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NEWSLETTER APRIL 2013 

Next observing evening 
 

Friday 19 April at the Pretoria Centre Observatory, which is also situated at CBC. Turn left 
immediately after entering the main gate and follow the road.  Arrive from sunset onwards. 

Next meeting 
 

Venue: The auditorium behind the main building at Christian Brothers College (CBC),     
             Mount Edmund, Pretoria Road, Silverton, Pretoria. 
Date and time: Wednesday 24 April at 19h15.  
Programme: 
 

• Beginner’s Corner: Video recording of a presentation by Patrick Moore.* 
• What’s Up? by Michael Poll. 
• 10 minute break — library will be open. 
• Main talk: “Astrobiology: The search for life in the Universe” by Dr Henry Throop ** 
• Socializing over tea/coffee and biscuits. 

 

The chairperson at the meeting will be Percy Jacobs. 

 

* See page 7 of this newsletter for a summary. 
**  See page 13 of this newsletter for a summary.       
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Report of observing evening on March  22nd 2013 
by Michael Poll, Johan Smit, Danie Barnardo 

 

This observing evening turned out to be the best for months and months. Some cloud 
early in the evening prompted us to think “here we go again”, but it all cleared away, leaving a 
clear sky, and, as an added bonus, the tower lights at the N1/N4 interchange were still off.  
There were at least seven telescopes and about 20 or so people. 

We looked at the Moon early on – the thin layer of cloud conveniently acted as a filter. 
The Moon was at three days past first quarter, so were able to look at the swath of terrain from 
Mare Imbrium (“Sea of Rains”), south to Mare Nubium (“Sea of Clouds”). (Numbers in brackets 
refer to the attached map. Reference Sky and Telescope June 2012). 

The principal features noted at the north edge of Mare Imbrium were Sinus Iridium 
(“Bay of Rainbows”) and the crater Plato (19), and then we looked at the Jura Mountains at the 
rim of Iridium. Slightly “offshore” of Sinus Iridium are a distinctive pair of craters called Helicon 
(32) and Le Verrier (33), and just to the south of Plato, the Tenerife Mountains (23), and the 
isolated peaks Pico (34) and Piton (not numbered) protrude out of the basalt of Imbrium. We 
checked the curving chain of craters towards the southern part of Imbrium, including Aristillus 
(43), Autolycus (44), Archimedes (42), Timcharis (60), Lambert (59) and Euler (58). The solar 
illumination showed Copernicus (82) very well, and we looked up its dimensions –Copernicus 
is 93 km in diameter, the crater walls rise 3 800 metres above the crater floor, the rim rises 900 
metres above the surrounding plains, and the central peaks are about 900 metres high. 

In Mare Nubium we looked at the Straight Wall (160) (also known as Rupes Recta – 
“rupes” means a scarp). The Straight Wall lies between the crater Birt, and the very distinctive 
pair of Thebit (161) and Thebit A, the latter crater is 20 km in diameter and overlaps the wall of 
Thebit, which itself is 57 km in diameter. (There is a third crater, Thebit L, 10 km in diameter, 
which overlaps the wall of Thebit A, but this was not noted). The Wall itself is 110 km long, and 
is about 250 metres high.  

As the clouds cleared, we had a look at Jupiter, where Johan noted that a shadow tran-
sit of Io was in progress, the shadow itself was superimposed on one of the equatorial cloud 
belts. 

We had a bit of a double star fest! Various observers at various times looked at the fol-
lowing: 
 

Castor (Alpha Geminorum). Having been too close to separate for a couple of decades, this 
pair is now opening up, and will be a showpiece double for some years to come. The compo-
nents are white, and of equal brightness.  This first split shows Castor A and B. The third mem-
ber of the group, Castor C, was also noted. Castor C is of an orangey colour, and is fairly well 
separated from A and B. The trio makes a lovely sight in a small telescope. All three of Castor 
A, B and C are spectroscopic binaries, and so Castor is a system of six stars. 
 

Gamma Leonis – this is a reddish pair, with one component slight fainter than the other. 
 

