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Greetings from the new Director 

 

As this is my first contribution since becoming Director, I would like to start by reiterating what I wrote 

in the last Circular in conveying thanks to Roger Pickard for the sterling service he has given to the 

Association over the past 20 years. I can only hope that the Section will be in equal good health when 

the time comes for me to hand on the responsibility. Roger will remain as Assistant Director, which will 

be a tremendous support for me. The specific tasks he has agreed to continue are inputting historical 

data to the VSS database and approving new visual charts & sequences. Thank you again for 

everything you have done, Roger! 

 

I thought Iôd say a few things about my own interest in variable stars. Strangely enough, I suppose it 

goes back to a secondary school English Literature lesson when I was about fourteen. ñEng. Lit.ò was 

never my strong point mainly because I found most of the text selected tedious and I am an incredibly 

slow reader. However, on one occasion we were encouraged to take a book from the library to read 

for pleasure. It was not allowed to be a textbook. That seemed to rule out my favourite subject of 

astronomy, that is until I saw in the Biography section Starlight Nights by the doyen of variable star 

observers, Leslie Peltier. Through his writing he conveyed the sheer joy of observing variable stars. 

 

Thus, in the second half of the 70s I received my first VS charts from Doug Saw, which included U 

Boo, RS Her & SS Cyg, and I set about observing them with my 6-inch Fullerscopes Newtonian. 

Then, as so often happens, life got in the way. Astronomy was always present, but there were so 

many other things. Finally, in 2004, having lived overseas for 12 years, I had the chance to realise my 

dream of setting up a permanent observatory at my home in Cheshire. In 2004 May I attended the 

VSS workshop on CCD variable star observing held in Northampton. This was the catalyst that I 

needed: the observatory was ready in time for the transit of Venus in June and I started observing a 

few CVôs including V1363 and V1454 Cyg that summer. This was mainly patrolling for outbursts of 

dwarf novae. The event that changed everything occurred in the early hours of 2005 Apr 9 when I 

spotted CG Dra in outburst at mag 16.1. This was on the Recurrent Objects Programme as a very 

infrequently outbursting dwarf nova, so I phoned Gary Poyner to report it. Well, it turned out this was 

the first of many calls over the next few months as I spotted CG Dra having ñgone offò ï and 

eventually Gary, Roger and I wrote a paper for the Journal which explained that CG Dra outbursts 

every 11 days or so. With that first outburst I was hooked! And the rest, as they say, is history. 

 

Whilst most of my observing is via CCD, I do like to carry out visual observations with binoculars from 

time to time, especially when away from home. I want to reassure members that I value the continued 

contribution of visual observers to variable star astronomy. So much of what we have learnt about 

variable stars in the last 129 years of the VSSôs existence has been due to visual observers and I 

hope this will continue. But I sounded a warning in my 2017 BAA Presidential Address. In reviewing 

data on the bright dwarf nova VW Hyi, I noticed a 

rather worrying trend: in recent years rather fewer 

visual observations of the star have been made, at 

least compared with earlier epochs. The consequence 

is there is now the very real possibility that future 

outbursts will not be fully characterised and if the 

observations become too sparse, it may become 

difficult to be certain whether an outburst is a normal 

one or a superoutburst. It is true that more CCD data 

From the Director                                                               Jeremy Shears 

 

 

From the Editor 

 

In future, authors are asked to include 

a short abstract with their work.  The 

Circulars are available through ADS, 

where a short abstract greatly 

enhances our inclusion. 
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are available in recent years, but these are often short time series photometry runs, over a few hours, 

which do not add much to defining the overall profile of the light curve. These trends are by no means 

unique to VW Hyi ï this is merely one example. I cannot stress how important continued visual 

observing is. 

 
Therefore, as Director I aim to promote all types of VS observing, both for pleasure and for science. I 

would like to intensify links with professionals, to encourage people to contribute to the Sectionôs 

observing programmes and occasional campaigns (here a shameless plug for the campaigns on HR 

Lyr and HS 0229+8016 discussed later in this Circular ï although the latter is officially over, please do 

keep an eye on this star!), and to promote the VSS, and the joy of the variables, to the broader BAA 

membership and beyond. In this regard, I was able to give a short talk on observing variables during 

the BAA Summer meeting held at the Rutherford Appleton.  

