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IN
THIS ISSUE Events for: ‘Keeping
February, March & April
‘Eagle’s Eye on the Sky’
Abreast’
from Dave Eagle

from Clive Down

BAS is 25 years old and The Anniversary Event is on Sunday 26th Feb.
Pictures from our BAS
25th Anniversary Dinner.
A cake baked and
decorated for us by
Doreen Wickens.
Darren ceremoniously
cutting the cake.
The artistically
presented Banoffee Pie.

The Campaign for Dark Skies Regional Officer and member of BAS is Peter Hudson

PLEASE SEND NEWSLETTER CONTRIBUTIONS TO:

The Editor, Peter Ashwell, 12 Irthing Close, Brickhill, Bedford MK41 7TP
Telephone: 01234 211532
Fax: 01234 353777
E-mail: newsletter@bedsastro.org.uk
Please save images as .jpg or .tiff and text as .txt or in MS Word
and supply via email, CD or memory stick.

BAS Information on the Internet

If you have any information and/or pictures you would like considered for inclusion
on the Society’s Internet pages please contact the webmaster Grant Bowskill at:-

web-master@bedsastro.org.uk
The domain name for Bedford Astronomical Society is:- www.bedsastro.org.uk
and it will lead you to all our information as well as other interesting links.
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8th February: Committee Meeting 7.30pm in the Resource Room
26th February: BAS 25th Anniversary Public Event

from 9.00am to 6.00pm in the Bedford School Theatre
February 29th: Observing Night if clear.
No speaker because of the closeness to the previous 25th Anniversary Event
14th March: Committee Meeting 7.30pm in the Resource Room

28th March: Speaker Meeting ‘Perpetual Motion of the Third Kind’
by Pawel Ivanov from Moscow 7.45pm for 8.00pm in the Resource Room
11th April: Committee Meeting 7.30pm in Resource Room
25th April: Members Meeting ‘JWT Update’ by John Thatcher
‘Florida Observing’ by Linton Guise followed by the AGM
7.45pm for 8.00pm in the School Science Block Physics Dept. Room S7
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YOUR BAS COMMITTEE Their names, duties and contact numbers
PLEASE CONTRIBUTE TO YOUR BAS NEWSLETTER and send ideas, articles and
pictures to Peter Ashwell, newsletter@bedsastro.org.uk
BAS INTERNET and Email Log-on to www.bedsastro.org.uk for news and lots more
PLEASE SEND YOUR CONTRIBUTIONS FOR THE WEB SITE TO Grant Bowskill at:
web-master@bedsastro.org.uk

FEBRUARY BAS 25th Anniversary Public Event in the Bedford School Theatre
MARCH BAS Speaker Meeting 'Perpetual Motion of the Third Kind’
by Pawel Ivanov from Moscow
APRIL BAS Members Meeting - The BAS AGM with Members talks and Sky Diary

KEEPING ABREAST Clive Down brings us up to date astro news from around the world
EAGLE’S EYE ON THE SKY by Dave Eagle
BAS 25th Anniversary Public Event - Sunday 26th February 2012
in the Theatre, Bedford School from 9.00am to 6.00pm

.............................................................
BAS Event Horizon
Diary Dates for February, March & April

Feb 8th
Feb 26th

Committee Meeting 7.30pm in the Resource Room
BAS 25th Anniversary Public Event
from 9.00am to 6.00pm in the Bedford School Theatre

Mar 14th

Committee Meeting 7.30pm in the Resource Room

Mar 28th

Speaker Meeting: ‘Perpetual Motion of the Third Kind’ by Pawel Ivanov from Moscow
7.45pm for 8.00pm in the Resource Room

Apr 11th

Committee Meeting 7.30pm in the Resource Room

Apr 25th

Members Meeting: BAS AGM and Member Speakers share their astro experiences
7.45pm for 8.00pm in the School Science Block Physics Dept. Room S7

OBSERVING NIGHT NOTES
Bedford School Observatory Wednesday 7-9pm during Winter if clear.
Decision to run made at 6.50pm. If clear or part clear we open but may shut early
if cloud comes. Park in Pemberley Avenue and take path to the Observatory.

