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EDITORIAL 2014 has begun with a prolonged
period of cloudy, damp weather and opportunities for
observing have been few and far between. As usual the
sky has provided much of interest including a fine
supernova (peaking around magnitude 10.4) in the
bright (a relative rerm for galaxies of course!) galaxy
M32 in Ursa Major. The hope that another bright comet
will dominate our skies appears to have passed for the
time being, but no doubt a fresh denizen from deep
space will trigger a new spate of media hype before too
long. Tuming to the Sun, and although we have seen
very little of it, there has been a series of fairly large
sunspot groups crossing the solar disk. There have even
been a few large CME’s, one of which side-swiped the
Earth on 27® February producing a display which could
be seen in the south of England. The display was far
from spectacular although it attracted a large amount of
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attention from the media. Fingers crossed that there are
more to come! The BBC's now annual Stargazing Live,
or SGL, coincided with some rare clear skies in early
January this year, and it provided a fantastic opportunity
for over 4,000 people to sample some real astronomical
photons at Cultra — rather than absorb them from the
glossy magazines or TV programmes. SGL also
provides the IAA with a great opportunity to harvest the
immense interest in astronomy and it should provide
some excellent membership feedstock to nourish the
Association over the coming years. Setting aside some
difficulties with the logistics of getting 4,000 people
parked and into the Cultra Folk Museum on the night,
the whole SGL experience seems to have proven a total
suceess.... Roll on next year!

Andy McCrea, Editor, STARDUST
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Members’ Observations &
Reports
January 2014 to March 2014

Dear Andy, There was a two hour window in the
cloud last night (13/01/14) so I grabbed the chance
to get a few pictures. Conditions were far from
ideal and a gusty breeze shook the scope a lot.
Seeing was very variable with some good
clear spells. The cloud cover was complete by
23.30. The GRS has now become the Great orange
spot, and seems to have shrunk somewhat. (see
also John's Jupiter image on the inside front
caover).

John also took the opportunity to capture this great
view of Plato and the surrounding area (below).
The Plato region is a regular target area for astro-
imagers and has been the source of transient lunar
phenomena (TLP) in the past. The Alpine Valley
can also be seen to the right of Plato.

IAA member John Purvis sent us this poem about
an astronomer by his daughter Zoe, a second year
English student a QUB. John says, 'Zoe tells me
that the inspiration was me (woolly hat and all!)
but she assures me that she does actually know a
little bit about the night sky".

| A Figure in the Stars

! see him there, standing in the middle of the night air.

‘ His woolly hat on, what is he looking ar?
His breath is a living thing, I can see it in the light from
the moon.

Curious
He looks up, gains some knowledge from the sky which
! could never rell.
| Is it some sort of figure in the stars?
He uses his tools 1o ger close to what he has seen.
Intrigued, | follow the tilt of his binoculars
Stars upon stars, I strain for recognition
but I cannot make out a partern.

[ can see their beaury, yes. But what of their stories?
Saddened, 1 cannot be a part of that knowledge.
Unless...I make towards him,

like a child eager 1o learn.

Bu it is too late — he is packing up, to return to his
home,

happy, that the world is so big.

| I watch him part, through the park gate

as I turn back to the furry companion at my feet.
I know as much as she of the universe,
accepting, that it is beautiful and mysterious.

Zoe Purvis

Lawrence Hanna has been imaging the winter
showpiece in Orion — the Great Nebula, M42.
Lawrence took the image from his light polluted
site in east Belfast (indeed from his new dome! —
see his article on pagess 24-27). Visually the
nebula is not visible in these strong colours, it

appears as a misty grey-green because the eye is
not sensitive to these colours in faint objects. M42
is visible to the naked eye as a hazy patch in clear
dark skies.




Venus was a stunning object on the run up to
Christmas 2013 and Martin Campbell captured
this shot of the ‘Christmas Star’ from his
observatory in Dungannon (9" December 2013).

A cloudy night in London led to the discovery of
the 21st Century's brightest supernova to date. The
new supernova 2014], the brightest since 1993, is
located in the galaxy M82. This Type-la
supermnova reached 1its peak brightness of
magnitude 10.6 in late January 2014. M82 lies at a
distance of only about 12 million light years,
which explains the brightness of 2014J in our
skies. 2014] is bright enough to be seen in small
telescopes or perhaps in (very) large binoculars.
On the night of January 21, 2014, a group of
astronomy students at University College London
were scheduled to learn how to use a campus
telescope as part of a practical astronomy class.

I'he telescope is a Celestron Cl4, a 14 inch (355
mm) catadioptric telescope which is normally
considered an upper-end amateur scope. Noticing
that clouds were rapidly closing in, The instructor,
teaching fellow Dr. Steve Fossey, decided to scrub
the formal introduction and simply show the
students how a CCD camera is used to image a
celestial object. The students chose M82, a galaxy
which is a well-known showpiece in the northern
skies. Ten minutes later, the group had discovered
the new supernova. The photo below shows M82
taken by Andy McCrea after he returned home
from the IAA meeting on January 22nd.

