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Welcome to the December 2020 Variable Star Section Circular. As I write this, England is 

experiencing Lockdown 2.0 and many other parts of the country are under other restrictions. One of 

the few constants, at least for me, during this strange year has been, somewhat counter-intuitively, 

the variable stars. Iôve certainly appreciated the distraction that VS work has provided, and a travel 

ban by my employer has also resulted in more observing opportunities. Weôve also been treated to a 

number of interesting VS events including the rare 

outbursts of PQ And (still detectable in recent CCD 

images), AY Lac and, more recently, VY Aqr. 

Unfortunately, I missed the eruption of the recurrent 

nova M31N 2008-12a, which holds the record for the 

shortest recurrence time among RNe, as its brief 

appearance coincided with a spell a bad weather. 

Astronomy in general has experienced a boom this 

year as people have spent more time at home pursuing 

other interests. Some people have invested cash that 

they might have spent on holidays on upgrading their 

equipment. I hear that some UK equipment retailers 

have experienced record sales, with stocks getting low 

in the run up to Christmas, not helped by the logistical 

challenges of long supply chains and manufacturers 

unable to keep up with global demand. Letôs hope that 

some of the owners of these new instruments will take 

up VS observing.  

Winter, of course, provides an opportunity to introduce 

friends and family to Betelgeuse, which underwent a 

deep fade last season. Apart from the dust event, the 

star exhibits variations with a number of different 

periods. In an article in this Circular, Dr Mark Kidger 

considers the possibility of a minimum to around 

magnitude 1.0 next April 2021. What will it do over the 

new few months? There is only one way to find out! A 

chart is available on VSS website:  

 

I hope that 2021 will be a better year for everyone and the news of vaccines gives reasons to be 

positive. The Variable Star of the Year is the dwarf nova RU Peg. Do read Gary Poynerôs article in the 

2021 BAA Handbook, which was delivered with the October Journal and also available online at the 

VSS website: https://britastro.org/vss/vsoty2021.pdf 

VSS campaign on IX Dra 

 

During the autumn, the VSS has been running a campaign to detect outbursts of the UGER-type 

dwarf nova, IX Dra (see Forum discussion: https://britastro.org/node/24529). This star has a 

magnitude range of 14.6-18.2. It undergoes very frequent ñnormalò outbursts, every 3 to 5 days, which 

last a couple of days. Then, every 60 days or so, it undergoes a longer "superoutburst". Recent data 

from the TESS satellite have revealed the light curve of IX Dra in exquisite detail - see the article in 

this VSSC by Stewart Bean about variable stars in TESS data.  

From the Director                                                               Jeremy Shears 

 

 

WINTER MIRAS 

M = Max, m = min. 

 

W And  m=Dec/Jan 

RW And m=Jan 

R Aql  M=Nov/Dec 

UV Aur  M=Jan 

X Cam  m=Jan 

SU Cnc  m=Dec/Jan 

W CrB  M=Feb/Mar 

chi Cyg  M=Feb/Mar 

T Dra  M=Nov/Dec 

RU Her  m=Jan/Feb 

SS Her  M=Jan 

  m=Feb/Mar 

SU Lac  m=Jan 

RS Leo  m=Feb 

X Lyn  M=Jan/Feb 

X Oph  M=Nov/Dec 

U Ori  m=Dec 

R Ser  m=Dec/Jan 

T UMa  M=Dec 

 

Source BAA Handbook 

https://britastro.org/vss/xchartcat/Ori%20alp%20375.01%2080d.JPG
https://britastro.org/vss/vsoty2021.pdf
https://britastro.org/node/24529
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For a few months IX Dra will not be monitored by TESS. In the meantime, we are keen to continue to 

get timings of the start of the next superoutbursts, to check if the supercycle length is evolving, hence 

this campaign which was launched in October. Stewart provides regular updates of the starôs light 

curve on the BAA Forum.  The November superoutburst started on November 9/10 with Nick Jamesôs 

time series photometry revealing characteristic superhumps on the (UK) evening of the 10th.  Many 

thanks to all observers who have contributed data.  