145 Canis Majoris - in the northern hemisphere this pair is known as “Winter Albireo”, but 
here we call it the “Summer Albireo”. This is a colourful double and is very similar to its name-
sake, Albireo (Beta Cygni).  145 CMa is also designated as “h3945”, and is labelled as such in 
Norton’s Star Atlas. The lower case “h” in the label refers to Sir John Herschel, who was the 
discoverer. 
 

Alpha Centauri – this pair is closing up, but can still be split. 
 

Alpha Circinii – this is a magnitude 3 star, and can be found about four degrees south of Al-
pha Centauri. The companion is magnitude 9, and is just a little speck in the telescope, but 
they make a pretty pair. 
 

Gamma Velorum – this is the brightest star in the constellation of Vela. Gamma Velorum, is a 
lovely group of four, with two bright components, and a fainter pair making a T shape. (There 
is no Alpha or Beta star in Vela. When the constellation of Argo Navis was split up, Alpha Ar-
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gûs became Alpha Carinae (a.k.a. Canopus) 
and Beta Argûs became Beta Carinae (a.k.a. 
Miaplacidus). 
 

Gamma Crucis – this red star has a line of 
sight companion 
 

Alpha Librae – this is a very wide double, 
easily split, even with binoculars. This obser-
vation led on to a discussion about “when are 
two stars, close together, designated as a bi-
nary”. The simple definition was that a star 
appearing as one to the naked eye becomes 
double or multiple with optical aid. Even so, in 
some cases they still seem to be too far 
apart. In the case of Alpha Librae, because of 
the wide separation it was debated whether 
or not they were related. (Post observing re-
search indicates that the Alpha Librae pair is 
a true binary, albeit separated by 5400 Astro-
nomical Units), but with Gamma Crucis there 
are a few other stars in the field that are as 
close as the “companion” that could also be 
counted as “companions”. 

Deeper sky objects were compromised 
by the moonlight, but we did look at some. 
We recovered Percy’s Baby Cross, which lies 
between Alpha Crucis, and the stars Theta1 
and Theta2 Crucis. (These latter two stars are 
incorrectly labelled as Upsilon1 and Upsilon2 
on some charts). (Theta is � and Upsilon is 
�). 

Johan Smit had his telescope, “Long 
Drop”, there and showed some nice clusters.  
The Jewel Box looked wonderful, and he also 
showed Omega Centauri to visitors a few 
times during the evening. Johan also showed 
one of his favourites, (“especially for the la-
dies”), the heart shaped cluster NGC 2547 in 
Vela. He also showed NGC 3532 (the Wish-
ing Well cluster) and IC 2602 (the Southern 
Pleiades). The nebulosity of Eta Carinae did not show up too well because of the moonlight, 
but the orange tint of the star itself was quite striking compared to the rest of the field. Johan 
told the visitors that were viewing through his telescope that  most of the things looked at can 
also be seen in binoculars, and they were quite amazed,  and promised to go and use their 
newly learnt skills at home with their own binoculars. 

In addition to Johan’s clusters, and amongst other things, Danie looked at M41 in Canis 
Major, and M46 and M47 in Puppis, the latter pair are on a line extended from Beta Canis Ma-
joris, through Sirius. M47 is a collection of bright stars, but the stars in M46 are fainter be-
cause the cluster is more than three times further away than M47. 

As a finale to the evening we looked at Saturn, the rings are opening up nicely. Saturn 
will be up earlier in the evening during our next few observing evenings, the next of which is 
on May 17th 2013.  � 
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Summary of “What’s Up?” to be presented on April 24th 2013 
by Michael Poll 

 

Partial Eclipse of the Moon : April 25th. 
Umbral Eclipse: Start : 21h 54, middle of eclipse: 22h 07, end of eclipse 22h 21. 
Duration: 27 minutes. 
Note that in the Sky Guide Page 66 that the times given are for the start and end of the pen-
umbral eclipse. 
This eclipse is the second shortest lunar eclipse in the 21st Century. In this presentation there 
will be a discussion about the Saros Cycle and why very short eclipses occur. 

 

April 25th Occultation of Spica  (Moon passes in front of the star). 
Disappearance : 03h 29   Reappearance: 04h 23. 
 

