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                        Comet Holmes photographed by EAAS member Kieran Rooney on October 30th 2007 

Comet 17P/Holmes astonished the scientific community once again with a magnificent and unexpected 
outburst, even greater than the initial eruption 115 years ago.                                                                                                                               
This has lead to a massive overnight change in magnitude from 17 to 2.7, about 500,000 times brighter, and 
making it a clearly discernable naked-eye object in the constellation of Perseus.                                                     

A star-like white nucleus is placed in the centre of the almost perfectly round light-yellow coma, with an 
inner coma offset from the nucleus toward the southwest, and as the days have passed the coma has 
expanded, without any real decrease in brightness.  No tail is present.                                                                                  
The actual cause of the eruption is still unknown, with the sudden exposure of a large amount of surface 
material or a collision with another unknown body seeming to be the most likely causes. 

The comet is likely to stay visible to the naked eye until at least mid-November, when evening moonlight 
returns. 

Dr. Miruna Popescu 
(Armagh Observatory) 

 
A Beginner’s Guide 

to the Sun 
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EAAS November Presentation 

 
A Beginner’s Guide to the Sun - Dr. Miruna Popescu (Armagh Observatory) 

The EAAS welcomes back Dr Miruna Popescu from Armagh Observatory 

Dr Popescu is a graduate of Bucharest University in Romania. she studied at Turin Astronomical Observatory, 
and subsequently worked as a research assistant at the Astronomical Institute of the Romanian Academy in 
Bucharest and at the National Solar Observatory at Kitt’s Peak, Arizona. She completed her PhD in Solar 
Physics at Queen’s University Belfast with her thesis “Searching for The Origins of The Fast Solar Wind”. She 
now holds a post-doctoral research fellowship at Armagh Observatory, where she is also heavily involved in 
outreach work for the Observatory.  

Miruna is a familiar and highly-regarded visitor for us in the EAAS, she last lectured to us in 2005 when she 
was in her final year of her PhD and all those who were there remember it as one of the most entertaining 
lectures the EAAS has ever had. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Dr. Miruna Popescu (centre) with EAAS members Veronica Williams and her brother Brendan Kelly during 
her recent “Living with a Star” exhibition at the W5 centre in Belfast.      
Veronica and Brendan are both active EAAS Forum members, under the names “Veronica” and 
“themystif” (Brendan) 
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Society News 
 
 
There was a strong representation from the EAAS at Shannonside Astronomy Club’s Whirlpool Star Party 
2007, held at Birr Castle in County Offaly in early October. 
Six of us made the long trip down, looking forward to a weekend of astronomical fun. 
 
Soon after arrival we met up with author and Sky and Telescope columnist Sue French, who was giving the 
keynote speech after Dinner on Saturday night, and who was sitting unrecognised in the bar alone.                                                                                                  
This was her first trip to Europe, and after swapping tales with her and a few drinks we went off to mingle for 
a while and then travelled on to the Friday night’s observing session in the grounds of Birr Castle, right 
beside the historic Leviathan telescope. 

 
Conditions were just about OK, with the 
moisture in the air making the light pollution 
worse and giving poor transparency, but 
that didn’t stop the mass of observers 
setting up a legion of telescopes, ranging 
from 20 inch monster Dobsonians to mere 
binoculars, with every shape and size in 
between. 
 
Saturday was the first lecture day, with 
notable talks from such luminaries as Dr. 
John Mason and Dr. Peter Gallagher, and 
ending with the Dinner and Sue French’s 
excellent talk afterwards, which focused 
on the “Earl of Rosse’s Nebulae”, looking at 
the sketches made using the telescopes at 
Birr during the 19th century, and comparing 
them with their present-day photographs. 
Afterwards we went for some more 

observing, but again conditions were not wonderful, although the company and banter made up for it all. 
We made many new friends, and the huge silhouette of the Leviathan telescope in the gathering night 
mists was a very memorable sight. 
 
We’d also a chance to visit the museum over the weekend, which concluded on Sunday with “The Sky at 
Nights Chris Lintott’s lecture, closely followed by those of Dr. David Asher and Dave Mc Donald, both 

familiar names to EAAS members. 
 