 

Returning to my earlier comments on Starlight Nights. I re-read this hugely engaging book every 

summer to remind myself about why I love variable stars (I now have two of the original editions, plus 

the paperback reprint and a Kindle version). But Leslie ends with this ominous warning: 

 

"I feel it is my duty to warn others...that they approach the observing of variable stars with the utmost 

caution. It is easy to become an addict, and as usual, the longer the indulgence is continued the more 

difficult it becomes to make a clean break and go back to a normal life.ò 

- Leslie Peltier (1900 ï 1980) 

é.but this warning it is too late for me and I know for many of you, too! 

 

 

 

Officers meeting  

 

The VSS Officers met on August 10 to discuss the work of the Section and future plans, as well as 

taking the opportunity of saying farewell to Roger. Many thanks to Gary for allowing us to use the 

Heart of England ASôs meeting room for the day. The photo below shows the Officers relaxing during 

the afternoon tea break; unfortunately, Andy Wilson and Guy Hurst were unable to attend the 

meeting. 

 

I am very grateful to the Officers for all the work they do and will be relying on them heavily as I take 

on the Directorship.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 



5 
Back to contents 

 
 

 
 

L to R.  Des Loughney, John Toone, Jeremy Shears, Bob Dryden, Roger Pickard, Shaun Albrighton 

and Gary Poyner.     Photo. G. Poyner/James Dawson. 

 

 

VSS meeting on 2020 May 9 

 

As announced in the last Circular, the next VSS meeting will take place on Saturday 9 May 2020 at 

the Humfrey Rooms in Northampton, courtesy of the Northamptonshire Natural History Society.  

This will be a great opportunity for Section members to present their work, so please do consider if 

you would like to give a talk. 

 

RAS National Astronomy Meeting 2019 (NAM) 

 

I participated in a most enjoyable session on Pro-Am Collaborations in Astronomy at the 2019 NAM, 

held at Lancaster University in July. The session was organised by a good friend of the VSS, Dirk 

Froebrich (University of Kent), and Callum Potter (BAA President). There were four talks with a VS 

theme: ñConfirming and Classifying Supernovae Spectroscopically Using Amateur Equipmentò by 

Robin Leadbeater, ñM31N 2008-12a - A remarkable system and an equally remarkable Pro-Am 

collaborationò by Matt Darnley (LJMU), ñThe HOYS-CAPS Citizen Science Projectò by Dirk Froebrich 

and I spoke on ñAmateur astronomers and cataclysmic variablesò.  Roger Pickard prepared a poster 

highlighting the work of the VSS and Richard Miles had one on ñPro-Am Collaborations and 

astronomical literature: Opportunities for amateur astronomers to contributeò.  Sky & Telescope 

published a summary of the meeting on their website: https://www.skyandtelescope.com/astronomy-

news/from-lunar-flashes-to-variable-stars-pro-am-astronomy-projects/ . Philip Jennings is preparing a 

piece for the Journal about the meeting where you will be able to read more. 

 

 

 

https://www.skyandtelescope.com/astronomy-news/from-lunar-flashes-to-variable-stars-pro-am-astronomy-projects/
https://www.skyandtelescope.com/astronomy-news/from-lunar-flashes-to-variable-stars-pro-am-astronomy-projects/
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Request for assistance to observe the pulsating white dwarf G28-38  

 

On the subject of pro-am collaboration, Boris Gänsicke reports that Odette Toloza (University of 

Warwick) has an HST program scheduled to observe the pulsating white dwarf G28-38 (aka ZZ Psc). 

G28-38 is the prototype of white dwarfs which are accreting from a planetary debris disc. Boris says: 

 

ñTo make this program a success, as dense as possible optical time-series photometry is required, 

which will allow us to model where the pulsations heat the white dwarf surface during the HST 

observations. TESS will observe G29-38, which is great as it's in space and hence not affected by 

weather, but its two-minute cadence is not really fast enough to resolve the pulse profiles. 

 

.... hence our request: would you be able to help out with time-series photometry for a ~10-day period 

during which HST will observe the star over and over again - currently scheduled for Sept 29 - Oct 7? 