View the sky with the BAS Instruments

3"Vixen Altazimuth mount; 90mm Sky-Watcher Maksutov-Cassegrain Equatorial mount; 6"
Dobsonian; Coronado PST Solar Scope
Instrument Curators are Linton Guise on 01234 344706 and Gordon Waller instruments@bedsastro.org.uk

The BAS Library is for your free use

Books, slides and DVDs to borrow and a Notice Board for information.
Please don’t forget to return borrowings at the next meeting though.
Please contact any Committee member for Library access and loans.
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The Bedford Astronomical Society

25th Anniversary Event
Sunday 26th February 2012
at Bedford School Theatre
Doors open from 9.00am to 6.00pm

6 EXCITING EXPERT SPEAKERS
09:45 - Welcome by BAS
10:00 - David Bryant – Meteorites
11:00 - Tea Break
11:20 - Andrew Lound – A Starry Night and the Titanic
12:20-1:20 - Lunch
1:25 - Dr Carolin Crawford – The Cool Universe/Infrared Astronomy
2:30 - Paul Money – The Binocular Universe
3:30 - Tea Break
3:45 - Dr Johanna Jarvis – Our Local Neighbourhood in Space
4:45 - Nik Szymanek – Astrophotography
5:45-6:00 - BAS Closing

Plus Exhibitors, Demonstrations and a Prize Rafﬂe
Entry £10 includes Refreshments & Hot Lunch - BOOKING ESSENTIAL
(or £6 for just Entrance and Refreshments)
Apply to Peter Ashwell T: 01234 211532 - E: newsletter@bedsastro.org.uk
12 Irthing Close, Bedford MK41 7TP
Cheques payable to: Bedford Astronomical Society
BAS Newsletter February 2012
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RAPID STAR FORMATION IN A
GALAXY ALMOST AT THE DAWN OF
TIME (University of California)
One of the most distant galaxies known, GN-108036,
which is at a red-shift of 7.2 and a distance of about
12.9 billion light-years, has been found to be forming
stars at a particularly high rate. The galaxy is the
brightest one found to date at such a great distance.
An international team of astronomers using the
Japanese Subaru telescope on Mauna Kea in Hawaii
first identified it; then infrared observations from
Spitzer and Hubble were used to estimate that the
galaxy’s star-formation rate is equivalent to about 100
Suns per year. For comparison, our Milky Way galaxy
is about five times larger and 100 times more massive
than GN-108036, but makes stars at a rate of about 3
Suns per year. The discovery is surprising, because
previous surveys had not found such bright galaxies
so early in the history of the Universe. According
to the researchers, GN-108036 may be a special,
rare object that they happened to observe during an
extreme burst of star formation.

ASTRONOMERS FIND EARTH-SIZED
PLANETS (NASA)

Astronomers think that they have found two Earthsized planets orbiting a star similar to the Sun. The
discovery follows confirmation last month of a superEarth-sized planet, called Kepler-22b, that circles the
right distance from its parent star for liquid water to
exist on its surface. The newly discovered planets,
called Kepler-20e and 20f, have at least three gasgiant siblings, in one of the larger planetary systems
found to date. But the family is nothing like our
Solar System, where rocky planets like Venus, the
Earth and Mars are grouped together relatively near
the Sun, while gas giants like Jupiter and Saturn are
segregated in the outer regions. The two Earth-like
and three Neptune-sized planets in the Kepler-20
system are interspersed, and all of them orbit closer
to the parent star than Mercury does to the Sun. The
system is located about 1,000 light-years away in the
constellation Lyra.

