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Ron Arbour discovered his 10th supernova,
2003ie in NGC 4051, on  2003 September
19.  This image was recorded by Martin
Mobberley on 2003 Sept. 23, 19:49–19:51
UT. C14 SCT @ f/7.7, SBIG ST9XE CCD,
120 sec exposure. M. P. Mobberley.

SN 2003ie in NGC 4051 Occultation by Saturn of the star SAO 78867
on 2003 November 15

An occultation of the star SAO 78867 (magnitude 8.6) by Saturn took place on Saturday
morning, 2003 November 15 at approximately 05h 30m UT. The above series of images by
Jim Phillips MD of Charleston, South Carolina, using a TouCam-Pro on a 9-inch (228mm) f/
15 AstroPhysics apochromatic refractor, was forwarded by Tom Dobbins, who remarks that
it is notable that the star can be seen shining through the inner regions of Ring B. J. Phillips.

Come to C O A A

(Centre for Observational Astronomy
in the Algarve), the well-known
astronomy centre in Portugal. We
provide dome-mounted 0.3m and
0.5m telescopes and we are close to
the superb Algarve beaches.
B&B costs £27.50 with discounts up
to 25% for families or groups of four.
Ask for our colour brochure:

COAA, sitio do Poio, 8500 Portimão,
Portugal

37° 11' 29.1" N, 008° 35' 57.1" W
Tel: 00351 282 471180
Fax: 00351 282 471516
E-mail: coaa@mail.telepac.pt

http://www.ip.pt/coaa

The eclipse photographed
from Suffolk by Martin
Mobberley with a 125mm
ETX SCT and Nikon
Coolpix digital camera, 4
sec. exposure. From left to
right: May 9, 01:00 UT;
01:21 UT; 01:32 UT.
M. P. Mobberley.

The lunar eclipse of 2003 May 8/9
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John Toone with his telescopes in 1988.

3C 273 was identified as a quasar (quasi-
stellar object) when its radio emission was
occulted by the Moon in 1962. The follow-
ing year an analysis of its spectrum revealed
its substantial redshift and hence the extra-
galactic nature of quasars. Within 15 years
3C 273 had been discussed to some extent
in over 200 academic papers and today it is
widely recognized in astronomical literature
as the most famous of all the quasars. Apart
from brief periods in 1936, 1937 and 1988
when it was outshone by 3C 279, it is also
the brightest quasar in the sky, normally by
a margin of several magnitudes. Since the
discovery of its true nature, 3C 273 has
been known to be optically variable and
studies of photographic plates dating back
to 1887 have indicated irregular variations
between roughly magnitudes 12.4 and 13.1.

Back in 1981 I set out to estab-
lish whether the optical variations
in 3C 273 could be detected and use-
fully monitored by visual means.
The standard observing methods of
the VSS were rigorously applied to
this task and I made where possible
fractional estimates that bracketed
the quasar between a brighter and
fainter comparison star. Full esti-
mates were carefully recorded and
later reduced to the Penston V se-
quence shown on the current VSS
chart 244.01. The instruments used
were a 20cm Schmidt−Cassegrain (288 ob-
servations) and 41cm Newtonian (29 ob-
servations) and the target frequency of ob-
servations was every 10 days. The 41cm
Newtonian was only used during the few

years (mainly 1987−1989) that I was in
Manchester where increasing light pollu-
tion made comparison F difficult to see with
the 20cm SCT. Where possible observations
at low altitude and in twilight and moon-
light were avoided, because I was conscious
that 3C 273 is blue in colour (B−V of +0.2)
and the comparison stars are yellow (B−V
range of +0.6 to +1.0). 3C 273 is positioned
close to the ecliptic in Virgo and observa-
tions are impossible from the UK during
the months of July to October due to solar
interference. Each month the Moon also
passes close by and interrupts observing
opportunities.

Once observations were underway it soon
became clear that real variations were being
detected but they were slight (never more

Variable Star Section

3C 273 enters a bright state

Visual observing chart 244.01 for the quasar 3C 273. BAAVSS.

Observations of 3C 273 between
1980 and 2004

Apparition Mean No.of
magnitude obsvns.