 

- let's go for unfiltered photometry, and cadence 15sec if you can manage - otherwise as fast as you 

can go while staying well above the read-out noise, and the read-out time is not starting to dominate 

the duty cycle. 

 

- duration: currently STScI plans the observations for Sept 27 ï Oct 9. That's ~165 HST orbits, and 

Odette's program will get 35 of those, so HST will have a duty cycle of ~20% over these 11 days. 

Because the light curve is horrendously complex, we do really need as much (ideally gap-less) time-

series photometry to know what happens in the gaps between the individual HST observations.  

 

We'll be back once the detailed HST schedule is known, probably mid-September.ò 

 

Further details, including comparison stars and background information on the object, are given in 

BAAVSS alert (https://groups.yahoo.com/neo/groups/baavss-alert/conversations/messages/5305) 

and any updates will be posted there too. 

 

Workshop on AM CVn binaries, Armagh, Sept 2020 

 

Gavin Ramsay (Armagh Observatory & Planetarium) has announced this workshop planned for next 

year. The aim is not only to bring together the active community working on AM CVn binaries, but also 

to forge and strengthen links with related topics such as detached compact binaries, gravitational 

waves, post common-envelope systems, helium rich systems and related theory and modelling. 

Topics include: 

- Population characteristics of the currently known systems 

- The formation and evolution of double white dwarf binaries and related systems 

- AM CVn progenitors and alternative end-products 

- Long-term studies including period evolution and variability 

- Hydrogen-deficient accretion 

- Sub-10min systems 

- Donor star evolution 

- Connections with CVs, (ultra-compact) XRBs and Type Ia progenitors 

- Gravitational Wave emission from compact binaries 

- Exploiting upcoming facilities, surveys and missions 

 

The organisers expect to maintain the workshop format from the previous meetings with a relatively 

small number of participants and ample time for discussion and small group splinter sessions. The 

workshop will be held at Armagh's Observatory and Planetarium, with nearby hotel accommodation 

and working facilities available for participants.  

 

https://groups.yahoo.com/neo/groups/baavss-alert/conversations/messages/5305
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At this stage the organisers request interested participants to email AMCVn@armagh.ac.uk  to 

indicate how likely they are to attend. In particular they ask people to express a preference for the 

conference taking place between 31 Aug - 4 Sept or 7 - 11 Sept 2020. 

 

A web page can be found here: https://armagh.space/research/meetings/amcvn-armagh/ 

 

AGB News 

 

Do you subscribe to this monthly electronic newsletter? AGB News covers ñAsymptotic Giant Branch 

stars and less and more luminous red giants and supergiants; dealing with their structure, behaviour, 

evolution or mass loss, with their impact on the dynamical and chemical evolution of galaxies or their 

use as tracers of intermediate-age populationsò. The editors are Jacco van Loon (Keele University, 

UK), Ambra Nanni (Padova, Italy) and Albert Zijlstra (The University of Manchester, UK). It includes 

abstracts of recent papers and notes & comments about the field. You can view it at  

 

https://www.astro.keele.ac.uk/AGBnews/.  

 

If you register online, you will receive an email on around the 1st of the month announcing the release 

of each new edition. 

 

BAA lantern slide collection 

 

The BAA Lantern Slide Collection has 

slides on all sort of astronomical objects 

going back a century or more, including 

a few on novae and supernovae. John 

Chuter, the Associationôs joint archivist, 

has made PDFs of many slides available 

online at  

 

https://britastro.org/downloads/11924. 

 

Right is a slide showing the 1937 SN in 

IC 4182. Have a browse! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:AMCVn@armagh.ac.uk
https://armagh.space/research/meetings/amcvn-armagh/
https://www.astro.keele.ac.uk/AGBnews/
https://britastro.org/downloads/11924
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From the (Semi-) Retiring VSS Director 

 

Although by the time you read this, I will no longer be Variable Star Section Director, I will become 

Assistant to the Director, who is now Jeremy Shears of course.  As his Assistant, I will have 

responsibility for helping John Toone by looking at each new chart he produces.  In addition, I shall 

continue with the process of seeing old data into the database as well as that that is submitted by the 

remaining few of you that donôt have access to the Internet. 