Following the detection of the latest superoutburst, Stewart notes ñThe timing of this superoutburst 

gives an average period for the last 8 outbursts of 59.5 days. This value is close to the last reported 

value of 58.5 +/-0.5 from 2010 and suggests that the super outburst period has not really changed in 

ten years. I will stick my neck out and suggest that the next outburst will start near January 7ò.   

Weôd also like to determine the start time of the January superoutburst, so please do add IX Dra to 

your target list. As ever, other observers are welcome. We are requesting one observation per night to 

get a light curve which will enable us to spot the normal and superoutbursts. Observations can be 

visual or CCD. Itôs a fascinating star to monitor as itôs always doing something! 

There are other UGER systems available during the winter/spring including ER UMa itself, RZ LMi, 

V1159 Ori, YZ Cnc and DI UMa. A BAA forum thread on ER UMa and RZ LMi can be seen here. 

 

 

 
Light curve of IX Dra prepared by Stewart Bean (mags are V or CV). 

 

 

LISA spectrograph available for loan 

The LISA spectrograph is once again available to loan to budding spectroscopists. This instrument 

was kindly donated by BAA member Andrew Smith in support of our initiative to encourage members 

to take up spectroscopy. Perhaps you already have some experience using the Star Analyser for 

spectroscopy and would like to explore the next step. Or you might have been doing CCD photometry 

and want to see what spectroscopy is like. The instrument is capable of a wide range of variable star 

projects and we can provide advice and support on using it. 

The LISA comes complete with a guide camera, but no imaging camera. Do contact me if you would 

like to discuss borrowing it. Weôd like to get it into the hands of a member who would like to 

experience spectroscopy. 

https://www.britastro.org/node/25052
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BAAVSS-Alert: time to sign up for the new list! 

As a result of the forthcoming demise of Yahoo Groups, we have decided to move BAAVSS-Alert to 

groups.io  

Please see Garyôs note below on this important subject. We are unable to transfer members from the 

old list, so please do sign up for the new list. The new email address will be baavss-alert@groups.io 

AIP4WIN 2.0 software available 

It was announced in early November that the astronomical publisher Willmann-Bell is shutting up 

shop. This is a sad development as the company has published many useful books over the years at 

remarkably affordable prices. The AIP4WIN software, which accompanies Richard Berryôs book 

ñAstronomical Image Processingò, has been used by many people for photometry. Output from the 

software can be readily imported into the VSS photometry spreadsheet for further analysis. The 

second edition, including AIP4WIN version 2, has been out of print for many years. According to 

Willmann-Bell, they are making a non-registered version available for download from their website: 

https://www.willbell.com/aip4win/aip.htm , specifically stating ñAIP4Win2.0 no longer requires online 

Registrationò. Richard Berry comments in an AAVSO forum that it is now essentially freeware. There 

is some uncertainty how long the Willmann-Bell website will remain active. 

 

BAA advertorial in the Astronomy Now Yearbook 2021 

The BAA has placed an ñadvertorialò in this Yearbook, promoting reasons for joining the BAA. The 

piece emphasises the Associationôs observing sections and naturally the VSS gets a mention, saying 

how amateurs can participate by using simple equipment, or none at all, all the way through to high 

tech approaches. An eye-catching image of spectra of ŭ Cep by VSS member Hugh Allen illustrates 

the piece. Coincidently, Hugh has an article in this Circular. 

Best wishes for a Merry Christmas and a peaceful, healthy & safe New Year! 

 

BAAVSS-Alert group is on the move. 

 

Yahoo have announced that they will be shutting down óYahoo Groupsô from December 15 2020, and 

all emails sent to any existing group on Yahoo will be returned to sender undelivered after that date. 

 

A new BAAVSS-Alert group has been set up with ógroups.ioô, and will become active on December 

15.  All current subscribors to the Yahoo BAAVSS-Alert group will have to re-join the new 

group to receive VS alerts and news.   You can do this by simply sending an e-mail toé 

 

baavss-alert+subscribe@groups.io   or by visiting the web page  https://groups.io/g/baavss-alert 

the unsubscribe address is   baavss-alert+unsubscribe@groups.io 

 

Some BAAVSS members also subscribe to CVnet-Outburst and CVnet discussion groups.  These too 

will be moving over to groups.io, and as with BAAVSS-Alert, current subscribors to CVnet lists will 

have to rejoin.  