COMET LOVEJOY PLUNGES PAST
THE SUN AND SURVIVES (NASA)
In mid-December there was an exciting event, when
Comet Lovejoy passed through the Sun’s corona
and emerged intact. The comet’s close encounter
was recorded by at least five spacecraft. In movies
made by the SDO (Solar Dynamics Observatory),
the comet’s tail was seen to wriggle wildly, no doubt
as a result of electrical or magnetic interaction in
the corona, as the comet plunged through the Sun’s
corona only 120,000 km above the photosphere.
Comet Lovejoy was discovered on December 2

10

BAS Newsletter February 2012

by amateur astronomer Terry Lovejoy in Australia.
Researchers quickly realized that the new find was a
member of the Kreutz family of Sun-grazing comets.
Named after the German astronomer Heinrich Kreutz,
who first studied them, Sun-grazers are fragments of
a giant comet that broke apart in the 12th century
(probably the Great Comet of 1106). Kreutz Sungrazers are very numerous and typically small (~10
metres), although there have been major examples
such as Ikeya-Seki in 1965, which on the day of
perihelion passage was visible to the naked eye in full
daylight (the Sun of course having to be hidden from
view behind a chimney or something!) The Solar and
Heliospheric Observatory sees one falling into the
Sun every few days. At the time of discovery, Comet
Lovejoy appeared to be much larger than the usual
run of Kreutz Sun-grazers, perhaps in the 100-200m range, but researchers are revising those numbers
upward.

ORBITER OBSERVES MOVEMENT OF
MARS SAND DUNES (NASA)
Images from the Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter show
sand dunes and ripples moving across the surface of
Mars at dozens of locations and shifting up to several
metres. The sandy surface is more dynamic than was
previously realised. The air on Mars is very thin, so
it takes strong winds to move a grain of sand. Windtunnel experiments have shown that it would take
winds of 80 mph to move sand on Mars, compared
with only 10 mph on Earth. Measurements by Viking
landers in the 1970s and early 1980s, as well as
climate models, indicated that such winds should
be rare on Mars. The first hints that Martian dunes
move came from the Mars Global Surveyor about
ten years ago, but its cameras were not good enough
to be sure. The rovers also detected hints of shifting
sand; the mission team was surprised to see grains of
sand dotting the rovers’ solar panels, and also saw the
rovers’ track marks filling in with sand.

Please support the various
activities and meetings that BAS
organise for you together with
those we are invited to stage in
and around Bedford.
Your support would also be
appreciated at the exhibitions
the Society mounts to engage the
public and promote ourselves.

BAS 25th Anniversary Public Event
Sunday 26th February

from 9.00am to 6.00pm in the Bedford School Theatre
See the full programme of speakers on page 11
£10 includes Refreshments & Hot Lunch - BOOKING ESSENTIAL
(or £6 for just Entrance and Refreshments)
Apply to Peter Ashwell T: 01234 211532 - E: newsletter@bedsastro.org.uk
12 Irthing Close, Bedford MK41 7TP
Cheques payable to: Bedford Astronomical Society

BAS Speaker Meeting

Wednesday 28th March
‘Perpetual Motion of the Third Kind’
by Pawel Ivanov from Moscow
Plus the Sky Diary for April
7.45pm for 8.00pm
7.45pm for 8.00pm in the Resource Room

BAS Speaker Meeting
Wednesday 25th April

‘The BAS AGM’

with a variety of BAS Member Speakers
Plus the Sky Diary for May
7.45pm for 8.00pm
in the School Science Block Physics Dept. Room S7
BAS Newsletter February 2012
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Notes from the Editor

