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TA, the §Séicirculérs and theWVSO

Roger Pickard wrote the following on receiving a copy of VSO
No 1:

'Although you state that it is not intended to rival TA (The
Astronomer), I feel that the sort of article presented in the
VSO is just the type of thing that would make TA a little more
readable on occasions. This is especially true of the VS
section in that magazine and, in addition, You might stand a
chance of converting the occasional non-vSs observer by presenting
a short "chatty" articile. You are most unlikely to achieve this
by sending the VSO only to existing fanatics.'

'Also, what about the dear old VSSC's? I know that the pubil-
ication time is rather long, but given that many of the principle
contributors are now computerised (and more importantly, their
computers are compatible!), this should shorten dramatically.
But, of course, Storm Dunlop does still need material in order
to publish it, and what a fine example you have produced with
the Vso!:!

'So, all in all, I feel that a short regular article in TA
on a monthly basis and then any surplus material and longer
articles should go in the VSSC. '

Storm Dunlop (the editor of the VSSC) has expressed similar
sentiments:

'We are quite happy to print 'chatty' items, and if I could
have 48 pages of such material per year (let alone 96!), my task
would be made very much easier. As it is, I have a difficult
job extracting material from anyone - even the officers. I am
always scratching around for small items that wilil help with
the layout of the Circular, but simply do not have time to
repeatedly chase all and sundry for material.'

Before deciding to go ahead with the VSO, I (TB) had quite a few
discussions with other VS observers and they were almost unanimous
in recommending that I go ahead. There was a general consensus
that the average VS observer is being a bit neglected at the present
and that the VSO would be a good way of correcting this.

I don't think that submitting short articles to TA would really
address this problem because quite a few VS observers have already
been put off TA by its dryness ('It's just lists of magnitudes!')

and its overconcentration on faint eruptive variables. By its
very nature, you need to be reasonably highly motivated already to
take out, and keep up, a subscription to TA. This is not meant to

be a criticism of Guy Hurst or Tom Saville; in view of Guy's success
at forging links with professional astronomers, it is only right that
they concentrate on stars of interest to professionals. However, it
does mean that those who are unable to join in do feel rather left

L



out. Even one article per month is hardly likely to attract these
people back to TA.

The main drawback with the VSSC's are their low frequency (only
2 per year at the present). In order to double this frequency we
need a doubling in the amount of material submitted. This is not
really practicable for one person working single-handedly (though
I did manage to get 3 articles into one VSSC a few years ago!).
Also, I am not so sure that computerisation will necessarily lead
to more material being submitted. It may speed up production but
I suspect that the rate-limiting factor will still be the enthusiasm
or apathy of the would-be writers.

As well as these negative arguments against trying to solve the
above problem through TA or the VSSC's, there are several good
positive arguments in favour of the VSO. For readers, its low
cost means that you don't need to be already reasgonably highly
motivated before you take out a subscription, and the relatively
high frequency means that it can maintain your interest, enthusiasm,
and sense of contact with other VS observers. For would-be contr-
ibutors the main advantage is the relatively rapid publication.

This close coupling between effort (writing an article) and reward
(seeing it in print) is quite important for maintaining the writers
enthusiasm for writing. And finally, for the editor (me), the VSO
offers various new possiblities which would not be available through
TA or the VSSC's. I can pester other people into writing articles
with the promise that they will be published 'next month', which I
am unable to promise when the decision whether to publish, or when to
publish, is in someone else’s hands. fX%ave the freedom to experiment
with different types of articles. The idea of ‘'Observer Profiles'
only came to me after the decision to go ahead with the VSO.

Confirmation that publications similar to the VSO have been made
to work before has been supplied to me by Richard Fleet who showed
me copies of 'Variable Views', distributed by the late Carolyn
Hurless of the AAVSO, and 'Changing Trends', distributed by Frank
Bateson of the RASNZ. Thesewere little more than compilations of
letters from various VS observers scattered all over the world.

