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A BRIGHT COMET FOR NEXT SPRING?

Comet 2011 L4 (PanSTARRS) was discovered 14 months ago by the Pan-
STARRS (Panoramic Survey Telescope and Rapid Response System) in
Hawaii. The object was then magnitude 19 and at a distance of 8
astronomical units (AU), and calculations showed that it would reach
perihelion on 11" March 2013, when it would be only 0.3AU from the Sun,
and quite possibly a naked eye object when viewed from Earth.

The comet is currently about 5AU away. It has brightened to magnitude 13,
and is within range of amateur observers in the southern hemisphere. A
small tail has already formed, indicating that the comet is active, which is a
good sign for future development. However, the behaviour of comets is
notoriously difficult to predict, and in the recent past some that showed
promise of brilliance turned out to be disappointingly faint. Nevertheless,
Comet 2011 L4 could well become a naked-eye object, visible from our
latitude in the second half of next March, although very low down in the
west as it moves through Pisces and Andromeda. From the shape of its orbit
it seems that this is the comet’s first visit to the inner Solar System.

The main purpose of the Pan-STARRS facility is to discover and
characterize Earth-approaching objects, both asteroids and comets, that
might pose a threat to our planet.




Sky Notes
September 2012

Compiled by Roy Gretton

THE AUTUMNAL EQUINOX, when the Sun will be exactly overhead at Earth’s equator,
occurs on the afternoon of September 22",

PHASES OF THE MOON

Last Quarter occurs on September 8™
New Moon occurs on the 16™
First Quarter occurs on the 22"
Full Moon occurs on the 30"

This month the Moon is closest to the Earth on the 19™, and furthest from the Earth on the
™

THE PLANETS
Mercury is virtually unobservable this month.

Venus is unmissable in the morning sky before dawn as it moves between the constellations
of Gemini and Cancer. Slightly less brilliant than it was in August, its magnitude will still be
—4 as September closes, so it will continue to be the brightest object in the heavens, other
than the Sun and Moon.

Mars, moving yet further southward in the evening sky and fading as it nears the Sun, is
now difficult to spot, let alone observe successfully.

If you have been out and about in the late evening, and looked east when the sky was clear,
you can hardly have failed to spot Jupiter, rising majestically below the Pleiades. You
might even have thought that you were looking at an unusually bright Aldebaran, but Jupiter
is several degrees to the east of this star, and shining at magnitude —2.3. By the end of
September its equatorial diameter will have grown to 43 arcseconds and it will be rising
before 10 pm BST.

Saturn, like Mars, is becoming very difficult to observe, low in the evening sky after sunset
as it moves toward conjunction with the Sun in October.

Uranus, shining at magnitude 5.7, reaches opposition to the Sun on September 29", when it
will be close to the magnitude 5.8 star 44 Piscium. In fact, on September 23", Uranus will be
less than one arcminute from this star, so to the naked eye the two objects will appear to
become a single “star” of magnitude 5.

Neptune, in the constellation of Aquarius, is well placed for observation as September
begins. It is, of course, a tiny target, 2.4 arcseconds across and shining at magnitude 7.8.

METEORS

September’s main shower is the Piscids, which appear from several radiants close to the
ecliptic. The second week on the month will probably be the best period for spotting these
meteors, with the Moon approaching New.



VARIABLE STAR: Algol

There are two minima of this eclipsing binary visible from the UK this month. They occur
on September 17th (2.50 am BST) and on the 19" (11.40 pm BST). The star dims from its
normal brightness (magnitude 2.1) to magnitude 3.4 over a period of 4.8 hours, and then
returns to its normal brightness in a similar length of time.

DIARY DATES 2012

Monthly Meetings of the Nottingham Astronomical Society

Our programme for this year is shown below. Don't forget to check our website:
www.nottinghamastro.org.uk
for the latest information about the Society’s meetings and for
further information about the talks and speakers.

Our meetings are held on the FIRST THURSDAY of the month,
at the British Geological Survey, Keyworth, Notts. NG12 5GG

Doors open at 7:30pm for 8pm start.

Thursday, 6th September 2012

Members' Evening - "All About Telescopes - a Practical Evening” (Visitors Welcome)

Thursday 4th October 2012

Talk: "The Centre of our Galaxy - Black Holes, Rare Stars and Cosmic Mayhem "

Prof Michael Merrifield
University of Nottingham

Thursday 1st November 2012

2012 Annual General Meeting

Thursday 6th December 2012
Talk: “ Climate Change and the Sun-Earth Connection”
Dr Jim Wild

Space Plasma Environment and Radio Science Group
Lancaster University




ASTRONOMICAL DELIGHTS OF SUMMER

For me, the coming of the month of June means, as far as my hobby is concerned, the time of
year when | do a spot of maintenance on my observatory and telescope. Mirrors are usually
in need of cleaning, which | carry out in the hope that they will be usable for another winter
season without the effort and expense of getting them re-aluminised — although with each
passing year they become less efficient at their main job (light-gathering).

This year | repositioned the main mirror a little further back in the tube in order to make
focusing easier with the Crayford mount | had acquired in 2011, and fitted two new (home-
made) cradle brackets because one of the original brackets had broken. I didn’t want to risk
another day with the possibility of my 30-cm reflector crashing on to the observatory floor!
These tasks were completed in early June, so it was now a matter of waiting for the skies to
darken so that I could test the instrument after the adjustments. Of course, it turned out to be
the wettest June on record (what transit?!!), so | didn’t even have chance to observe the
Moon, but the weather had improved by mid-July, and although true darkness had not yet
returned, by staying up late I was able to begin observing deep-sky objects once again. The
first one | turned my attention to was M13, the great globular cluster in Hercules. | was
struck afresh by the beauty of this object, a dense cluster of thousands of stars, some of
which appear to radiate from the centre in long curved lines. At a magnification of about
160x the cluster was easily resolved to its core. Although my “scope has an aperture of
nearly 12 inches, I’m sure an 8-inch instrument with mirrors in good condition would show
just as much detail at the same magnification. By mid-August, close to New Moon, | was
ready to attempt to image M13 with my DSLR camera at the prime focus of the telescope.

M13 imaged for 13.5 minutes
at 1ISO 400
on 2012 August 15

On the same evening | turned my attention to another well-known object, M57, the Ring
Nebula in Lyra, and to a less well-known target, M71 in Sagitta, which apparently was once
classified as a dense open cluster, but is now recognised to be globular cluster, seen among
the many stars of the Milky Way — truly a rich part of the sky.

M57, imaged for 15 min at 1SO 400 M71, imaged for 27.5 min at 1SO 400