Moon and Planets; Moon near bright stars. 
April 25th     Full moon (Eclipse, see above). 
April 25th - 26th Moon near Saturn 
April 28th     Saturn at opposition 
May 10th     New moon 
May 11th     Venus below the Moon. (Venus elongation 11

�

 from the Sun). 
   Sunset 17h 29, Venus sets18h 11, Moon sets 18h 40 

May 12th     Moon near Jupiter 
May 18th     Moon near Regulus (brightest star in Leo). 
May 22     Moon near Spica (brightest star in Virgo). 
May 23    Moon near Saturn.  
May 24th           Moon extremely close to Alpha Librae – closest at 0h 52.    
      As seen from Pretoria, the event will be a near grazing occultation. 
     The star is double, both components will be occulted as seen from Cape 
     Town. 
 

In the last week in May, Mercury, Venus and Jupiter will be low in the north-west after 
sunset. 
May 24   Mercury near Venus 
May 27th   Mercury near Jupiter 
May 28th   Venus near Jupiter 

 

Constellations to be highlighted and / or discussed in-
clude:  
Leo, Virgo, Corvus, Crux, Bootes, Corona Borealis and the 
Plough. (The latter not a constellation but an asterism in 
Ursa Major.)  � 

  Pretoria ASSA - ASSA 
"Top 100" observing list - 

commenced on 29 Oct 
2010 to 1st April 13   

  Name 
No. 
Obs 

1 George Dehlen 99 
2 Louis Kloke 81 
3 Percy Jacobs 56 
4 Michael Poll 26 
5 Craig Kloke 20 
6 Grant Thompson 20 
7 Pat Kühn 20 
8 Michael Moller 13 

9 Andre de la Ponte   6 
  Total  341 

Some sources of information on what there is 
to observe 

 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/observing/
ataglance 
http://www.heavens-above.com/ 
http://skymaps.com/ 
http://spaceweather.com/ 
http://spaceweather.co.za/ 
http://www.saao.ac.za/public-info/sun-moon-stars/ 
http://www2.jpl.nasa.gov/calendar/ 
Sky Guide Africa South 2013.  � 
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Chairman’s report for the monthly meeting on 27 March 2013 - by Pat Kühn 
 

 Attendance was good, if a little down on the previous month, probably due to 
school holidays and the upcoming Easter weekend. There were, however, some visitors, 
who received the customary warm welcome.  Announcements included a verbal report on 
the Dark sky weekend of 8-9 March, held at Shekinah camp in Mabula. This is a great 
dark sky venue and once more it did not disappoint. 
 Last month a new Monthly Observing Challenge competition was announced 
whereby a particular object would be identified each month for observation and descrip-
tion. All entries to be submitted to Percy Jacobs by the closing date (as announced from 
month to month).  The entries are evaluated by a judging panel and the winner an-
nounced at the next monthly meeting. The object for the inaugural March challenge was 
NGC 2438, a challenging planetary nebula in NGC 2437, aka M46. (See back page of  
newsletter.) Percy announced that the winner was George Dehlen, who received a 
voucher from Eridanus Optics. 
 The first talk for the evening was a video interview with an ex-commander of the 
International Space Station.  We were taken on a video tour of the ISS during the crew’ 
last day of their 6-9 month tour of duty, before returning to earth.  This tour included the 
various modules of the craft and we learned all about living and working in zero gravity. 
We were shown the sleeping arrangements, exercise facilities, food preparation and diet, 
ablution and toilet facilities as well as trash handling. On the technical side, we saw some-
thing of the scientific experiments performed on the ISS and also the space-suits kept 
ready at the air-lock hatch to be used for Space-walks to do external maintenance work 
on the ISS. We also viewed the Soyuz space craft that would transport the crew back to 
earth, including its internal seating arrangement and controls. We learned that one of the 
most difficult adaptations back on earth is learning to keep hold of objects again. 
 What’s Up? for April was presented by Johan Smit.  Apart from several occultation 
events and a partial lunar eclipse, none of which are easily visible, there is a good display 
of three of the naked eye planets. These are Jupiter (setting early evening now), Saturn 
rising early evening and visible most of the night and Venus which is moving into the eve-
ning sky. Prominent constellations include Ursa Major low on the Northern horizon (mid 
April), Gemini, Cancer, Leo, Virgo and Corvus. Interesting deep sky objects in the North-
ern sky are M44 (Beehive cluster) and the Leo triplet of galaxies. In the East look for the 
Sombrero galaxy (M104) and to the South M83 in Hydra. 
 The main event was a Von Karmann lecture by NASA and JPL, given by a project 
manager of the Curiosity Mars Rover program. A video sequence showed the landing of 
Curiosity on Mars, illustrating the various stages of entry and landing on the Martian sur-
face, together with the euphoria that erupted in the control centre upon touchdown.  This 
was the first Mars landing where a video was successfully shot all the way down and in 
HD. It was stated that the “sky crane” and other first-time operations exceeded expecta-
tions. The rest of the talk was in an auditorium environment. The landing area was at the 
Gale crater, near Mt Sharp, some 4km distant. The main objective of the scientific pro-
gram is to establish whether Mars was a habitable place sometime in the past. This will 
be done through geology and chemistry. Soil samples, drill samples and eventually analy-
sis of the mineral layers on the slopes of Mt Sharp are all objectives of the program. Mov-
ing at no more than 250m per day and allowing for work to be done along the way, it may 
take up to a year to reach and ascend the slopes of Mt Sharp. Each day’s route is pre-
planned at the JPL and then uploaded to Curiosity for execution. It is hoped that Curiosity 
will operate for at least 680 days.  � 
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Basics: Calculation of the dynamical parallax of a visual binary 
by Pierre Lourens 