 

cvnet-outburst+subscribe@groups.io  or by visiting the web page  https://groups.io/g/cvnet-outburst 

cvnet-discussion+subscribe@groups.io  or    https://groups.io/g/cvnet-discussion         

 

 

mailto:baavss-alert@groups.io
https://www.willbell.com/aip4win/aip.htm
mailto:baavss-alert+subscribe@groups.io
https://groups.io/g/baavss-alert
mailto:baavss-alert+unsubscribe@groups.io
mailto:cvnet-outburst+subscribe@groups.io
https://groups.io/g/cvnet-outburst
mailto:cvnet-discussion+subscribe@groups.io
https://groups.io/g/cvnet-discussion
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I have set up all three groups so that the first post will be moderated, after which your messages will 

be accepted without moderation.  If you donôt see your first post appear in your mailbox immediately, 

it just means that I havenôt had a chance to moderate it. The message archive is available from the 

groups web page, and e-mail addresses will be hidden to non members.  Attachments to messages 

are NOT allowed as before.  It goes without saying that any transgressors will be removed 

immediately. 

 

Gary Poyner 

                           

 

Books offered from the late Ian Miller's estate.   

 

Only postage required apart from the first one as it includes software.  Sue Miller is asking £20 plus 

postage for that one. 

 

AIP4WIN Vol 2 - The Handbook of Astronomical Image Processing, Brilliant for anybody with a CCD 

or DSLR etc and not necessarily just for VS.  Also, comes complete with lots of copied notes etc. 

(Also Vol 1) 

Discover the Universe 4th Ed, by Kaufmann and Comins 

Sky Cat 2000.0 vols 1 and 2. 

Understanding VS, Percy, 2007 

An Introduction to the Study of VS, 1915 (Yes, 1915) Caroline E. Furness 

Cataclysmic VS, How and Why they Vary, 2001, Coel Hellier 

Norton's Star Atlas, Sixteenth ed 1973. 

Millennium Star Atlas, 1997 

Smithsonian Star atlas of reference stars and nonstellar objects 

W.Tirion - Sky Atlas 2000 

A.Becvar - Atlas of the Heavens : Atlas Coeli 1950.0 

W.Peck FRAS - Observer's Atlas of the Heavens 1898 

A Practical Guide to CCD Astronomy, Martinez and Klotz 

Light curves of VS, Sterken and Jaschek 

Introduction to Astonomical Photometry, Budding and Demircan 

Variable Star Observers Handbook, Glasby 

Observing Variable Stars, Novae and Supernovae, Gerald North 

 

Enquiries through me please. 

 

Roger Pickard 

 

Erratum VSSC 185 

 
In VSSC 185, the details given for the cover image taken by Martin Mobberley were incorrect.   The 

correct time and magnitude for the image of PQ And at maximum is 2020 June 4.45UT at magnitude 

11.71V.  The error was corrected not long after uploading to the web page, but those who receive the 

Circular by e-mail will have the incorrect details on page 2.  My apologies to Martin for the error. 

 

Gary Poyner 
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Project Melvyn ï update 2020 November 

 

Alex Pratt 

 
 

Melvyn Taylor, one of the Sectionôs most active visual observers and experienced Officers, 

passed away in August 2017. He left a large archive of unrecorded estimates, including many 

submitted to him by Section members. The aim of this project is to add them to the VSS 

database. 

 
This work has been underway for 3 years and this report summarises the progress made so far. It is 

worthwhile describing my process of sorting through Melvynôs archive of VSS Binocular Programme 

documents, mainly from the 1970s and 1980s. 

He maintained a card folder for each variable starôs visual report forms, grouped into years, which is 

most helpful, although many additional forms were also found in between his bundles of charts, 

letters, and hand-drawn light curves. Each form is checked for any missing star name, date, or 

observerôs name. Surprisingly, several forms are deficient in this respect and some detective work is 

required to identify the missing information which wasnôt supplied by the observer and not resolved by 

the Section recorder on receipt of the form. 

The estimates on each form are checked to see if they are already in the VSS database; if not, they 

are scanned to a PDF, per star, per observer. In some cases, the date and reduced magnitude are in 

the database, but the estimate field is ó?ô, in which case the form is scanned so that the record can be 

updated. 