 

But just a couple of notes before I spend a few moments reminiscing over the last twenty years. 

 

Firstly, it has been brought to my attention that some of our 

visual observers are persisting in observing stars what are now 

deemed constant or stars with a very small range. Whilst I do 

accept that some pulsating stars only display small fluctuations 

at times, surely there are more profitable stars for an observer 

to add to their programme? 

 

The Mentoring list has been updated - see 

www.britastro.org/vss/Mentoring.htm.    

Further, if youôre not on the list but would you like to be added, 

please advise your speciality (e.g. visual, photometry or 

analysis etc) to Jeremy. 

 

Now, if youôll bear with me, a little reminiscing, if I may.  These 

notes have been taken from the VSS Circulars which have 

proved most interesting to read again as many are still very 

much relevant today.  I do recommend that you take a little time 

to re-read some of the Circulars again. 

 

It is sad, that during my time we have lost some great observers 

or others who have helped the Section over the years, such as 

Melvyn Taylor, although now is not the time to dwell on such 

matters. 

 

Iôve always been fascinated by gadgets, and the technique of 

photoelectric photometry was to grab my attention in the early 

eighties. Later, (with much help from Richard Miles) I 

progressed into CCD photometry, and Iôve tried to encourage 

others with similar equipment to try variable star observing.  

 

It was interesting to recall that, on 1999 Dec 19 I made my first 

CCD observation, which was of RT And, and was chosen as it was part of an observing campaign 

organised by Professor Jim Sowell of the Georgia Institute of Technology to re-determine the times of 

minimum of a number of these stars. 

 

ñHIGH ENERGY ASTROPHYSICS WORKSHOPò - On the 13th and 14th of April 2000, I was lucky 

enough to attend this Workshop in Huntsville, Alabama, US - the home of the Marshall Space Flight 

Centre (MSFC). The workshop had been organized by the AAVSO, NASA and MSFC and along with 

myself, Guy Hurst, his wife Anne, and John Toone were also in attendance. The aim was to 

encourage amateur observations of gamma-ray bursters (GRB) and other such exotic objects! This 

may seem a little farfetched at first and, of course, amateurs cannot expect to see anything of these 

AUTUMN MIRAS 

M = Max, m = min. 

 

R And  M=Aug/Sep 

W And  m=Nov/Dec 

R Aql  m=Oct 

UV Aur  M=Oct 

X Cam  M=Sep 

  m=Nov 

SU Cnc  M=Aug/Sep 

RT Cnc  M=Oct/Nov 

o Cet  M=Oct/Nov 

V CrB  M=Sep/Oct 

W CrB  M=Oct 

R Cyg  M=Aug/Sep 

T Dra  M=Sep/Oct 

RU Her  m=Oct 

SS Her  M=Nov 

  m=Sep 

R Hya  M=Oct 

SU Lac  M=Aug/Sep 

RS Leo  M=Aug/Sep 

W Lyn  M=Nov/Dec 

X Lyn  m=Nov 

 

Source BAA Handbook 

http://www.britastro.org/vss/Mentoring.htm
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objects at such short wavelengths, but we can and do, observe them at visual and similar 

wavelengths. 

 

In the June 2003 Circular, I announced that, after 33 years at the same address, in Kent I had moved 

to a quiet village in Herefordshire, close to the Welsh border; and some 16 years later weôre still here! 

 

In Dec 2005, a friend of mine from Crayford, Martin Crow wrote an article describing his fortuitous 

discovery of TYC 848-966 (now known as ASAS J111138+0959.5) which he found whilst observing 

the asteroid 218 Bianca. Martin adds, ñAll this begs the question, how many other unlooked-for 

variables are just sitting in archived sets of CCD images sitting on peopleôs hard drives? I for one will 

be setting some time aside to do a bit of trawlingò. 

 

Then, in VSSC 132 for June 2007 we read ñ200,000 Variable Star Observations! On April 17th, 2007 

at 2 hours 55 minutes UT, Gary Poyner made his 200,000th visual variable star estimate . . . ñ.  But 

this was to be updated just a few years later, but more of that in due course! 

