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Seen SN 1987A lately?
By Richard Fleet

Probably not. Professional observations continue but for most
of us the show is long over. Its more than four years now since one
of the great astronomical events of this century, the fuss has died
down, the textbooks have been revised, but what actually happened
to the supernova ?

Peaking at around 3rd magnitude in May 1987 it then began the
long fade to oblivion - providing visual observers with a unique
opportunity to follow a supernova down some ten magnitudes. Some
two years after the blast the remnant matched the brightness of the
precursor star. Soon after this visual estimates were hampered by
the glare (!) of the surviving l4th magnitude companion stars wnich
gradually overwhelmed the fading remnant. by late 1989, SN 1987A was
lost to amateurs. Look at the field now and its virtually the same

as the 'before' photographs — there is no sign of the dramatic events
of the last few years.
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The light curve shows fortnightly means of my own estimates for'1987
and thereafter monthly means from the circulars of the VS5 RASNZ.
The open circle shows its actual brightness at the end of 1989,



Observer Profile: Ian Middlemist

Tan Middlemist was born in Northumberland in 1944 and grew up

in a farming family. He says he cannot remember ever not being
interested in astronomy. At school he read every book on the
subject that he could lay his hands on, often reading the same
book many times over. One such book was 'The Story of Variable
Stars' by Campbell and Jacchia. He started to find his way
round the sky with a 2-inch brass refractor but mostly he just
looked at star clusters and nebulae. In 1962, after taking
A-levels, he moved to take up a job in central Manchester and

gave up observing for several years because of the lack of a
suitable site.

He married in 1972 and settled down in Marple, a small town

12 miles SE of Manchester. Here he found reasonably dark skies
and this rekindled his interest in observational astronomy and
in variable stars in particular. He joined the Binocular Sky

Society, a small but active group of variable star observers

which existed between 1968 and 1974 when it was absorbed into

the BAA VSS. In 1973 he started up a variable star section in
the Manchester Astronomical Society which flourished for a few
years and, in 1976, with Colin Henshaw he formed the North Western
Association of Variable Star Observers to encourage the observation
of variable stars in the NW of England. They aimed to do this

by holding meetings in the Manchester and Merseyside areas and

by publishing a quarterly magazine called 'Light-Curve' carrying
news, views and preliminary observational results. This too
flourished for several years before it too was absorbed into the
VSS in 1981. Since then Ian has concentrated most of his efforts
on making observations rather than running organisations.

Over the years, his main observational interest has been in red
semiregular variables of between the 8th and 10th magnitudes.

He started to follow these when he graduated from binoculars to

a 60mm refractor in the mid '70s. Now he uses a 6-inch Dobsonian
to observe them. He has published some of his results in 'Light-
Curve' and, more recently, in the VSS Circulars. Among his
favorite stars are ST Camelopardalis (6-8 mag, SRb, 3004?) from
the VSS binocular list, SV Cygni (8-10 mag, Lb) from the AAVSO
list, and S Draconis (8.5-10 mag, SRb, 136d?) from his own
'private' 1list. The accompanying light-curve for S Dra is based
on his observations from the years 1988 and 1989. He suspects

that the GCVS period of 136d is wrong and that the true period
is close to one year.
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As well as semiregular variables, Ian also observes some Mira

stars for the AAVSO and some eclipsing binaries for the VSS.

He has contributed observations to the BAA Solar and Aurora sections
but complains of never being able to catch comets and novae.
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