Peter Ashwell

The BAS 25th Anniversary Commemorative Dinner held on January 6th was a great
success with fine food and drink served with aplomb by the waiter and waitresses. The
candles glowed on the table, the wine and conversations flowed throughout. Darren
our Chairman gave a speech that included a potted history of BAS's development
over the last 25 years and Bob's wife Doreen had baked a cake decorated with the
observatory and constellations.
To coincide with the last of the BBC's Stargazing LIVE broadcasts on the 18th
January, Peter Truscott reported that an enthusiastic 30 members of the public,
including 10 children, came to the observatory. It was a cool, overcast and drizzly
evening but despite the weather their interest and enthusiasm was not lacking and
the evening was received very favourably by all. They saw first hand what BAS has
to offer with Linton and Phil running two planetarium shows while Darren and Peter
gave impromptu talks in the observatory with question and answer sessions.
The speaker meeting on January 25th will be Neil Parker from Green Witch who's
talk will be on 'Moving the Isaac Newton Telescope from Herstmonceux to La
Palma'. Then on Sunday 26th February, in place of our usual monthly meeting, we
will be holding our all-day '25th Anniversary Major Public Event' that will feature six
expert speakers. It is imperative that you apply for tickets ASAP if you wish to book
a hot lunch so that the catering can be arranged. Please make your ticket applications
to me, Peter Ashwell 01234 211532, newsletter@bedsastro.org.uk, 12 Irthing Close,
Bedford MK41 7TP and make cheques payable to Bedford Astronomical Society.
On the 28th March the speaker will be Pawel Ivanov from Moscow on ‘Perpetual
Motion of the Third Kind’. Please note that there is a change of venue from that
previously published for this meeting and it will now be held in the Resource Room.
Looking ahead to April, it will be the BAS AGM on the 25th and in addition we will
have a group of speakers to entertain you. As usual, if there are any members who
would like to be elected to the Committee please let one of the current Committee
members know in advance of the meeting so that they can be included on the
agenda.
Incidentally, the committee would very much welcome the support of members
during the increasing number of 'road show' presentations, exhibitions and meetings
that we are asked to attend or organise in and around Bedford. If you would like to
lend your assistance from being a car park attendant, a guide, manning our exhibition
stand or being a speaker, please let me or any committee member know. We recently
spent a weekend at Milton Ernest garden Centre and our next outing will be at
Seasons Garden Centre on 11th and 12th February. The next big one is of course our
25th Anniversary Event on Sunday 26th February.
4
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the other is in NGC 4889, the brightest in the Coma
Berenices cluster. Physical laws show that holes of
such masses must have event horizons (distances from
within which nothing, even light, can escape) at radii
of about 200 astronomical units (five times the size of
the orbit of Pluto). The black hole at the centre of the
Milky Way is less massive by a factor of about 2500,
and its event horizon is at a distance about one-fifth
the radius of the orbit of Mercury.

observed with the Spitzer space telescope at infrared
wavelengths, where the galaxies are much brighter
than they are in visible light. Redness in distant
galaxies can arise in three ways – a large population
of very red stars, dust in their interstellar medium, or
a great distance resulting in a large red-shift caused
by the Doppler effect. According to the researchers
involved in this study, it is likely that all three effects
are important in the galaxies that they observed.

TWO SPECULATIONS ABOUT THE
CHRISTMAS GAMMA-RAY BURST
(NASA)

CLOSEST SPACECRAFT TOAPPROACH
PLUTO (Johns Hopkins University)

Two competing theories have been put forward, in
separate papers published in ‘Nature’, to explain a
gamma-ray burst (GRB 101225A) that was detected
in Andromeda by the orbiting ‘Swift’ observatory
on Christmas Day 2010. Follow-up observations by
the Hubble telescope and ground-based ones failed
to determine its distance. The gamma-ray emission
lasted at least 28 minutes, which is unusually long.
Astronomers from the Institute of Astrophysics of
Andalusia in Spain suggest that the burst occurred
in a binary system where a neutron star orbited
a normal star that had just entered its red-giant
phase, enormously expanding its outer atmosphere.
The expansion engulfed the neutron star, they say,
causing the giant’s atmosphere to be ejected and the
neutron star’s orbit to be made smaller. The neutron
star may then have merged with the giant’s core,
creating a black hole and oppositely-directed jets
of particles, producing gamma rays, followed by a
weak supernova. The team says that the event would
have to have taken place about 2000 Mpc away.
Astronomers at Brera Observatory in Italy, however,
suggest an entirely different model. It involves the
tidal disruption of a large comet-like object and the
ensuing crash of debris onto a neutron star located
‘only’ about 3000 parsecs away. Gamma-ray emission
would have occurred when debris fell onto the neutron
star; X-ray variations lasting several hours, detected
by Swift’s X-Ray telescope, might have been caused
by late-arriving clumps of matter striking the neutron
star.