 Overall, it was a great weekend enjoyed by us all, 
and from the follow-up on the IFAS Forum it was 
obvious we’d made quite an impression, well out of 
proportion to our modest size! 
We’d really recommend that EAAS members try to 
attend these Star Parties when they arise, as they’re 
an excellent chance to meet other astronomers, 
learn more about the subject, and have fun whilst 
doing so. 
 
Roll on next year! 
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Neill McKeown’s November Observing Guide      
   

                                          
 

OBSERVING GUIDE (Please note all times are UT and are based on an observing location of Belfast) 
 
The Sun 
 
At the start of the month the Sun rises at 07:25 and sets at 16:45. By the end of the month, it rises at 08:20 and sets at 16:05.  
 
The Planets 
 
Mercury is at greatest western elongation on the 8th. It is a morning object this month. It rises an hour and a half before the Sun at the 
start of the month at 05:55. By month’s end it rises roughly one hour before the Sun at 07:25. It is well placed for observation this 
month and brightens from mag +0.8 at the start of the month to mag -0.8 by month’s end.  
 
Venus is a prominent morning object this month, rising at the start of the month at 02:50 and by month’s end it rises at 04:00. It fades 
from mag -4.4 at the start of the month to mag -4.2 by month’s end.   
  
Mars rises at 19:50 at the start of month and by 17:40 by month’s end. It is present in Gemini throughout the month and brightens 
from mag -0.6 at the start of the month to mag -1.3 by month’s end.  
 
Ceres is at opposition on the 11th. It will be mag +7 and visible in binoculars. It starts the month 4 degrees to the West of Omnicron 
Tauri and moves into the Head of Cetus between Alpha Ceti, a mag +2.5 star and Lambda Ceti, a mag +4.7 star.  
 
Jupiter is to be found low in the South in Ophiuchus and will be hard to observe this month as it sinks into the evening twilight. At the 
start of the month, it sets at 18:35 and by month’s end, it sets at 17:05, only one hour after the Sun. It fades from mag -1.9 at the start 
of the month to mag -1.8 by month’s end.  
  
Saturn rises at the start of the month at 01:15 and by month’s end, it rises at 23:30. It can be found in Leo and brightens from mag 
+0.8 at the start of the month to mag +0.7 by month’s end. 
 
Uranus can be found in the South in Aquarius. It sets at 02:15 at the start of the month and by month’s end, it sets at 00:20. It 
maintains its brightness at mag +5.8 throughout the month. It can be located between Phi Aquarii, a mag +4.2 star and Lambda 
Aquarii, a mag +3.7 star.  
   
Neptune can found in the South in Capricornus. At the start of the month, it sets at 23:40 and by month’s end, it sets at 21:50. It 
maintains its brightness at mag +7.9 throughout the month.  
 
The Moon 
 
The last quarter moon is on the 1st, the new moon is on the 9th with the first quarter moon on the 17th. The full moon this month is on 
the 24th.  
 
On the morning of the 4th, a 27 % illuminated waning crescent moon lies less than 3 degrees to the South of Saturn. 
 
On the morning of the 5th, a 18% illuminated waning crescent moon lies close to Venus, to the West of the planet.  
 
On the mornings of the 6th and 7th, the waning crescent moon lies between Venus and Mercury. 
 
On the morning of the 8th, a 2% illuminated waning crescent moon lies close to Mercury, to the South of the planet. 
 
On the evening of the 17th, a 49% illuminated waxing crescent moon lies close to Neptune, to the East of the planet. 
 
On the evening of the 19th, a 70% illuminated waxing gibbous moon lies close to Uranus, to the East of the planet.  
  
On the evening of the 24th, the newly full moon lies close to both M45 – The Pleiades and the Hyades in Taurus. It lies to the East of the 
former and to the North of the latter.   
 
 
On the evening of the 26th/morning of the 27th, a 94% illuminated waning gibbous moon lies close to Mars. 
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On the evening of the 28 /morning of the 29 , there is a occultation of M44 – The Beehive Cluster by a 74% illuminated waning 
gibbous moon. The event starts at midnight through to 03:00.  
 
Meteors 
 
There are three showers this month. First up are the Taurids which have two distinct peaks with the Southern Taurids on the evening of 
the 5th and the Northern Taurids on the evening of the 12th. The ZHR for both peaks is 5 and the meteors are characteristically slow-
moving and can produce bright fireballs. There will be little lunar interference for the first peak as the 13% illuminated waning crescent 
moon only rises at 03:45 on the morning of the 6th. For the second peak, there will be no lunar interference as the 6% illuminated 
waxing crescent moon sets at 17:00 on the 12th.  
 