 

 The parallax p of a single star is determined by measuring the change in direction of the 
star during a period of six months. The distance is then calculated from knowledge of p. (See the 
newsletter for February 2011, page 11.) 
 The parallax p of a visual binary which is too far away for its tiny parallax to be measured,  
is actually calculated as outlined below. This is yet another of the ingenious methods that as-
tronomers have devised to determine distances to stars. This method is for a visual binary with 
each star either a main sequence star or a giant star *. The parallax thus determined is known as 
dynamical parallax. For proper understanding of the method, it is necessary to use a bit of 
mathematics. The symbols have the following meanings: 

 

M1, M2  : Absolute magnitudes of stars 1 and 2 in the binary, respectively. 
m1, m2 : Apparent magnitudes of stars 1 and 2 in the binary, respectively. 
p :           Parallax of the binary in arc seconds. 
r :            Distance of the binary from Earth in parsecs. 
� :           Angle subtended here on Earth by the semi major axis of the relative orbit of the stars in  
     the binary, in arc seconds. 
P :           Period of revolution of the binary in sidereal years. 
�1 , �2 :      Masses of stars 1 and 2 in the binary, respectively, in solar masses. 
f :     Indicates a known mathematical function � = f(M). This is nothing but the mass- 
               luminosity relation. 

 

The equations used are the following: 
 

  M1 = m1 + 5 + 5log10 p 
 

  M2 = m2 + 5 + 5log10 p 
 

  �1  = f(M1) 

 

  �2  = f(M2) 

 

  p3 = �3 / [ P2 { �1 + �2 } ] …….. (1) 
 

Substitute first �1 and �2, and then M1 and M2 from the first four equations into equation (1). 
Obtain 
 

  p3 = �3 / [ P2 { f (m1 + 5 + 5log10 p) + f (m2 + 5 + 5log10 p} ] …….. (2) 
 

The quantities �, P, m1 and m2 are determined by measurement.** The only unknown in equa-
tion (2) is then the parallax p, indicated in red. We then have one equation with only one un-
known. Such an unknown can be found somehow. However, it is not possible to solve for p ex-
plicitly from equation  (2). I.e., it is not possible to find an equation of the form 
 

  p = a function of �, P, m1 and m2. 
 

