus will be in the same eyepiece field as Venus on
April 18th, the pair being separated by only 19 arc-
minutes. It will be rather difficult to observe though, with
the brightening dawn and the fact that both planets will
be rather low.

Mars continues to decline in magnitude. It can be found
2%5° to the lower left of the Moon on April 3rd. But what
is more interesting is the fact that it is equidistant with



the two stars marking the “horns” of the Bull, Beta ()
and Zeta () Tauri on the same night.

Mars crosses into Gemini in mid-April and can then be
found within %2 a degree of the rich cluster M35 at the
feet of the Twins on the 17th. This cluster can be seen
with the unaided eye, but is better examined with
binoculars or a small telescope. Careful observation will
also reveal NGC 2158, which is about five times more
distant than M35. On April 30th the three day old moon
will be about 20° to the lower right.

The planet’s disk is really too small to reveal any surface
details, but these close encounters may introduce you to
some of the other celestial delights.

Jupiter rises about 22:00 at the start of the month and
20:00 at months end. Shining at magnitude -2.4 it is
unmistakable low in the South East. A small telescope or
even a pair of binoculars will allow you the follow the
changes in the four Galilean moons as they circle the
planet. Look for the Great Red Spot (GRS) which is a
giant storm that has been raging for about 300 years!
Larger telescopes will show the numerous belts and
changing weather formations on the cloud tops. Jupiter
is at opposition on May 4th. Late in the month it passes
about 1° north of the wide double star Alpha (a) Librae,
or Zubenelgenubi.

Saturn is still well placed for observation in Cancer. It
fades only slightly during the month, from +0.1 to +0.3. It
stops its retrograde motion on April 5th, and then starts
moving back towards M44, the Beehive Cluster, the gap
closing from 3° to 2%.° during the month. This spring
offers the last opportunity until 2013 to see Saturn’s ring
system tilted anywhere near 20° from edgewise. Saturn
reaches eastern quadrature (90° east of the sun) on
April 25th, so this month the globe casts its shadow
farthest onto the rings creating the greatest depth of
dimensionality.

Uranus is difficult during April being in the bright glow of
dawn. Look for it on the morning of April 18th when it is
close to Venus.

Neptune is still in the dawn glow so unobservable this
month.

Pluto is in Serpens Cuada at magnitude +13.9 and is
almost on the meridian just before dawn.

The Moon passes only a few degrees from Mars on the
3rd and Saturn on the 6th. On April 4th look for the First
Quarter Moon after sunset, it will be unusually high! It is
the most northerly moonrise of the year when the moon
traces out its largest arc across the sky, and this
phenomenon is known as a major lunar standstill. On the
morning of the 24th the waning crescent will be just to
the right of Venus.

Comet C/2006 Al Pojmanski is now circumpolar and
moving through Lacerta. It is now starting to fade though
is still a binocular object. From the middle to end of the
month it will move through Cassiopeia.

Comet 73P/Schwassmann-Wachmann 3 continues to
intrigue. It is currently in Bo6tes and will move through
Corona Borealis, passing close to (a) on the night of
April 21st at about mag +9, and on into Hercules where
it passes close to (¢) Zeta Herculis ( right hand star in

Hercules’s belt) on the evening of April 30th. It is difficult
to say how 73P S-W will appear to the observer as the
comet pieces are so fragile they could fizzle out, or as
expected, become naked eye in early May at 4th or 5th
mag. It's better to watch the reports on the EAAS Forum
for further information.

Asteroid 4 Vesta is still well placed during the month in
the middle of Gemini at around mag +7, so is a binocular
object.

The Lyrid meteor shower will be active between 19-25
April with the peak on the night of 22/23. It is not a
strong shower, and observers can hope to see maybe 5-
8 Lyrids per hour at best. The radiant is about 10° south-
west of Vega, best placed in the early hours.

Another series of early morning passes of the ISS are
due to start. Check out www.Heavens-Above.com for the
latest times of this and any Iridium Flare activity.

Until next month, Clear Skies! John McConnell FRAS.
APRIL DEEPSKY TREASURES

AN EVENING HAIR CLIP

After darkness falls in early spring turn your telescopes
to the eastern sky at the western section of the indistinct
constellation of Coma Berenices. Here, hidden from the
naked eye lurks perhaps the finest edge on spiral galaxy
in the entire sky called NGC4565 also known as the
‘needle galaxy’ however | prefer its other pet name of
‘Berenices Hairclip’. At mag 9.6 and spanning 16x3’ this
galaxy is an easy object in a dark sky. Of note is its
silver edge on profile, dark dust lane and bright central
bulge. Discovered by Wiliam Herschel in 1785 at a
distance of 32 mly this galaxy is a show piece object that
surprisingly is not in the Messier Catalogue. Sweeping
around this object will reveal many more deep sky
“Island Universes” in this galaxy rich area of sky. RA 12h
36.3m DEC + 24* 59’

MIDNIGHT HAZE

Before retiring to bed why not type in NGC2403 into your
GO-TO handset or star hop to the extreme western edge
of the Great Bear into the nondescript area of
Camelopardalis. Here a is a ghostly mag 8.4 spiral
galaxy glowing an eerie blue or green colour, uniform in
brightness with no bright nucleus and parked between
two bright field stars. At 14 mly distant it holds
magnification well with a hint of spiral structure to the
trained eye. In August 2004 a mag 12 Supernova
exploded within the spiral arms of this galaxy. Check it
tonight for there could well be another at any moment!
Discovered by William Herschel in 1788. RA 07h 36.9m
DEC + 65* 36’

AN IDENTITY ISSUE

Nicely placed within the constellation of Sagitta in the
eastern pre dawn sky is mag 8.3 M71 (NGC6838) at a
distance of 13,000 lys. Even though it is catalogued as a
globular cluster it is really an open cluster on the edge of
being a globular. This cluster also visible in binoculars is
easy to resolve with the component stars well spaced
apart because it is fairly close to us. Philippe De
Cheseaux likely discovered it in 1746 two years after his
great comet discovery. RA 17h 17.1m DEC + 43* 08’

Clear skies and happy hunting! Martin McKenna.