The Leonids peak on the morning of the 18th at 02:50 with a ZHR of 15. There will be little interference for this shower as the 50% 
illuminated waxing gibbous moon sets at 23:10 on the evening of the 17th. The radiant for this shower only rises around midnight.  
 
The Alpha Monocerotids peak on the morning of the 22nd at 03:10 with a ZHR of 5, although it has produced outbursts in the past. 
There may be some lunar interference for this shower as the 90% illuminated waxing gibbous moon sets at 05:10 on the morning of 
the 22nd. 
 
Asteroids 
 
Asteroid (8) Flora reaches opposition in Taurus on the 20th.  It will be mag +8 and visible in binoculars. It lies to the East of Ceres which 
is also at opposition this month.  
 
Comets  
 
Comet 8P/Tuttle returns to our skies again. It is predicted to peak at mag +6 at the end of December/beginning of January. During 
November it can be located in Ursa Minor, circling Polaris. It is predicted to brighten to mag +10 by month’s end. 
 
Comet 17P/Holmes unexpectedly went into outburst in late October brightening to mag +3 from mag +17. Its future brightness is 
uncertain, but it should be visible this month in Perseus.  
Up to date information and finder charts for comets can be found at www.aerith.net and 
http://www.skyhound.com/sh/comets.html 
 
Deep Sky 
 
On the deep sky front this month, M31 – the Great Andromeda Galaxy can be found in Andromeda, along with its two satellite galaxies 
– M32 and M110. M33 – a good spiral galaxy can be found in Triangulum.  
The Double Cluster – NGC 869 and NGC 884 makes for a great sight in Perseus. 
 M76 - the Little Dumbbell Nebula can also be found in Perseus.  
M42 – The Great Orion Nebula is a must see and is returning to our skies.  
In Taurus – M45 – The Pleiades and the Hyades are both excellent targets. 
Finally there are some excellent open clusters in Auriga and Gemini - M35 in Gemini, M36, M37 and M38 in Auriga.    
 
For further observing information, check out http://www.eaas.co.uk/stargazers.html .  
 
General Notes 
 
Always keep an eye out for Aurorae. Check out http://www.stronge.org.uk/spaceweather.html for the most up-to-date information on 
the Aurorae.  
 
Other interesting naked eye phenomena to look out for include the Zodiacal Light and the Gegenschein. Both are caused by sunlight 
reflecting off dust particles which are present in the solar system.  
The Zodiacal Light can be seen in the West after evening twilight has disappeared or in the East before the morning twilight. The best 
time of year to see the phenomenon is late-Feb to early-April in the evening sky and September/October in the morning sky -- it's then 
that the ecliptic, along which the cone of the zodiacal light lies, is steepest in our skies.  
The Gegenschein can be seen in the area of the sky opposite the sun. To view either, you must get yourself to a very dark site to cut 
out the light pollution. Moonlight also hampers the view.                                                                                                                                 
Finally check out http://www.heavens-above.com for the latest passes of the ISS and for details of Iridium Flare activity and remember 
our next meeting is on December 3rd with one of our own - Kieran Rooney giving a talk on Astrophotography.   
 
Clear Skies  
 
 
Neill McKeown                              
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     Astronomy News 1         

                           
           QUB Leads the Field in New Exoplanets Discovery! 

 
Scientists from Queen's University in Belfast have found three new planets orbiting their own stars.  
Using equipment they built themselves, the scientists from the University's Astrophysics Research Centre 
have been observing hundreds of thousands of stars for months, hunting for exoplanets.                                                         
Some of the planets discovered so far are so close to their stars that their temperatures probably exceed 
2000 C, so there is probably little chance of life. 

The new discoveries have been named Wasp-1, 2 and 3 respectively, all gas giants similar to Jupiter.  WASP 
stands for Wide Angle Search for Planets, and the sheer quantity of stars it checks out every night means it's 
more likely to discover new planets on a regular basis.                                                                                                                                                                          

Super Wasp sits on top of an extinct 2,500m-high volcano on La Palma in the Canaries, consisting of eight 
sophisticated digital cameras that scan a wide arc of the sky every night.                                                           
It logs the position and brilliance of hundreds of thousands of stars, and when the team has identified a star 
with a candidate planet, they train the massive 4.2m William Herschel telescope on the star and watch it 
night after night.  