The subjects covered often had nothing to do with variable stars
but they were apparently very successful and popular.

Seeing Red - A Photometric Study of Miras
By Malcolm Porter

In VSO No 1, I described my first faltering steps in stellar photo-
metry with my Optec SSP-3 photometer. In this issue I want to tell
you about a project that I've just started.

gaving gained some experience in the use of the photometer, and
having read all I could about the pitfalls of this fascinating branch
gf variable star observation, I thought it time to decide on a pro-
Ject or two.

During the early days, I received much-needed advice and encourage-
ment from Roger Pickard of the Crayford group. Roger suggested that
I contacted Michael Houchen, of Cleveland, who has the same equipment
as me, and who is involved in a project to observe Mira stars. No
sooner said than done: I phoned Michael who put me in contact with
the project coordinator, Rick Wasson in the US.

Thg primary purpose of this informal, cooperative observing pro-
gram is Fo use the unique capabilities of the Optec SSP-3 for long-
term monitoring of Miras in the Johnson visual, red and infra-red
bands, and in the Wing narrow bands. At the present time there are
about 14 participants. Several people have been observing the Miras
on thg program for more than two years while others, like myself,
have just started. Currently there are seven stars on the programs:
R Tri, Y Per, R Leo, V Boo, V CrB, W Lyr and U Cyg.
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- I was observing U Cyg last night. The difference in the photo-
meter read-out for the visual and infra-red filters was amazing -
the star appeared clearly fainter than the comparison star (HD
192783) in the eyepiece, but the situation measured with the infra-
red filter showed that much of the radiation from this star was in
this, invisible, range. Having reduced the raw data, I calculated
the difference in magnitude between the variable and HD 192783 and
obtained the following delta-mags (the more negative the value, the
brighter the variable is relative to the comparison star): AV = 2.12,
AR = -0.25, AI = -1.40. Seeing red indeed!

I'd like to thank John Isles for pointing out the typo in my article
in VSO No 1. With care, the accuracy of measurements made with the
Optec SSP-3 are around +0.02 mags and not +0.002, as printed. I was
pleased to read that John has obtained an SSP-5 photometer - welcome
to the fold, John! The SSP-5 is based on a miniature photomultiplier
tube which, as John points out, is inherently more accurate than the
SSP-3 device which has a solid-state PIN diode detector. It should
be noted, however, that the spectral response of the PIN diode in the
red and near infra-red makes the SSP-3 a superior instrument for
studying red stars.

If you would like to know more about the Mira Project or about
stellar photometry in general, give me a call on 0256 766558.

Is XX Cam really an RCB star?
By Tristram Brelstaff

The variability of HD 25878 (= XX Cam) was found in a rather round-
about way: It was first identified as a supergiant star by Cecilia
Payne-Gaposchkin in 1930. In the late 1940's William P. Bidelman,
at the Yerkes Observatory, included it in a study of the spectra of
'middle-type' supergiants and he noticed that its spectrum was
remarkably similar to that of the variable star R CrB. Bidelman
tipped off Chang Yuin at the Harvard College Observatory who looked
through the Harvard plate collection for signs that the star had

varied. From over 1170 plates it was found that ?E? star had been
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constant at 8.6 - 8.7 mpg for almost all of the interval 1898 - 1948
except in the winter of 1939 - 1940 when it had faded to below 10.0
mpg . This minimum is shown in the accompanying light-curve.

Chang Yuin commented: "The light-curve is typical of a star of
the R Coronae Borealis type" but, later in the same paper, he went
on to say: "The shape of the minimum is very symmetrical and
resembles that of an eclipsing binary". He also stated: "It is
interesting to note that the star shows only one minimum from 1898
to the present [ie 1948]; but another minimum of duration about 100
days is not impossible because of some seasonal gaps in the observ-
ations".