The card folders also contain bundles of report forms which had previously been added to the 

database, but on checking their entries some of them have data input errors. Other checks revealed 

blocks of duplicate entries in the database and a small number of spurious entries which distort the 

light curves. All these are reported to Bob Dryden. In rare cases, there is confusion over an observerôs 

alias in the database. Roger Pickard and Bob are notified of these. 

 

A computer archive is maintained containing a directory for each star with sub-directories for the 

PDFs for each observer. A screen shot of each starôs database light curve, taken before uploading the 

unrecorded estimates, is stored in its respective folder. A spreadsheet is updated which contains the 

numbers of forms and estimates of each star per observer. Lastly, an e-mail containing the PDFs of 

observersô unrecorded estimates of a star, with my comments on any findings from the archive 

search, is submitted to either Tracie Heywood (for Melvynôs estimates) or to Roger or Bob (for all 

other VSS observers). After Tracie notifies me that she has uploaded the estimates I check the 

entries in the database. 

In the first year or so of this project I was sending PDFs directly to some of the Sectionôs experienced 

observers, including Rhona Fraser and John Toone. Rhona commenced checking her records and is 

uploading her estimates which werenôt in the database. John was already undertaking a 

comprehensive review and a reprocessing of his observations. [1] 

In their articles in VSSC 184, Mark Kidger (óBetelgeuse: the expected recovery happensô) and 

Christopher Lloyd (óBetelgeuse ï A Century and more of Variationô) discussed the extent of coverage 

in its light curve, particularly mentioning a gap for the years 1906-1920. [2],[3] We have added 290 

estimates by Alphonso King for the period 1920-1932. [4] Richard McKim (BAA Archivist) informed 



8 
Back to contents 

 
 
 

 

me that Kingôs observing logbook has now been professionally rebound and is in a slipcase with 

lettering down the spine. [5] 

As of November 2020, the following numbers of observations have been added to the database: 

Melvyn Taylor - 39,074 

Other observers - 23,209 

Grand total - 62,283 estimates on 2,631 report forms of 244 stars by 104 observers 

(These donôt include all the observations entered by Rhona and John).  

Many thanks also go to Tracie, Roger, Bob, and the data input volunteers John Fairweather, David 

Griffin, Don Matthews, and Terry Miles, plus Alex Menarry, Matt Jenkins, Hazel McGee, Astrid 

Ohlmeier and Ray Pearce for all their help and commitment to this non-trivial task. As an example, to 

illustrate the benefits of everyoneôs efforts, the plots below show the improvements in VSS coverage 

of V CVn during the 1970s and 1980s. 

 
V CVn during the 1970s, from estimates available up to 2017 Nov 10. 

 

 
V CVn during the 1970s, from estimates available up to 2020 Nov 9. 
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V CVn during the 1980s, from estimates available up to 2017 Nov 10. 

 

 
V CVn during the 1980s, from estimates available up to 2020 Nov 9. 

 
We have processed almost all of Melvyn's archive of observersô Binocular Programme estimates. 

There are some folders labelled 'CSV' and 'NSV', although they mainly contain comparison charts and 

letters, rather than bundles of unrecorded report forms. Tracie remarked that Melvynôs database totals 

for certain years, e.g. 1997, are significantly low and I confirmed that his corresponding folder for that 

year contains many more estimates. We are slowly working through these, itôs quite a laborious task 

for Tracie, sheôs finding problems with some of his comparison stars which means those estimates 

cannot be used, and Melvynôs handwriting would challenge the skills of Young and Champollion:[6] 
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His database tally now stands at 75,468 and thereôs about 15,000 of his estimates yet to be uploaded. 

Itôs unlikely weôll fully achieve this because of the reasons given above and I can find very few of his 

estimates made after 2014. His family asked him why he was hoarding so much ójunkô. He replied: 

ñItôs valuable stuff!ò It certainly is. 