 An equation like (2) is termed an implicit equation for p. The way to solve it is by a 
procedure termed iteration. A value for p, indicated by p0, is “guesstimated” as follows. Because 
the combined mass of the two stars in a binary is usually approximately 2 solar masses, �1 + �2 
in equation (1) is put equal to 2 and p calculated from it. The value thus obtained for p is p0. 
 An improved value for p, indicated by p1, is calculated by substituting p0 into the right 
hand side of equation (2) and calculating the right hand side and then taking the third root of it. 
This yields p1 and completes the 1st iteration.  p1  is then substituted into the right hand side of 
equation (2), the right hand side recalculated, and the third root taken. This yields an even more 
improved value for p, indicated by p2 and completes the 2nd iteration. This procedure is repeated 
until convergence is obtained, i.e. until the value for p does not change any more from one itera-

MNASSA 
 

The February 2013 issue of 
MNASSA is now available online 
from the Download Page at http://
www.mnassa.org.za/  You will no-
tice a facelift as well, to start off 
2013 with a fresh new look.  � 
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tion to the next. This value of p is then the solution for p from equation (2). In practice it requires 
only a few such iterations to obtain convergence. 
 The dynamical parallaxes of over 2000 visual binaries have been determined in this way. 
 Finally, the distance to a binary is calculated by using the equation 
 

  r = 1 / p 
 

* The mass-luminosity relation is only for main sequence stars and giant stars, hence the restric-
tion that each star be either a main sequence star or a giant star. 
** If the orbital plane of the binary is not perpendicular to the line of sight (as is often the case) a 
correction is made to the value of � that is measured. It involves the known orbital parameters of 
the binary. Thus the value that � would have had if the orbital plane were perpendicular to the 
line of sight, is obtained.  � 

Summary of “Beginner’s Corner” to be presented on April 24th 2013 
RIP Patrick Moore 

by Michael Poll 
 

Beginner’s Corner for April will feature the 50th Episode of “The Sky at Night”, presented 
by Patrick Moore and broadcast by the BBC in the UK in September 1961. 

In this episode Moore attempted to be the first to broadcast a live, direct, telescopic view 
of a planet – both Jupiter and Saturn were in the sky at the time. The telescope used was a 24 
inch reflector owned by George Hole, a professional instrument maker who lived in Brighton on 
the south coast of England. The programme was broadcast live, and, as will be seen, astronomy 
in the 1960s and astronomy today do have things in common!  

The introduction to the video will include a retro look at some space-related and other 
events of 1961.  � 
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Patrick Moore: A Commentary - by Michael Poll 
 

Sir Patrick Moore died in December 2012. (See the photograph on the previous page of 
him in his young days.) Although a professional broadcaster and writer, Patrick Moore throughout 
his life was still an Amateur Astronomer. Patrick Moore must have crossed the paths of thou-
sands of people in his time, and he acknowledged and corresponded with ordinary people like 
ourselves. He would send a personal reply to anyone who wrote to him. 

 I had become interested in astronomy in the late 1940s, due to the reading of a book 
called “Marvels and Mysteries of Science” by Ellison Hawks FRAS. The book was published in 
about 1938, so it was fairly new at the time! Apart from this book I had no access to any addi-
tional information – and there were no star charts in the book. Astronomy hardly got a mention in 
the newspapers, although I was somehow made aware of the close approach of Mars to the 
Earth in 1956. I did not get any other astronomy book until 1960 when I found “Direction Finding 
by the Stars” by JB Sidgwick, published in 1944, (printed “in complete conformity with the author-
ized economy standards”). The book was found in the basement of a second hand bookshop in 
Cathedral Close, in Exeter, Devon (in south west England).  I just managed to scrape together 
the one shilling and sixpence needed to buy it. 

On April 24th 1957 BBC TV transmitted the first episode of Patrick Moore’s “Sky at Night”.  
I was able to watch some these broadcasts in the late 1950s, even though they were usually 
screened after my bedtime, considering that I would have to go to school the next day. It was 
generally the last programme transmitted before the TV closed down for the night, as TV did in 
those days.   

Well, here was someone on TV telling us 
about the night sky! As it happened, Pat-
rick Moore was friendly with J Hedley Rob-
inson, who was a member of the Torbay 
Astronomical Society (TAS). Hedley Rob-
inson and Patrick Moore were sometime 
directors of the Mercury and Venus sec-
tion of the British Astronomical Association 
(BAA) - Moore from 1956-1963 and Hed-
ley Robinson from 1965-1979. The TAS 
meetings were in Torquay which was 
about 35 km from where I lived in Exeter. 
In the 1950s that sort of distance was 
nearly as remote as the moon - one may 
have had access to a bicycle, or if you 
were lucky, a motor bike.  
I encountered Hedley Robinson in about 
1962 in Exeter, when he gave a series of 
evening talks on astronomy under the aus-
pices of the Worker’s Educational Asso-
ciation. This was my first contact with an-
other astronomer. I guess that it was here 
that I heard that Hedley had arranged for 