REDDEST GALAXIES IN THE
UNIVERSE (Astropublishing)

A group from the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for
Astrophysics has discovered four extremely distant
galaxies that are amongst the reddest ever detected.
Located at a distance of around 4000 Mpc, they
must have formed during the first billion years of
existence of the Universe. The four galaxies appear
to be physically related to each other; one also shows
evidence of an active nucleus, presumably owing to
the presence of a super-massive black hole. They were

The ‘New Horizons’ mission has reached a milestone
on its way to Pluto, now being closer to Pluto than
any previous spacecraft has been. It has taken New
Horizons 2,143 days of high-speed flight – covering
more than a million kilometres a day for nearly six
years – to break the closest-approach mark of 1.58
billion kilometres set by Voyager 1 in 1986. New
Horizons is healthy and on course for its closest
approach of 12,500 kilometres to Pluto on 2015 July
14. At its current distance from Pluto (about as far as
from here to Saturn) Pluto remains just a faint point
of light. But when it rushes through the Pluto system
in 2015, its cameras will be able briefly to observe
fine details on the former planet and it moons. New
Horizons is currently in hibernation, with all but
its most essential systems turned off; operators will
waken the spacecraft in January for a month of testing
and maintenance activities.

GALACTIC TAILS (RAS)

An international group of astronomers has discovered
in two groups of galaxies extraordinarily long onesided gaseous tails that are amongst the longest
structures ever observed in such environments. They
emanate from CGCG 097-026 and FGC1287, two
spiral galaxies in small groups in the outskirts of the
cluster known as Abell 1367 in the constellation of
Leo, at a distance of 100 Mpc (Megaparsecs). The
astronomers used the Expanded Very Large Array
radio telescope in the USA to study Abell 1367.
The projected lengths of the gaseous tails are about
9 and 10 times the sizes of the respective parent
galaxies, i.e. about 160 and 250 kiloparsecs. In both
cases the amount of cold hydrogen gas in the tails
is approximately the same as that remaining in the
galaxies themselves. In other words, the galaxies have
lost half their fuel for star formation. There is an idea
that galaxies in large clusters lose their gas through
its being swept out by the movement of the galaxies
through the intergalactic gas already present there, but
the galaxies concerned here are only on the outskirts
of the cluster and ought not to have lost their gas in
that way. The origin of the extraordinary tails remains
a puzzle for the scientists.
BAS Newsletter February 2012
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FASTEST ROTATING STAR (ESO)

An international team of astronomers has been using
the Very Large Telescope at the Paranal Observatory
in Chile to make a survey of the most massive and
luminous stars in the Tarantula Nebula, in the Large
Magellanic Cloud. Among the many brilliant stars
there, the team has discovered one, called VFTS 102,
that has an equatorial rotational velocity of more
than 600 km/s – more than 300 times faster than the
Sun and very close to the point at which it would
be torn apart by centrifugal forces. VFTS 102 is the
fastest-rotating star known to date. The astronomers
also found that the star, which is around 25 times the
mass of the Sun and about 100,000 times brighter, is
moving through space at a significantly different speed
from its neighbours. That could imply that it has been
ejected from a double-star system after its companion
exploded as a supernova, an idea that is supported by
the existence of a pulsar and an associated supernova
remnant in its vicinity. Its high rotational velocity
might have arisen from its accretion of a stream of gas
lost from the hypothetical companion star before the
latter exploded as a supernova.