 

References 

 

[1] Toone, J., óMissing data from 1980-1995ô, VSS Circ., 184, 6 

[2] Kidger, M., óBetelgeuse: the expected recovery happensô, VSS Circ., 184, 15 

[3] Lloyd, C., óBetelgeuse ï A Century and more of Variationô, VSS Circ., 184, 24 

[4] Pratt, A., ôThe Variable Star Observations of Alphonso Kingô, VSSC Circ., 180, 24-25 

[5] McKim, R., personal communication, 2020 March 20 

[6] Decipherment of ancient Egyptian scripts, Wikipedia,  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Decipherment_of_ancient_Egyptian_scripts 
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CV & E News 

 

Gary Poyner 

 
 

News of the long awaited outburst in AY Lac is reported, along with a light curve of BAAVSS 

data.  The early stages of the November 2020 outburst of VY Aqr is also covered. 

 

Rare outburst of AY Lac 

Discovered by C. Hoffmeister in 1927, AY Lac was detected on Sonneberg Observatory photographic 
plates during August and September 1927 at about 15.0mpg (photographic magnitude), and fainter 
then 16.5mpg on plate searches at other times.  Hoffmeister speculated that the star could be a long 
period variable (Mira type), U Gem variable or a Nova.  A second outburst was detected by H. 
Geßner, again from Sonneberg plates in 1966.   She found that AY Lac was again in outburst 
between August 11 and August 29, 1962 fading from 14.5mpg to 16.5 mpg by the 29th.  A further 
search recorded AY Lac at the plate limit of 17.5-18.0mpg on September 26, indicating that this 
second recorded outburst lasted at least 46 days. P Kroll et al conclude in IBVS 5441 (2003) that AY 
Lac is definitely a CV, most probably a Recurrent Nova, but that a dwarf nova classification of UGWZ 
cannot be ruled out. 
 

After an interval of some 58 years, AY Lac 

was again recorded in outburst on 2020 

October 8 by both Patrick Wiggins and the 

ASAS-SN patrol at magnitude 13.83g (on Oct 

08.283UT).  The first observations from the 

UK were obtained on the evening of October 

8 by J. Shears, G. Poyner & S. Johnston at 

magnitudes 13.8CV, 13.9 vis. and 14.1V, 

respectively. 

 

The first indications of superhumps present in 

the light curve came 10 days into the outburst, 

when on October 19, Tonny Vanmunster 

reported to vsnet-alert (24819) that he had 

detected superhumps of amplitude 0.22 mag 

during observations obtained on October 18, 

and that the delay in the superhumps 

developing established AY Lac as a new 

UGWZ type dwarf nova.  Further time series 

observations by Vanmunster and Kyoto 

University on Oct 19/20 suggest a Psh of 

0.0568-0.0595d (vsnet-alert 24825). 

 

Figure 1. A rare opportunity to óseeô AY Lac in outburst.    

An image (cropped from original) taken by Martin Mobberley  

on Oct 09.170UT recording AY Lac at magnitude 14.11V.   

iTel New Mexico 0.43-m CDK f/4.5. 

https://konkoly.hu/pub/ibvs/5401/5441.pdf
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The outburst received good coverage 

from BAAVSS observers N James 

(CV), S Johnston (V), D. Mathews (V), 

Martin Mobberley (V), R Pearce (Vis), 

G. Poyner (Vis.V&CV) & J. Shears 

(CV), who contributed 406 observations 

to the database from Oct 08 to 

November 10.   

 

Figure 2 shows the light curve from 

BAAVSS observations.  After slowly 

fading from magnitude 13.0 on Oct 8 to 

magnitude 16.7CV by Nov 02, a rapid 

decline set in with a fade of over three 

magnitudes in two days.  The last 

recorded magnitude of 20.8CV by Nick 

James on Nov 10 gives a duration of 33 

days for the 2020 outburst. 

 

It is likely that one or more outbursts 

have been missed during the 58 years 

of apparent quiescence between 1962 

and 2020 as coverage has been very 

sparse.  An examination of the AAVSO 

international database light curve does indeed show five instances where outbursts do seem to have 

been recorded ï Sep 2003, Nov 2004, Sep 2006, Aug 2009, and July 2010.  However, these cannot 

be validated as the positive datapoints on the light curve (all CCD) are surrounded by deeper negative 

CCD observations.  The times between these outbursts are also much too short for the recently 

óconfirmedô UGWZ classification of AY Lac.  A case of mis-identification in a very difficult, crowded 

field?  These óoutburstô data should, in my opinion, certainly be queried with the observers to give the 

historic light curve any credibility. 