In the four decades since the publication of Bidelman's and
Chang Yuin's papers no further minima of XX Cam have been seen.
However, further evidence that XX Cam might not be an RCB star did
arise from infra-red observations carried out in the 1970's by
N. Kameswara Rao and co-workers in India. All RCB stars studied up
to then had been found to show noticable excesses of infra-red
radiation, probably caused by large circumstellar dust clouds.
However, Rao et al found that the infra-red spectrum of XX Cam
could be explained quite adequately as that of the G-type supergiant
star alone. They also noted that no cepheid-like pulsations had
ever been detected in XX Cam although other RCB stars do show them
at times (Small-scale fluctuations on the time-scale of tens of
minutes have been reported but have not been confirmed in spite of
people looking for them).

So, the main evidence for classifying XX Cam as an RCB star seems
to be its spectrum. The fact that it has been seen to fade is not
good evidence because the symmetry of the minimum suggests very
strongly that it was an eclipse. It may be better to 1list the
star as 'EA?' with unknown period. However, there is no doubt
that continued amateur monitoring of this star is of value,
especially during the late spring and early summer when it is low
in the north and hard to observe.

Two Appeals from Eastern Europe for help in attending the VSS
Centenary Meeting

John Isles has passed on the following two letters from variable
star observers in Eastern Europe who are hoping to attend the VSS
Centenary Meeting in October. Their problem is the relativgly
high cost of travel and accommodation in this country (salarles.
there are only about one tenth of what they are for equivalent jobs
here). The support they are asking for would probably amount to
£100 - £150 to cover the meeting fees, accommodation and meals for
two people for about 3 days. This might sound like a lot but they
do have things to offer in return, and many of you have recently
spent a considerably larger amount of money on going to §ee the
Eclipse. An alternative to paying for their accommodgtlon would
be to put them up yourselves. This would only work'w1th people
who lived in the South-East and who would be travelling to Crgyford
each day, rather than staying there overnight. Maybe there 1is an
adventurous local astronomical society out there yho could organise
this? If you can help then please contact Mr Kuckinskas or Mr
$ilh&n directly, as soon as possible.

[I have had to rewrite the above paragraph several times because

of the events in the USSR. It was first written on the day bgfore
the coup. On hearing the news of the coup I screwed up the first
attempt and rewrote it expressing pessimism that Mr Kuélnskgs and
his friend would be allowed out of Lithuania. However, this very
afternoon the news of the collapse of the coup has broken, and so

I have had to rewrite it yet again! On the television and Fadlo.
there is a lot of talk about The West giving the USSR more financial
support. Well, here is your chance to contribute to this:]
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JindZich éilhén

N. Copernicus Observatory
and Planetariym

Kravi Hora

CS-61600 BRNO 16

CZECHOSLOVAKIA

July the 24th, 1991

Dear Mr Isles,

Thankyou for your letter of May 29 and for the list of minima
of v839 Oph. ......

-------

In the meantime I got a letter from Mr Pickard with more detailed
information on the meeting in Crayford. We both (Mr Kudzej and
myself) will do our best to get there but travelling comes for us,
year by year, more difficult.

It is above all, a matter of the fare. The Czech Crown is not
yet convertible but, primarily, this is not the biggest problem.
Each of us can get about £100 and this is just enough for 2 days
stay. But the train fare has gone up twice since our journey to
Brussels last summer (to the AAVSO meeting). The cheapest rail
ticket Brno to London return costs 13000 Crowns now, which is about
5 months salary for me. This is too much for us and we would have
to go by bus. This would not be so expensive (only 5500 Crowns
for a return ticket) but the buses don't go every day. We would
have to stay in England longer (perhaps even 4-5 days), but our
£100 maximum would not allow this. It is a vicious circile.

A way out would be if our Ministry of Culture were to give us
support or delegate us there. I have made an application for this
and we are waiting for the decision but, most probably, it will be
rejected. The Ministry has no money, either.