Astronomers the world over quickly recorded
spectral information that showed 2014J to be a
Type-1a supernova. This is a supernova that results
when a white dwarf star in a binary stellar system
continually collects additional material from its
partner. The white dwarf is a star that has
completely fused its stocks of hydrogen and
helium. As a result, the white dwarf is mainly
composed of carbon and oxygen. Carbon-oxygen
white dwarf stars must have a mass smaller than
|.44 solar masses, after which they are no longer
able to support their own mass, and collapse into a
neutron star. Before they reach this point, however,
the increased pressure and temperature at the core
is thought to trigger fusion of the carbon and
oxygen, resulting in the very rapid conversion of a
few parts in 10,000 of the mass of the white dwarf
into energy. It is this energy that powers the
supernova. Spectra taken of 2014] show distinct
reddening of the light heading in our direction,
indicating that the light is being scattered by
interstellar and intergalactic dust, losing about two
magnitudes of brightness in the process. Still, we
are left with a magnitude 10.6 supernova to look
at, an enticing prospect for amateur astronomers
north of the Equator. (M82 is in the far northern
skies, so observing the supernova becomes more
and more difficult the further south you observe).



MB82 itself is a reasonably bright (as galaxies go! -
magnitude 8.4) irregularly shaped galaxy, about
eight times brighter than 2014J. It is intrinsically
some five times brighter than the Milky Way
galaxy, even though it has only one-twenty-fifth of
the Milky Way's mass. It is a starburst galaxy, so
named because it is undergoing a phase in which
star formation is taking place at an extremely rapid
rate. This is likely the result of a close encounter
within the past few hundred million years with its
larger neighbour galaxy MS81 (magnitude 6.9,
about two-thirds of a degree south of M82 — seen
in the lower image above). In the process, a great
deal of interstellar gas was transferred into M82,
and also gas transport within the smaller galaxy
increased considerably, thereby driving the very
rapid rate of star birth observed today.

Comet Lovejoy Puts on a Show as the

‘Christmas Comet’
Andy McCrea

After the disappointment of Comet Ison, comet
Lovejoy provided a fine early-morning spectacle.
Lovejoy shone just below naked-eye visibility for
most of December as it moved steadily through
Bootes, close to Arcturus. The image below taken
from my home in Bangor on the 29" December
2013 shows a fine tail and some structure. The tail
could be seen to stretch for some distance in 10x30
binoculars — definitely worth the 5’Oclock rise!

Hello Andy, Just a couple of photo’s for you, but
before | give you some comets, here’s one
hopefully you might print in Stardust. The other
night I had some friends over for a rare clear sky
and was showing them around. Trying to explain
and name the constellations but as you know it is
really difficult for them to grasp. They can’t seem
to make the name fit the constellation, you know

how hard that is.... Well I have a very good image
that will blow (hopefully) everyone away and that
no-one can say they can't get. Here is NGC 3324
better known as the Gabriela Mistral Nebula.
The three images I'm sending you will explain
everything. Images one and two are from the
internet, the third one is from ITelescope. when |
went looking for an in depth detailed listing I
found images 1 & 2 below - hopefully you will let
me know if it is as good as | think! I have also
included a comet image - Comet Lovejoy. Best
wishes Michael Duffy, Belfast.




Allistair Gordon sent this great image of a large
gibbous, almost full Moon from [3™ February
2014. Allistair used a Skywatcher 200pds with a
Canon 450d, and the was image taken at ISO 100
and EV at 1/400"Sec.

Andy - In the words of the great poet Robert
Service;

‘We would watch and watch the silver dance of the
mystic Northern Lights.

And soft they danced from the Polar sky and swept
in primrose haze;

And swift they pranced with their silver feet, and
pierced with a blinding blaze.

They danced a cotillion in the sky; they were rose
and silver shod.

I never thought that I would witness the aurora to
do this, but | was in Malselvfossen camp site just
outside of Bardufoss, Norway. It was Feb 1" 2014
a moonless night, and -32 when the sky lit up with
the magic of the Aurora Borealis. | have seen
aurora many times in Norway but never anything
like this display. These pictures do not do justice to
what we witnessed that night. A night that will last
with me forever. Eugene Furlong, Cork.

Aurorae Images above by Eugene Furlong.

And the aurorae stories continue — following a
fairly strong alert on the internet, there was a fine
but mild display on the 24" February 2014. The

display was widely witnessed across the UK and
was most intense in northern Scotland. It was also
well viewed here, and a few observers with dark
clear skies along the north coast were able to see
some coloured rays and arcs. IAA Council
member, Brian Beesley captured some excellent
shots from his home in Portballantrae.























