 

In VSSC 134 for Dec 2007, you learnt that I was honoured to be President of the BAA and this 

included a picture of me with Richard Miles handing over the Presidency to myself, with an added 

question ñ- who will be next!ò.  (It was to be David Boyd). 

 

Then in the same issue, there is a note as follows: - Visual Observing - again: There have been a 

number of emails of late, stemming from an article in an American publication stating that the era of 

visual observing is just about dead, due to the large number of professional surveys being undertaken 

nowadays. From the flood of emails that followed, this is obviously not the case. As with the AAVSO, 

the number of visual observations reported to the VSS over the last several years has not dwindled. 

More people may be using CCDs and the like, but they are very much in the minority. CCD observers 

also tend to concentrate on fainter objects than the visual observer and on objects requiring time-

series observations. In addition, it quite often happens that a visual observer will confirm a CCD 

observation and vice versa. Therefore, the visual observer should not feel despondent but 

encouraged that their observations are being backed up, not just by CCD observations, but by some 

very large surveys as well!  And that was written almost 12 years ago and remains just as true! 

 

Stars you no longer observe - I was intrigued to read Tony Markhamôs article about stars he rarely, if 

ever, observes nowadays and feels it would be interesting to get other observersô comments about 

any stars they no longer observe. So, donôt be shy, weôd love to hear from you.  But as far as I could 

see, we never did! 

 

In VSSC 149 we returned to the subject of ñFrequency of Observingò which reminds me, we are still 

finding that several observers are tending to over-observe a particular star or stars.  Do be careful of 

this as itôs wasting valuable observing time when you could be moving on to a more worthwhile target. 

 

VSSC 151 brought a plea for help.  In an effort to rectify the problem of missing data I would like to 

ask all observers to check whether they feel their data is all in the database.  I then go on to describe 

how you can do this.  It might be an idea for observers to do this again (or even for the first time!). 

 

In VSSC 174 for December 2017 there was a call by Tracie Heywood for missing nova observations: 

can you fill in the gaps? These were for Nova (QU) Vul 1984 No 2, a few observations by Shanklin 

and Markham; Nova (OS) And 1986, a few observations of the fade to ~9.5 then nothing until 

negative observations from 1991 on and finally, Nova (QV) Vul 1987 with only four observations by 

Markham and Mobberley! 
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300,000 Visual Variable Star Observations!  We read the reports by Rod Stubbings and Gary Poyner 

of their amazing feats in making VS observations in VSSC 178 for December 2018.  Quite astonishing 

to my mind. 

 

And finally, before some special thanks, have another read of the VSS Meeting Reports in the 

Circulars, theyôre great! 

 

So, now my grateful thanks to you the observers and especially to all those who have helped, and in 

many cases, continue to help, by undertaking some aspect of VS work such as: - 

The Secretary; Dave McAdam, John Saxton, Clive Beech, Bob Dryden;  

The Chart Secretary; John Toone;  

The Binocular Secretary; Melvyn Taylor; Pulsating Stars Co-ordinator, Shaun Albrighton;  

Recurrent Objects Co-ordinator; CVôs & Eruptive Stars co-ordinator, Gary Poyner; 

Nova/Supernova Secretary; Guy M Hurst;  

Eclipsing Binary Secretary; Tony Markham, Des Loughney;  

Database Secretary; Andy Wilson;  

CCD Advisor; Richard Miles, Jeremy Shears;  

Circulars Editor; Karen Holland, Janet Simpson, Gary Poyner;  

Webmaster; Peter Moreton, David Grover, Callum Potter, Gary Poyner. 

 

Mentors; Dave Storey, Jeremy Shears, Tracie Heywood, Gary Poyner, Chris Jones, John Howarth,  

Guy Hurst, John Toone and Des Loughney. 

 

My thanks also to Ian Miller for checking sequences of new and updated charts prepared by John 

Toone.  And also, to Phil Busby who kindly prepared an updated Index to the Circulars (and further 

updated it). 

 

A note now for those of you who have been to Meetings (including Winchester) since 2003 and seen 

our (portable!) Display Boards and how one of them in particular has collapsed in more recent years 

when attempting to erect/take it down.  Plans are afoot to get some much lighter ones now Iôm 

stepping down! 

