VSS MEETING - PART 1

TRISTRAM BRELSTAFF

For its 1996 meeting on October 5th, the VSS were the guests of the Astronomical Section
of the Northamptonshire Natural History Society (NNHS). The meeting was opened by
Bob Marriot who welcomed the VSS on behalf of the NNHS and then gave way to Gary
Poyner, the Director of the VSS. Gary announced that Dave McAdam had almost reached
the million mark in the entry of observations into the VSS Computer Archive. He then
introduced Guy Hurst who was to speak on Novae and Supernovae.

Guy said that his talk would be mainly about searching for novae, with a little bit on
supernovae. He summarised the work of George Alcock, the main inspiration for the UK
Nova/Supernova Patrol. George had fonnd 5 novae so far but Guy stressed that that was
only atter thousands of hours of searching. Even at the age of 85, George had still clocked
up 300 hours so far this year.

The UK Nova/Supernova Patrol has the following aims:
1) To discover novae and supernovae (for the latter you really need at least a
6-inch telescope)

2) To check out other people’s discoveries

3) To carry out follow-up magnitude estimates and astrometry (to 0.1 arcsec
accuracy)

4) To monitor stars known to show recurrent outbusts at long intervals

5) To compile lists of stars omitted from atlases (these can give rise to false alerts)

6) To chart selected regions of the sky and the areas around galaxies to make it
easier to find novae and supernovae

7) To liaise with the IAU Commission on Supernovae, the Central Bureau for
Astronomical Telegrams, and professional astronomers interested in novae and
supernovae

8) To publish details of discoveries as soon as possible (mainly by e-mail now)

9) To publish preliminary light-curves and more detailed analyses in The

Astronomer, the Journal of the BAA, and other places.
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The Patrol was founded in 1976 after several pre-discovery images of novae were found
post-discovery on 35mm photographs. The first success for the Patrol was John Hosty’s
remarkable discovery of Nova Sge 1977. This was followed by Robbie McNaught’s
discoveries of Nova Cen 1980 and Nova Sgr 1987. Then came Dave McAdam’s “Nova”™
And [988 which actually turned out to be a WZ Sge type dwarf nova. The first comparable
success for the Supernova Patrol came only recently with Pesci’s discovery of SN1995al.

Guy outlined the various features of nova light-curves and then went on to describe three
particular novae in more detail. Nova Her 1991 was found by George Alcock and confirmed
by Denis Buczynski, who photographed it in very strong morning twilight. It faded very
rapidly from its maximum of mag 5 and probably no more than 200 magnitude estimates
were made of it world-wide.

Nova Sge 1977 (= HS Sge) was found by John Hosty at about mag 7.4 when it was at an
altitude of only 10 degrees. Guy has recently re-reduced all available estimates of it using
photoelectric magnitudes for the comparison stars and is hoping to publish the results in
the Journal of the BAA. This will apparently be the first published light-curve of this nova.
It shows a very rapid fade from maximum down to mag 11.5, and then a slower decline.

V705 Cas (= Nova Cas 1993) showed a DQ Her type light-curve: a long drawn-out
maximum with superimposed rapid fluctuations, followed by a steep fade into a deep
broad minimum, and then a partial recovery to a secondary maximum before the final
decline set in. Guy pointed out that in recent observations of the final decline there were
large discrepancies between CCD and visual observations and also between visual observers
from different countries! The latter were probably due to differences between the comparison
stars used. He also pointed out a small dip of about 0.5 mag that preceeded the big minimum.
There is a suggestion that there was a similar dip in the light-curve of DQ Her and Guy
said that some professional astronomers had shown interest in this feature.

Guy finally said a few words about the types of supernova. He showed a light-curve for
SN 1995al and pointed out that on the decline visual observations were consistently about
0.5 mags brighter than photoelectric V-measures.

In the subsequent discussion, Mark Kidger said that the discrepancies in the light-curves
were most probably colour effects. Unfiltered CCD photometry is not really much use and
even with filters it needed careful calibration. Concerning stars missing from atlases, he
added that the Guide Star Catalogue was “hopeless” and had “loads of missing stars”. In
his work on Tenerife he had known several professional astronomers who had become
convinced that they had discovered something, only to find that it was just an omission
from the GSC. Guy added that there tends to be lots of such omissions near galaxies -
maybe nebulosity upset the algorithms used in the compilation of the GSC?

Gary Poyner said that it was important to keep V705 Cas under observation as long as
possible.

This summary of the talks given at the variable star meeting will be continued in
the next circular.
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