
 

August 2000

This Month: 
August 18 - Meeting at 110
Dennison -   D. C. Moons presents
Terraforming Planets.
August 26 - Public Star Party at
Peach Mountain Observatory -
Dusk begins w/ Scorpius &
Sagittarius right on the meridian for
your observing pleasures.   Lets
hope its clear.   Death to the 
mosquitoes!!!

Next Month and
Beyond: 
September 2 - Public Star Party at
Peach Mountain Observatory -
Jupiter (-2.5 mag, 42 ") and Saturn
(0.0 mag, 19") are on the rise. 
Should clear the trees just after
midnight.
September 15 - Meeting at 130
Dennison - Calling all VPs - what's
our topic tonight?
September 23 - Public Star Party at
Peach Mountain Observatory - Fall
is here.  Best observing of the year.
September 30 - Public Star Party at
Peach Mountain Observatory - 
Hey, we get three star parties this
month :-).
Photos Left: Lowbrows at the Brown
Jug watering hole - July 14th's
meeting

 



 

Issue: 3.5 arcmins

The RFLECTIONS Gazette
Amateur Astronomer Makes Record Double

Star Split
By Chris Sarnecki

COST: Your Time, your effort

Dateline: Mid-Summer Night, '00.   Place:
Well Placed, High Overhead in Suburban
Skies.  Object: Epsilon Lyra, Double-Double. 
Everyone knows this star.   We split each of
the pairs many a time in a never-ending
test of our scope's optics.   So what is it
doing here?  Read on…

In the October '99 REFLECTIONS I indicated
it was possible to split the stars Omicron 1
Cygni (mag 3.8) and 30 Cygni (mag 5)
using only your own keen eyesight.   At 5.5
arcmins of separation I thought that was an
impressive split.   In the January '00
REFLECTIONS I indicated an even better
naked eye split.  The tiny pair in the handle
of the Pleiades (the seven sisters, M45)
open star cluster it is possible to split the 5
arcmin pair of 27 Tauri, or Atlas at mag 3.6
and a 5th mag star known as 28 Tauri, AKA
Pleione.  Not bad; but wait, it gets better. 

One mid-June evening I was outside
panning around for Comet Linear S4.   The
comet was suppose to be a mag. 7 and I
figured I could sweep it up in my 7 x 50
binoculars.  Well I didn't find it.  Not to waste
the evening I decided to move over to Lyra
and place the glasses on the Double-
Double.   Yep, It's still there I thought.   Bring
the binocs down and with my eyes still on
the star I watched it for a moment, then all
of a sudden it split.  Right there before me. 
I split it again and validated my observation
by confirming the orientation of the pair.     

I thought how could this be?   We are not
supposed to split something that close. 
Rushing in the house I decided to consult
Burnham's Celestial Handbook.   According
to this source Epsilon's pair is separated by
about 3.5 arcmins and may be seen as a
double "by very keen eye unaided".  Wow! 
Since then I have located other sources
confirming this (American Nature Guides -
Astronomy, Ian Ridpath, Sue French's Lyre
Lessons in Sky & Telescope's September
2000 issue).   

It should be mentioned that a high-pressure
front had recently past through our skies,
cleaning out all the upper level junk and I
had partially dark adapted my eyesight
prior to making this observation.   When
making this observation the pair should spilt
only momentarily, in those brief instances of
steady seeing.  I don't believe I have "keen"
eyesight, just a persistent observing
technique that most seasoned observers
with decent long-range vision can
duplicate.  Try warming up your eyeballs by
splitting Delta 1 (mag 5.5) and Delta 2 (mag
4.5) near by.   Go back to Vega; turn
southeast past near by Zeta and on to the
10-½ arcmin double star Delta.  It just slightly
further apart from Zeta as Zeta is from
Vega.  So try this yourself, let me know how
you far, and don't forget to dark-adapted
your eyesight.
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as we're seeing in comet LINEAR," says Mark Kidger,
an astronomer at the Instituto de Astrofisica de
Canarias.   Comet LINEAR's demise seems to be a bit
unusual.   "Cometary splittings rarely ever lead to the
rapid disappearance of a comet like this - in fact, I
don't know of another case".

Kidger was the first to notice comet LINEAR
disintegrating as he monitored a cloud of gas (called
the "coma") surrounding the comet's core using the 1-
meter Jacobus Kapteyn Telescope.   Comet LINEAR,
which has been falling toward the Sun since it was
discovered in September 1999, made its closest
approach to our star (perihelion) on July 26, 2000. 
Perihelion is a critical time for any comet.   It's when
solar heating of the icy core is most intense and when
the comet swings around for its long return trip to the
outer solar system.

At perihelion there are very rapid aspect changes as
regions of the nucleus previously in shadow are
suddenly subjected to intense heating," continued
Kidger.   "This causes strong thermal stresses" that may
have been a primary cause of LINEAR's breakup. 

Something was already amiss the day before Comet
LINEAR reached perihelion at a distance of 114 million
km (0.74 AU) from the Sun.

"The very first images on July 25th were enough to
show me that something odd was going on," recounts
Kidger.   "The comet's inner coma was no longer
teardrop-shaped (the solar wind flowing around the
comet's head causes this shape).  It had a shape like
a short, fat cigar.   My first thought was 'Shoemaker-
Levy.'   It looked just like those first images of Comet
Shoemaker-Levy 9 after it was discovered."

Kidger's images on subsequent nights confirmed that
something dramatic was happening and he
announced his findings in an International
Astronomical Union (IAU) Circular (IAUC #7467) on
July 27, 2000.   As news of the breakup spread,
astronomers around the world trained their telescopes
on the comet.   In another IAU Circular (IAUC # 7468)
published July 28th, three teams of observers reported
that they too saw evidence of a major event in the
comet's nucleus.

Above: The breakup of Comet LINEAR.   Contours
represent lines of constant brightness in Jacobus
Kapteyn Telescope R-band images of the comet
(credit: Mark Kidger). This 5-frame sequence spanning
the interval from July 23rd to 27th shows the
progressive elongation and disruption of the comet's
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UNIVERSITY LOWBROW
ASTRONOMERS

3684 Middleton Drive
Ann Arbor, Michigan 48105

Lowbrow's WWW Home Page:
www.astro.lsa.umich.edu/lowbrows.html

Check your membership expiration date on the
mailing label !

 