Don Pollacco from Queen's University says:  "We're the only team to have found transiting planets in both 
the Northern and Southern Hemispheres; for the first time we have both Super Wasp cameras running, 
giving complete coverage of the whole sky.”  

                 Cosmic Catalogue Updated After Errors Are Discovered             

The best 3-D map of the cosmos just got better, thanks to an astronomer's years of cleaning up old satellite 
data.                                                                                                                                                                                
In 1989, the European Space Agency (ESA) launched Hipparcos—the High Precision Parallax Collecting 
Satellite—to map out some of the brightest stars and star clusters in the cosmos.   However, a fresh look at 
almost 118,000 stellar bodies in the Hipparcos Catalogue boosts the database's accuracy by up to five 
times and effectively doubles its useful information. 

Red flags in the catalogue-such as a 10 percent difference in calculated distance to the Pleiades set 
astronomers off to the errors, but they struggled to understand them.                                                                                                            
Scientists eventually showed that fast-moving dust grains whacking into the spacecraft could vibrate it and 
throw off measurements.                                                                                                                                                                              
With the information in hand, astronomer Floor van Leeuwen decided to sit down at his computer and 
painstakingly filter through the 118,000 data points, then re-crunch the numbers.                                                                                                                       
"It took me about two-and-a-half years in total, and I found about 1,600 of these events," he said. "When I 
took the events out of the data the accuracy increased by a factor of five."  

The next generation satellite, Gaia, is scheduled to launch in 2011.                                                                                               
The ESA expects Gaia to observe about 1 billion stellar objects, or about 8,300 times more than Hipparcos 
did in the early 1990s. "It's absolutely frightening to think about the data that will be coming down from 
Gaia," van Leeuwen said of the satellite.   "The world's best computers currently can't handle that kind of 
data, so we hope we'll be able to in about 5 years' time." 
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  Astronomy News 2 

 

                  Titan’s Weather Even Worse Than That of Northern Ireland! 

If you think that the dreary winter mornings here are enough to try your patience, then take note:         
Wellington boots and umbrellas are a must on Saturn's moon Titan, where mornings feature persistent 
dreary drizzles of methane. 

The methane droplets inside Titan's clouds are estimated to be a thousand times larger than those in 
terrestrial clouds. Yet, both contain similar moisture content.  If a cosmic cloud wringer were to empty out 
Titan's clouds, about six-tenths of an inch (1.5 cm) of water would blanket the moon's surface.                                  

The drizzle or mist appears to 
dissipate after about 10:30 a.m. 
local Titan time, which is about 
three Earth days after sunrise, as 
Titan takes nearly 16 Earth days 
to rotate once.                                                                         

Getting drenched would be the 
least of your worries, however, as 
Saturn's largest satellite plunges 
to a bone-chilling -297 degrees 
Fahrenheit (-183 degrees Celsius) 
at the surface and its swirling 
orange atmosphere is full of 
hydrocarbons, such as methane, 
which is natural gas—and no 
oxygen.                                                          
Even an extra vest might not 
help with those conditions! 

 

       “Galaxy Zoo” Data Indicates a Lopsided Universe. 

The “Galaxy Zoo” survey has revealed that the collections of millions of stars, dust, gas and planets in 
galaxies prefer to rotate anticlockwise from the viewpoint of an observer on Earth. 

Traditionally astronomers have believed that galaxies would spin either clockwise or anti-clockwise in equal 
proportion, but these observations would seem to suggest that either a mysterious force is acting on them 
or that the universe is in some way lopsided. 

More than 100,000 people from around the world have logged on to the Galaxy Zoo website to take part in 
the project to study images of galaxies taken for the Sloan Digital Sky Survey, a robot telescope based in 
New Mexico that is producing a digital map of the universe.                                                                  
Participants study the brightest million galaxies and are asked to classify them into two basic types, spirals or 
elliptical galaxies, and subsequently to clockwise or counter-clockwise spirals. 
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  Astronomy News 3 

 

                                            Mars Volcanoes May Not Be Extinct        

New research on Hawaiian volcanoes, combined with satellite imagery of Mars, suggests that three Martian 
volcanoes may only be dormant—not extinct. Instead of Mars' crust moving over stationary magma "hot 
spots," as occurs on Earth, researchers think the plumes travel. 