DOUBLE STAR OBSERVED WITH VLT
INTERFEROMETER (ESO)
In a considerable technical achievement, four
telescopes at ESO’s Paranal Observatory in Chile
have been used together as an interferometer with a
130-m baseline, giving the resolution equivalent to
that of a telescope of that aperture. The system was
used to observe the double star SS Leporis, whose
components orbit one another in 260 days. The stars
are separated by only a little more than the distance
between the Sun and the Earth, while the larger and
cooler of the two stars is a red giant that extends about
a quarter of the way to its hot companion, a distance
corresponding roughly to the orbit of Mercury. The
hot component appears to have accreted about half
of the mass that was originally in the giant. The new
observations show that the giant star is smaller than
was previously thought, making it much more difficult
to explain how it has lost matter to its companion.
The astronomers now think that, instead of the matter
pouring off the giant through the gravitational effect
of the hot star, a process called ‘Roche-lobe overflow’,
it must be being expelled from the giant star as a
stellar wind, like the ‘solar wind’ but a lot denser, and
captured by the hot companion.

CLUSTER HAS MANY MASSIVE STARS
(University of Toronto)

Astronomers have found the most numerous batch of
young, massive stars yet observed in our Galaxy, in a
cluster of hundreds of thousands of stars that include
several hundred massive blue stars dozens of times the
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mass of our Sun. The light of all the newborn massive
stars is so intense that it has expelled and heated
the gas that remained in the cluster after their birth,
creating a glowing hollow shell about a hundred lightyears across. Comparable clusters of massive stars
have been noticed in other galaxies, but they are so far
away that all the stars tend to appear blurred together.
The cluster now observed is located nearly halfway
across our galaxy, 10,000 parsecs (30,000 light-years)
away, and the line of sight is badly obscured by dust.
The researchers used the New Technology Telescope
at ESO; they could measure only the brightest stars
in the cluster, but from the uppermost portion of the
colour-magnitude diagram they deduced that at least
a dozen stars were of the most massive types, some
possibly a hundred times as massive as the Sun. In
fact, before observing the cluster from the ground, the
team had first noticed the glow from the large shell of
heated gas in images from the WMAP satellite, which
is sensitive to microwaves (between radio waves and
visible light). To make an image of the gas shell being
blown away and heated up, they used the Spitzer
satellite, which works with infrared light. Most of
the light emitted by the heated gas is infrared which
is less obscured than visible light by gas or dust. The
giant stars in the cluster emit mostly in the ultraviolet,
which is very badly blocked by dust and thus not
visible in the image. Such stars burn their nuclear fuel
very quickly in astronomical terms; they will last only
a few million years, even though they contain dozens
of times more fuel than the Sun.

MASSIVE BLACK HOLES DISCOVERED
(University of California - Berkeley)

The most massive black holes are found in elliptical
galaxies, which are thought to result from mergers of
two or more galaxies. To date, approximately 63 supermassive black holes have been found in the cores of
nearby galaxies. The most massive one known until
now was one reputedly of 6.3 billion solar masses in
the centre of the ‘nearby’ galaxy M87. Astronomers at
the Gemini, Keck and McDonald observatories have
been obtaining spectra of the diffuse starlight at the
centres of several massive elliptical galaxies, each
the brightest galaxy in its cluster. In that way they
can estimate a velocity dispersion for the unresolved
stars, and try to interpret it to indicate the mass of the
central object. Finding huge masses contained within
a volume only a few hundred light-years across,
the astronomers conclude that the masses must be
massive black holes. They have found two that appear
to have masses of about 10 billion Suns, though the
uncertainties in the actual values are substantial. The
holes are at the centres of two elliptical galaxies, both
about 100 Mpc away. One is in the elliptical galaxy
NGC 3842, the brightest galaxy in the Leo cluster;

Clive Down
KEEPING ABREAST byof Bridgend
AS

IS VESTA THE ‘SMALLEST
TERRESTRIAL PLANET?’ (NASA)