 

 

 

A date for your diary 
 

BAA VSS Section Meeting 
 

Saturday May 9th, 2020 

 

The Humfrey Rooms, 

10 Castilian Terrace, 

Northampton NN1 1LD. 

 

Further details in due course  

http://www.nnhs.info/nnhslocation.php
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BAAVSS Pulsating Star Programme 

 

Shaun Albrighton 

 
 

Light curves are produced for six Mira variables over a five-year period between 2014 and 

2018.  

 

 

Whilst Mira variables show systematic variations, with timings of maxima and minima being able to be 

predicted within a matter of several days, they do display considerable variations. Of note are: - 

 

¶ R And large 8 magnitude range in brightness. 

¶ R Aql displays variation in both itôs max and min magnitudes. 

¶ R Cyg, note the large range in maximum during the 5 year period, between mag 7 and 9. 

¶ U Ori, variation in maximum magnitude. 

¶ R UMa has been recently re added to the programme, so additional observers are sought to 

cover this star, especially around minima. 

¶ T UMa displays considerable variation in both range, brightness at max/min and shape of the 

light curve. Of particular interest is the very bright minima around Jan 2015. 
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The range and period of V513 Per 

 

Don Matthews 

 
 

The range and period of Mira variable V513 Per has been reviewed, using data in the BAAVSS 

database.  It has been concluded that there are reasonably reliable observations between 1998 

and early 2019 spanning the range 11.3-13.6V.  This review supports a previously suggested 

period of 423 days. 

 
Mira variable V513 Per has been one of the poorly observed BAA stars in the authorôs observing 

programme since February 2017. Previous observations of this star held in the BAAVSS database 

date mainly from the 1998 to 2008 period and its range and period are not very well defined by this 

historical data. Both the BAAVSS Pulsating Star Programme and the AAVSOôs Variable Star Index 

give its range as 10.4 to 13.0 V, with the latter also giving a period of 359 days. Adding recent data to 

the historical set in the BAAVSS database has enabled a review of both its range and period. 

 

Review of Historical Observations 

 

A brief description and chart were provided for V513 Per in the November 1990 edition of The 

Astronomer, identified there as TAV 0329+41 (Figure 1). 
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                                                  Figure 1 

 

The period was given at that time as 423 days. Unfortunately, the data then in the óDave McAdam 

archiveô have not been found in the current BAAVSS database. With regard to the chart and 

sequence, it can be seen that the comparison stars only covered the magnitude range from 10.7 to 

12.1. 

 

The 164 observations for the period 1998 to 2008 in the BAAVSS database were all visual ones 

based on the comparison star sequence from The Astronomer. The derived magnitudes varied 

between 11.5 and 14.6 and almost all estimates were based either on comparison stars D and E or 

just E. When the variable was fainter than 12.1 (E), substantial extrapolation could be required, of 2 

magnitudes for the 14.1 estimates and 2.5 magnitudes in the case of the one 14.6 estimate. The 

fainter observations must therefore be regarded as approximate. 

 

The accuracy of the comparison star magnitudes is mainly confirmed by modern APASS 

measurements. A, B and E agree within 0.1 but on the basis of APASS, C (11.6) would become 11.2 

and D (11.8) would become 11.4, both 0.4 brighter. If the APASS figures were used, the bright end of 

the range of variation during the 1998 to 2008 period would become 11.3 rather than 11.5, based on 

two observations given as C(1)V(1)D and two as D+1. The faint end of the range would not be 

affected, though as noted above this is in any case approximate. 

 

After the 1998 to 2008 observations there are three visual ones in 2010 based on a new chart. The 

reference stars are given as 132, 135 and 137, which match the AAVSO chart. Recent AAVSO 

magnitudes for these three stars (in a chart dated 2016) are a good match with the APASS ones and 

it seems likely that this was also the case in 2010.  After 2010 there is a gap in recorded observations 

until 2017. 

 

Recent Observations 

 

The only recent observations are those made by the author, based on photometry using a DSLR fitted 

with a V filter and attached to a 200mm SCT. The AAVSO chart was used but with APASS 

magnitudes for the comparison stars. 










