Each of the volcanoes, located in the Tharsis region of Mars, is about 186 miles (300 km) across, whereas the 
largest volcano on Earth, Mauna Loa, is only 60 miles (97km) across. Although scientists have never 
observed a volcanic Mars, recent images from the European Space Agency's Mars Express missions suggest 
the volcanoes there have been active within the past two million years and might still be. Also, the sparse 

impact craters near the three Tharsis volcanoes 
indicate relatively recent eruptions.                                                               
Lava flows show that these recent eruptions oozed 
from large cracks on the volcanoes' sides, occurring in 
a chain that meandered northeast. 

Armed with new images from NASA's Mars Odyssey 
and Mars Global Surveyor, as well as the ESA's Mars 
Express, the team saw that the three volcanoes were 
similar in formation. However, each had recently 
erupted in distinct ways that allowed the scientists to 
determine the ages of the eruptions.                                                                                                               
During the volcanic activity, lava oozed from cracks in 
the volcanoes' sides and formed "lava aprons;" the 
smoother the apron, scientists determined, the older 
the eruption.                                                                   
Like the Hawaiian volcanoes, the findings show that 
the volcanoes were fed by a common source of 
magma—but one that was on the move.                                                                                                                           
There's an alternative explanation for the chain of 
activity. Scientists postulate that the plume of magma 
could have spread out once it impacted the crust 
from below, like smoke hitting a ceiling.                                                                                  

"Our evidence doesn't favour either scenario," Bleacher said, "but one way to explain the trends we see is 
for a plume to move under the stationary Martian crust." If true, the travelling plume of magma could pass 
beneath dormant Martian volcanoes and stir them from sleep. 

 Newsletter Changes! 

From next month (December), readers of the EAAS Newsletter will see a major change in its format.           
We have now acquired our own colour laser printer, which will help give a more professional product.      
The Newsletter will move to a booklet format, and there will also be a name change, with the Newsletter 
bearing the name of “Azimuth” in future.                                                                                                                              

We hope this will establish a firm identity for the publication, which now features more of the Society’s 
activities and personalities, and future contributions from members are welcome. 
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                                  EAAS Member Profile 
  
 

This month, the spotlight is on the EAAS’s own “Mr 
Binoculars” 
 Derrick Mc Court. 
 
1. How and when did you get interested in Astronomy? 
By reading library books about the universe and living in 
the early stages of space exploration.  I remember well 
as a child looking at the Pleiades, which we called “The 
Shovel”. Even in Belfast in those days, light pollution was 
never a problem. 
 
2. What equipment do you use for observing? 
At present my main scope is a 300mm F4 Orion Optics 
SPX Newtonian with a DOB mount. I use two excellent 
Televue Panoptic eyepieces, and Andy Johnston made 
me a tracking platform for the set-up which works really 
well. I also use a set of 25X100 giant binoculars for wider 
views of the cosmos. These are reviewed on the EAAS 
website. 
 
3. What is your particular interest in Astronomy?                                                        
I like to observe the Milky Way and other star groups. 
 
4. What are your Top Five objects for observing? 
 Mine are the constellations of Cygnus, Cassiopeia and Orion, followed by Saturn and the Moon. 
 
5. Have you any useful hints for members?    
A) Even if you have a Go-to scope, learn how to star hop and find those elusive targets. It’s great fun. 
 
 B) Buy the book “Turn left at Orion”. It is a treasure for the beginner. 
 
C) Buy a black patch to cover your non observing eye. It lends to greater comfort with no need to squint. 
 
D) Marry a patient wife! 
 
 
 

                             About the EAAS                              
 
The East Antrim Astronomical Society is for people all ages who share an interest in Astronomy and 
its related subjects. 
Everyone is welcome to join us or to attend our meetings - we meet monthly in the Lecture Theatre 
at Ballyclare High School. 
 
Directions can be found online at http://www.eaas.co.uk/location.html   
We can be contacted through our website at http://www.eaas.co.uk or through our Online Forum 
at http://eaas.proboards31.com 
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