The ‘Dawn’ spacecraft has spent the last four years on
its way to the asteroid Vesta, which was discovered
over 200 years ago but until now has been seen
only as little more than an unresolved starlike point
and considered simply as a large rocky asteroid.
Now the spacecraft’s instruments are revealing its
true complexity. Astronomers are seeing enormous
mountains, cliffs, craters of all sizes, and plains.
It has a rich chemical history and an iron core. Its
surface features indicate that it is ‘differentiated’ like
the ‘terrestrial’ planets Mercury, Venus, the Earth
and Mars. Differentiation is what happens when the
interior of a planet gets hot enough to melt, separating
its materials into layers: the light material floats to the
surface while the heavy elements, such as iron and
nickel, sink to the centre.
The history begins about 4.57 billion years ago, when
the planets of the Solar System started forming from
the primordial solar nebula. As Jupiter gathered itself
together, its powerful gravity stirred up the material
in the asteroid belt so objects there could no longer
coalesce. Vesta was in the process of growing into a
planet when Jupiter interrupted the process. Although
Vesta’s growth was stunted, it is still differentiated
like a true planet. Astronomers believe that the Solar
System received radioactive aluminium and iron from
a nearby supernova explosion at the time when Vesta
was forming. Those materials decayed and gave off
heat. As the asteroid was gathering material into a big
ball of rock, it was also trapping the heat inside itself.
As Vesta’s core melted, lighter materials rose to the
surface. Vesta may have had volcanoes and flowing
lava at one time, although none has yet been found.
Vesta has so much in common with the terrestrial
planets that there may be a case to have it re- classified
as a ‘dwarf planet’. Dawn will leave Vesta towards the
end of 2012 for Ceres, where it will arrive in 2015.

PLANET IN ‘HABITABLE ZONE’ OF
SUN-LIKE STAR (NASA)
A newly confirmed planet, Kepler-22b, is about 2.4
times the radius of the Earth and is said to be in the
‘habitable zone’ of its star (Kepler 22), about 600
light-years away. Although it is much larger than the
Earth, its 290-day orbit is much like our own, and its
star is a G-type one like the Sun, but slightly smaller
and cooler. Scientists do not know anything about
Kepler-22b’s composition, but its discovery is claimed
to be a step closer to finding Earth-like planets.
Kepler stares continuously at a particular area of sky

in Cygnus and Lyra; it measures the brightness of
more than 150,000 stars, looking for dips that may
be caused by planet candidates that transit in front
of the stars. It requires at least three dips equally
spaced in time to verify a signal as a transit. Since
its first list was published last February, the number
of planet candidates identified by Kepler has nearly
doubled, to over 2000, but now there are only 48
candidates deemed to be in their respective stars’
‘habitable zones’, an actual decrease from the 54
reported in February, largely because the Kepler
team has adopted a more realistic definition of what
constitutes the zone. Candidates require follow-up
observations to see whether they are actual planets.
The Kepler team uses ground-based telescopes and
the Spitzer space telescope to review planet candidates
found by the spacecraft. The matter is seen a bit more
in perspective when it is recognised that, out of the
54 ‘habitable-zone’ planet candidates reported in
February, Kepler-22b is the only one that has been
confirmed as a planet.
[Editorial aside: The ‘habitable zone’ of a planetary
system merely refers to the band of orbits where the mean
temperature of a body in thermal equilibrium between
the heat arriving from the star and that conjectured to be
lost by the planet’s own radiation into space should allow
liquid water to exist on the surface. The anthropomorphic
reference to ‘habitability’, when all that is meant is that
the surface temperature promises to allow water to be
a liquid rather than ice or steam, appears to be a ruse to
persuade people in general, and perhaps funding agencies
in particular, to believe that the discovery of such a body
brings very near the discovery of ‘little green men’.
More realistic souls have drawn attention to the fact that
there is much more to habitability than mere equilibrium
temperature. If the Kepler team lived on Alpha Centauri it
would probably consider Venus, the Moon and Mars to be
in the Sun’s ‘habitable zone’, but living as we do nearer at
hand we can see that neither Venus nor the Moon would
be likely to represent pleasant abodes even for little green
men. Obviously there has to be, around any star, a range
of radii that satisfies the basic temperature demand of
‘habitability’: at the surface of the star it is too hot and in
the far distance (outer space) it is too cold, so somewhere
in between it must be ‘just right’. There is no sense in
which an Earth-like temperature is unusual or anomalous
– it can not avoid occurring over some appreciable range
of radii around every star, although in an individual case
(that of Venus is notable) the hypothetical temperature
calculation is falsified by conditions related to the
characteristics of the planet itself.]
BAS Newsletter February 2012
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EAGLES EYE ON THE SKY – FEBRUARY 2012
North