There is another possible way to manage it. I think Czecho-
slovakia is a very interesting country for an amateur astronomer
to visit. Activities such as astronomy have been supported by the
state for a long time (the reasons for it were partly ideological
but that does not matter any more). There are now more than 80
(eighty!) public observatories in our country. If there was a
person (or, better, two people) in the BAA VSS who would like to
come and visit Czechoslovakia for a week, then we would be very
glad to have them here as guests. We would cover all of their
expenses on their stay here and, in exchange, ?hey would pay the
meeting registration fee and accommodation (price band E) for the
two of us to stay 2-3 nights at Crayford. _

The program of the visit to Czechoslovakia could start here in
Brno, in central Moravia. Our observatory is the hea@quarters of
our observational group. Here we have a library, a file of all of
the observations made by our observers since 1960, a large colle?tlon
of finder charts, and a semi-automated 40-cm Ngsmyth telescope with
a photoelectric photometer (the one mentioned in connection with
Mr HanZl, for whom I requested the timings of V839 Oph).

The visit would end up in Humenné, in the extreme_ea§t of
Slovakia, at the home observatory of Mr Kudzgj. Thls is a remote
place, even for me, so I was there for th? first §1me only regently,
in July of this year. The observato;y, 1tse}f, is not very 1ngeg—
esting nowadays but a new building, w1§h a Zeiss plane?arlum an Ll
astronomical domes, is under construction. This pupllg obgirvi ° y
has a very interesting out-station at Ko}onlca. This is situate
i i i t borders and is equipped
in the highlands near the Polish and Sovie
with a 25-cm reflector and a 15-cm Lichtenknecker refractor. Youth



camps and observing sessions have been held at Kolonica since 1988.
Mr Kudzej is the chief organiser for amateur variable star observers
in Slovakia and is also interesting for other reasons: while most
people in our country have cut off all contacts with the Soviet
Union, he has maintained and even strengthened his contacts with the
Odessa Observatory. Also, he has earned quite a lot of money
through a business deal with the Russians, that is, through legitimate
business - it is quite easy to get money by smuggling or similar
wheeler-dealing in that region but, this is not the case with Mr
Kudzej.

Other places and observatories could be visited depending on the
vistors choice: the oldest Czech public observatory, Prague -
Petrin, the observatory of the Slovak Academy of Sciences in the
High Tatra Mountains, the largest telescope in Czechoslovakia at
Ondfejov, etc, etc.

It appears to me that such proposals are unusual in your country,
but they do work. Three years ago two members of the German variable
star organisation, the BAV, did such an exchange with us and both

sides found it advantageous and useful. Mr Agerer from Bavaria
had never been here before, but has visited Czechoslovakia twice
since then. And the late Mr Lichtenknecker was so enthusiastic

about his stay here that he decided to sponsor 3 Czechoslovaks to
go to Brussels for the AAVSO meeting (if it wasn't for him, we
wouldn't have been able to get there).

If you know of somebody who would be interested in such an
exchange please let them know. We would be very grateful for it.

This summer I spent quite a lot of time with amateur variable
star observers. In July (6th - 15th) I took part in the observing
camp at Kolonica, and in August, again with Mr Kudzej, I will be
leading the Slovak observational training sessions for beginners
at Roztoky, to the east of the High Tatras. Originally, we also
had an observational training session planned in Moravia for the
same lunation, but so few people registered for it that it had to
be cancelled. This is the first time since 1961 that we have
missed one of these sessions. There are two possible causes for
it: shortage of money; and the abundance of new ways to spend free
time that have recently opened up (travelling!).

Yours sincerely, v .
Jindrich Silhén

Ariinas Kulinskas
PO Box 2005
Vilnius 232012
LITHUANIA

USSR

1991 June 23

Dear Mr Pickard,

I was very pleased to be invited by Mr John Isles to the

Centenary Meeting of the VSS of the BAA. However, there remains
one problem and I was recommended to contact you concerning that
problem.

I would like to come to the meeting together with Tomas .
Vé¥auskas who is a second year student in the Dept of Astrophysics
at Vilnius University (I am a fifth year student in the sgme.dept).
We would present a short paper on the rgsults of the statistical
analysis of a sample of semiregular variable stars.
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