 

VY Aqr 

 

This UGSU star was first reported to be in outburst by Patrick Schmeer on November 6.741UT at 

magnitude 11.2 visual ï the first outburst detected since March 28, 2015 (Stubbings).  In response to 

Patrickôs alert message, other reports from 

E. Muyllaert, G. Poyner and J. Toone 

quickly followed and which suggested a fast 

rise to maximum.  The AAVSO light curve 

suggests maximum occurring on Nov 07/08 

at mean 9.5 visual magnitude (~0.3 mag 

fainter in V).   Developing superhumps 

appeared on the light curve on Nov 8.4UT, 

and by Nov 14 revealed an amplitude of 

~0.3V. At the time of writing (Nov 15), VY 

Aqr had faded to magnitude 10.8V. 

 

Figure 3. VY Aqr in outburst. Nov 9.487, 

V=10.09.  iTel SS 0.51-m CDK f4.5.  Martin 

Mobberley. 
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Figure 2.  AY Lac outburst.  BAAVSS database. 

http://martinmobberley.co.uk/images/vy_aqr_20201109_1144_mpm.jpg


13 
Back to contents 

 
 
 

 

Brief further update on PV Cephei 

 

David Boyd 

 
 

 

In the March 2020 VSS Circular I gave an update of the behaviour over the last 10 years of the Herbig 

Ae star PV Cephei and the associated Gyulbudaghianôs Nebula which it illuminates. In that time the 

star had never faded below Rc magnitude 17.2. As if to show that the star had been listening, in 

September it suddenly faded to Rc magnitude 19.3. This resulted in a reciprocal fading of the nebula 

almost to the point of invisibility. Since then the star has started to brighten and had reached Rc 

magnitude 18.7 on 3rd November. 

 

This behaviour generated considerable professional interest with Bo Reipurth (Hawaii), Lynne 

Hillenbrand (Caltech) and Brian Skiff (Lowell) all exchanging emails with me to discuss it. Lynne tried 

to get an IR spectrum with Keck, but her attempt failed with equipment issues. Brian has since been 

getting deep photometry of the star with one of the telescopes at Flagstaff. The general consensus is 

that the current fading is probably caused by dense clumps of gas and dust passing in front of the 

star. This is common behaviour for these objects which are embedded in a very dusty environment 

out of which they originally condensed. 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1 Updated 10-year Rc-band light curve of PV Cep showing recent deep fading. 

  

https://britastro.org/vss/VSSC183.pdf#page=18
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Provisional analysis of four Mira variables 

 

Shaun Albrighton 

 
 

In the previous circular (VSSC 185, September 2020) a 10 year project into interesting/under 

observed Mira variables was discussed. In this report we take a provisional look into results 

submitted to the AAVSO for four of these stars ï AH And, VY Aur, AU Aur and QS Ori. 

 

 

AH And 

AH And is listed in VSX as a M type variable, spectra M4-M5e, with a range of 9.3-<14.5V, period 

480.2d. Whilst this star is very poorly observed, older visual estimates support a maximum in the 

order of mag 10.0 and fading to below 15.0, more recent V mag estimates (shown below) have the 

range in order of 10.8 ï 17.5. Period analysis of the fragmented data yields a period of around 489d.  

 

 

 

 

VY Aur 

 

Below is shown the light curve for VY Aur in multiple wavelengths, visual (open circle), V mag (green), 

red light (red) and Infrared (purple). As will be seen the visual and V mags confirm the range of 9.3-

15.3. The longer run of scattered visual mags (not shown) yield a period of 402.1d, whilst more recent 

V mags give 399.7d. Please note there are hints of a hump visible in all wavelengths on the 

ascending branch. 
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AU Aur 

For our third star we take a look at AU Aur, which is listed as a Mira star with class C6-7,3e(N02), with 

a range of 10.0-14.00V, period 400.5d. Looking at the light curve confirms the extreme range of 9.5-

14.2, however each individual cycle has a range of less than 3 magnitudes. In addition, there appears 

to be a pronounced hump on the ascending branch (see plot below). The most interesting aspect 

however is what appears to be a secondary period (see 2nd plot). Whilst there are insufficient 

observations a period in the range of 3,900 to 4,320d is hinted at. If this is the case, in view of this fact 

and small range, is AU Aur actually a SR type variable? 

 

  


















































