THIS MONTHS STARS
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g
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Ursa Minor
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Camelopardalis
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Canes Venatici
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b
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Perseus
Triangulum

a
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Berenices Leo Minor

b

Lynx

Auriga

d
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b

Mars
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Leo
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Gemini

Cancer

Orion

g

g
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Sextans
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a

Canis Minor
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h

South

k

Mars on the 10th.
Saturn on the 13th.
Venus on the 25th.
Jupiter on the 26th & 27th.

THE SOLAR SYSTEM

b

Andromeda

e

a

The Pleiades on the 1st.

a

z

Bootes

As an aid to their identification,
the Moon will be close to:

a

West

h

Full – 7th.
Last Qtr. – 14th.
New – 1st.
There is no 1st Quarter
Moon this month.

22:00 hrs
15th of the month.

g

a

THE MOON

d
b

a

d

e

South

High overhead the faint constellation of Lynx stretches between Ursa Major and Auriga.
Gemini and the bright stars Castor and Pollux are very high in the south. Below the
heavenly Twins lies the bright star Procyon in Canis Minor. Cancer is also fairly high with
Leo not far behind. The Sickle of Leo (looking like a backwards question mark) is very
distinct. In the western sky we are losing Andromeda and Pisces. Just below Cancer and
its associated Beehive Star Cluster, the Hydra snakes down towards the south eastern
horizon. Towards the North Deneb lies very close to the horizon. In the eastern sky
Arcturus has now risen. Not far away Coma Berenices and Virgo, with their vast
collection of galaxies, are also coming into view. This month also ends on a high with a
nice line of three planets in the western sky just after sunset, Jupiter, Venus and Mercury,
with the Moon also joining in the fun. Algol - fades from its usual magnitude of 2.1 to 3.4
at the following times: 12th 3.8h, 15th 0.6h, 17th 21.4h.

Mercury – Reaches Superior Conjunction on the 7th, it moves quickly out
of the Sun’s glow into the evening twilight. It will be visible in the west as
a -1 magnitude star low down in the western sky from the middle of the
month. It remains visible right until the end of the month making this a very
easy apparition , so should be easy to spot.
Venus – Easily visible in the western sky just after sunset at a brilliant
magnitude -4. Through a telescope the phase is now approaching a half.
Mars – Moving retrograde back towards Leo and getting a lot brighter as it
is reaches opposition the first week in March. At magnitude -1.2 is should
indeed look very red as the God of War should. The disk will now be a bit
bigger at nearly 14” of arc and features should be a little easier to see. The
easiest features to see are the polar cap and Syrtis Major, which shows as a
large dark triangular shape.
Jupiter – Still big and bright at magnitude -2.2 and visible over in the
western sky after dark. Slowly moving into the Sun’s glare, so make the
most of observing this fascinating gas giant while it lasts.
Saturn – Moving slowly through Virgo this month and at its highest in the
early hours of the morning. The planets disk is tilted about 15 degrees
towards Earth making detail easier to see in the rings, especially towards
the edge.
Uranus & Neptune – Too low to be seen this month.
Comet C/2009 P1 (Garradd) – Still easily visible in modest scopes, this
bright comet is still moving northwards through Hercules throughout the
month. Being such a large comet and quite a distance away it will keep
fairly bright, but should now be starting to slowly fade. Is close to the bright
globular cluster M92 at the beginning of the month.

For the latest news and detailed graphics visit:
www.eagleseye.co.uk

