Sky and Telescope - Probing Polaris

SKY

& TELESCOPE

SkyandTelescope.com

ProbingPolaris

BymDaviddlytell

Polaris A

L

Polaris Ab

ThedNorthStar'sclosestcompanion, PolaristAb,
wasseendforcthedfirsttimedntthisphotoshothy
thetHubblesSpacedTelescope. CourtesyaNASA,
ESA,N.sEvansq(HarvardesSmithsoniancCfA),mand
H.8BondqSTScl).
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January=0,:22006 [IOffthecbuntless[stars it fhe[sky, [Qnly[al
handfullake khown [oh [alfirst [ame[blasis. Mhemhost Bamouslalf
theBunchhlasftd bePolaris, fhe North[Star.Nolother mlaked [dye
star[bovers(closeriblthelcklestialmorth [pble. But this[2ind [
magnitudelstarhblds[skcrets motksiblefd fhe maked [e}e: ['s
actuallylalttiple [starlsystem, [ahd, [at [aldlistanceof fuist (430 light (]
years, il sithebrightest[Qepheid Whriableih fhe sky.

Polaris's[arger[sibling, Polaris B, llasbeen khown fbrlcknturies.
Some[1Blaicsecondsftomthe North [Star, [wasfrstlspotted bly
famed [abtronomerWilliam [Herschel ih[1¥80[ahd[chn [belséen
throughmhodestlamateurihstruments.[Mhemhuchlcloser
partner,Polaris[Ab, [ah [otherwisemondescriptlsblar [Hpelstar,
hadlohlybeenrécordedblylshectrometerslahdmhanaged i
avoid [beingphotographed = intil mow.

Inlresearchpresented Mondaylat the[American[Astronomical
SocietymheetingihWashington,DC,NancyBvans(Harvard[]
SmithsonianQenterfor[Astrophysics) lahd Merftam lekplained

howltheyhised fheHubbleSpaceTelescopelidlchpturethe first [éverplicture offthishidden [star. With
thatihformation, theyldetermined thefirstdirect mhassmheasurementfbralCepheid khriable: Polaris
weighs[ihat[gl.3[sblarmhasses, pluslar minus[2k [percent.
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Polaris[Abmasalttickylstariblshot. While
spectroscopiclstudieshlad Ebld aktronomersmhuch
aboutfthelobject,ihcludingflslokbit, thoselshme
observations[failed fb réveal theseparation between
theprimarylahd[Polaris[Ab. Mhe mewHubbleiinages
show thelcbmpanion [ befhst3l2billion kilometers
away[(2 billion mhiles), Etanslating fd[alstantlahgular
separation[of(d.2[akcsecond. [Burtheramperingthe
detectionWas[fheDrightness[difference Between the
two, [ak[the[ght ftom mhuch[sinaller Polaris [Abidmkearly
overshadowed by ifls[shpergiantMigbirother.

Whilemlotlecbmpletelyunderstood, [Qepheid vhriable
stars(areell Khown[ihaktronomicallcirclesforlatting
aslthehiverse'sCilemarkers." Becausetheperiod lolf
aldepheid'sivhriability id Hghtlyrtlated ko s [absolute
luminosity, [aktronomerslchnlsethelstars'[ghtlchirves
tolpinpointtheir(distances.Hearningmhoreaboutthese
uniquelstarsfidlctiticalfd fhelakcuracy lofthoseldistance
measurements, which hlave played [alkkeyrble it
determiningtheiniverse'slakelahdlekpansionrhte.
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OnsspringzeveningsdntthemNortherntHemiphere,theBig
Dipperchangstupsidecdowndntthemorthernsky. dtsepointer
starsqtheatwommarkingethe®Bowl'stouterredge)tracemadine
thatyouxcandfollowmdownttoPolaris,thefNorthsStaro—dtself
markingthecendofthed ittleDipper'sarelativelyfaint
handle. CourtesydAkirasFujii.
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