1980/1981 12.76 7
1981/1982 12.97 21
1982/1983 12.94 14
1983/1984 13.12 6
1984/1985 13.09 13
1985/1986 12.92 15
1986/1987 12.85 13
1987/1988 12.76 14
1988/1989 12.84 16
1989/1990 12.98 13
1990/1991 12.89 17
1991/1992 12.88 11
1992/1993 12.88 16
1993/1994 12.78 18
1994/1995 12.84 13
1995/1996 12.88 13
1996/1997 12.95 15
1997/1998 12.93 14
1998/1999 12.92 15
1999/2000 12.80 14
2000/2001 12.75 15
2001/2002 12.71 13
2002/2003 12.69 9
2003/2004 12.5 2
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than 0.2 magnitude during any single appa-
rition) and very slow. Since no significant
short term variation was seen I thought that
the best way to present and analyse the
observations was in yearly means, bearing
in mind that the apparition lasts from early
November to late June from the UK. The
results are given in the table and are also
depicted in graphical form. Throughout the
1980s and 1990s 3C 273 behaved in semi
regular fashion with a hint of a 6−7 year
period. It was recorded as bright (magni-
tude 12.8) in 1981, 1988 and 1994 and faint
(magnitude 13.0) in 1984, 1990 and 1997.

For three years in 1991−1993 it was effec-
tively constant with the mean magnitude
not varying more than 0.01.

Since the minimum of 1997 there has been
a distinct change in behaviour with a slow
but steady brightening trend, and 3C 273
had reached magnitude 12.7 by 2002. The
2003/2004 apparition has begun with it even
more luminous at around magnitude 12.5,
and brighter than comparison E for the first
time since my observations commenced.

It would seem therefore that the current
apparition that lasts until 2004 June is an
excellent opportunity for both professional

and amateur astronomers to observe 3C 273
in a bright state. For professional astrono-
mers the current array of multi-wavelength
measuring devices aboard satellites was not
available the last time 3C 273 was this op-
tically bright, which was before 1980 (first
half of the space age). For amateur astrono-
mers 3C 273 is approaching the brightness
level of SS Cyg and RU Peg in quiescence
and can be picked up in quite small tel-
escopes. In fact an interesting challenge
would be to find out what is the smallest
telescope with which anyone has seen a
quasar.

Important note
Visual observers should take care when
making magnitude estimates of 3C 273 be-
cause of the close proximity of comparison
F. The telescopic power employed should
be sufficient to clearly show F, otherwise
the observer could be estimating the com-
bined magnitude of the quasar and F. The
resultant false brightening effect could
amount to as much as 0.36 magnitude if
3C 273 is a magnitude brighter than F at
mag 12.5.

John Toone [xvh01@dial.pipex.com]

Lightcurve of 3C 273 based on 317 observations in yearly means, 1980–2004. J. Toone.

two names that you can
depend on, for the ultimate
in quality, reliability and
usability.

Shown here, are the new Tele
Vue 102 telescope and the 
world renowned Losmandy GM-8
equatorial mount.

These two superb instruments
are available (separately if
you prefer) from Venturescope.

www.jimsastro.com
01245-323128

UK stockist for Antares accessories
New! Antares Super Wide eyepieces 80 deg FOV!

SW 7.5, 10, 14, & 18mm from only £125
Jim’s special

Super plossl Eyepieces, 32mm, 20mm, 12.5mm, and
7.5mm.Or any three eyepieces and ×2 Barlow.

Only £120!
12mm illuminated reticle, cordless guide eye piece £79
X2 Barlow lenses, two element £35, three element £62

2inch SCT star diagonal, Enhanced coating £80.
Antares 8×50 right angle erect image finder £85

Telrad reflex finder £50
Telescope makers Accessories

Orion Optics.
EUROPA 150. F6 £379.

EUROPA 200 F 4.4 £ 479
Dual axis drive £115.

Meade & Celestron
8, 10, 12 inch LX200 GPS, LX90&ETX
Astronomik  0III & UHC filters £79

Free postage
87A Hullbridge Road South Woodham Ferrers Chelmsford Essex. CM3 5LJ.

Mail order only.
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