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Local Student Discovers Supernova!
(Fayetteville, NC)  Brian Graves, a senior at Cape Fear High School, on April 28, 2006, became the first high school student to discover a new star.  The new star or “supernova” is called 2006bu and it was recently discovered by Graves in school while studying astronomy under the instruction of Harland Devore.  In reality this “new star” is really a very old star that marked the end of its stellar life by blowing itsself apart in a titanic explosion.  An explosion so powerful that if it had been one of the 15 nearest stars in our own night sky, it would have destroyed all life on Earth.

“The new supernova is 1.23 billion light years from Earth in a group of galaxies called Abell 1809.  It is certainly the most distant supernova we have imaged at the Astronomical Research Institute,” stated Robert Holmes in a press release. “According to an Internet search, supernova 2006bu now holds the record for the most distant supernova discovered by any amateur astronomer worldwide, and Brian is a just a high school student!  The former record was held by an amateur astronomer in Lucca, Italy in the year 2000.”  

The discovery of the new star was made at Cape Fear High School using computers and specialized software to study a series of pictures that were taken by the Astronomical Research Institute.  At first Graves thought he had discovered a really bright supernova near the center of the picture in a large nearby galaxy, but another astronomer had already discovered that star.  Then after checking his data one more time, he found an elusive object in the upper right corner of his computer screen the next day in the constellation Virgo.  Could it be, was it another supernova in the same image he had searched just one day earlier?  “Now the big question Brian thought, had another astronomer already discovered this supernova too?”  The news came on Saturday, April 29th in an announcement in scientific circular CBET 490 from Harvard University that B. Graves, H. Devore and R. Holmes had discovered supernova 2006bu.  Amateur and professional astronomers discover each year only about 300 supernovae worldwide.  This places Brian in a very unique class of astronomers.  Very few professional astronomers can make the claim to have made a supernova discovery like Graves made last week!

Brian also studied last summer on a Spitzer Space Telescope project sponsored by the National Optical Astronomy Observatory in Tucson, Arizona and Teacher Leaders in Research Based Science Education.  In this project Brian and his astronomy teacher, Harland Devore, traveled to California to study important properties of a galaxy called ARP 102b using one of NASA’s latest space telescopes.  Although this wasn’t to make any new discoveries, it was an important step in scientific learning and research.

In 2005 Brian Graves became an Eagle Scout and received an opportunity to attend the US Military Academy at West Point.  Brian, however, plans to attend the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill this fall.

Brian’s instructor, Harlan Devore, also made his first discovery of a supernova earlier this year when he discovered supernova 2006al.  “It’s been a really exciting year,” stated Devore.  “We’ve discovered supernova, tracked and plotted the positions of dozens of asteroids that could strike the Earth, and now we have a student who holds the record for the most distant supernova discovered by an amateur.  It doesn’t get any better than this!”
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