Patrick Moore to give a talk at the TAS monthly meeting. I was able to get there - I had my 1948 
250cc side valve BSA motor bike by then – (cost £10 bought in 1960). I could not believe that 
here I was in the same room as the well known TV presenter. Patrick gave his talk, it was in a 
school classroom and his booming voice filled the whole room. Although I cannot remember what 
the talk was about, I went away suitably impressed. I saw him again a couple of years later, in 
1965, when he gave a public lecture at Exeter University. Once again, you could not believe that 
you were seeing a TV personality live. This event was reported in the local newspaper (see at-
tached), although the newspaper seems to have confused the Mariner probes with the Ranger 
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ones - it was the Ranger series that impacted the Moon. The Exeter branch of the Torbay Astro-
nomical Society was formed at about this time. 

One continued to watch Sky at Night, but when I left home in about 1963 I did not have 
access to a TV set, (and in fact did not do so until we rented one (valves and all) in Bulawayo in 
1977).  

I moved to Bulawayo in what was then Rhodesia in 1972 and joined the local Astronomy 
Society. There I met Jack McBain, who became a good friend. Jack had an observatory and was 
a keen photographer. It was he who put me in contact with the local photographic shop who 
wanted to sell the 3 inch Polarex refractor that I now have – it was from deceased estate and 
they asked Jack to value it.  Jack was one of those who corresponded with Patrick Moore, and he 
wrote to Patrick about a variety of subjects, but comets in particular, as Jack enjoyed searching 
for comets.  Jack McBain did not get his name on a comet, but he did discover one independ-
ently, I think it was one of Bradfield’s, he found it about two weeks after the initial discovery. It is 
hard to imagine life without the Internet, but the news of the discovery had not yet reached Bula-
wayo. Sadly Jack McBain is no longer with us, but he did get to see Halley’s Comet, which he 
was looking forward to very much.  

One might have read in the obituaries that Patrick Moore was decidedly right wing and, 
being who he was, he could get away with politically incorrect public statements about anything, 
statements that would get other people pilloried. We were in Rhodesia at the time, when Ian 
Smith was Prime Minister, and Rhodesia was much of a pariah nation as South Africa later be-
came. Patrick, who was pro-Smith, wrote to Jack that Rhodesia [ie the “situation”] was “the big-
gest blot on British history since the Battle of Hastings”. 

People may recall that Patrick Moore frequently came to South Africa, his first visit was in 
1970 and subsequently in the 1970s he gave two series of astronomy talks on the radio, on the 
SABC English Service. The talks were published in book form by the SABC. The first was called 
“The Starlit Sky ’72” and the second was “Around the Starlit Sky”, the latter comprised transcripts 
of the 1977 series. The colour picture of the Southern Cross on page 9 of the 1977 book was 
taken by Jack McBain. I was not in South Africa at the time, but I might have heard one or two of 
the 1977 broadcasts while here on holiday from Bulawayo. 

Moore was a friend and admirer of Jack Bennett, a founding member of the Pretoria Cen-
tre, and there is a picture of Jack Bennett in Moore’s 1972 book. On one occasion while in South 
Africa, Patrick interviewed Jack about his comet searching procedures, the filming was done at 
Jack’s house in Malan Street, Riviera. (See  www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ZoYzJ9l5L4  Thanks 
to NevilleYoung for this reference). 

Not knowing anything about the discoverer at the time, I saw Bennett’s comet in England 
in 1970, and never imagined that I would ever meet him, and yet, 14 years later, in 1984 when I 
moved to Pretoria, I found myself living about 3 km away from him, and shortly afterwards was at 
his house to watch an occultation of Saturn by the moon (July 7th 1984).  I had previously been in 
mail contact with Jack Bennett after reporting the 1975 Nova in Cygnus to him (this was via Jack 
McBain who thus introduced me to Jack Bennett, as the two Jacks also corresponded about 
comets). Subsequently Jack Bennett ran an ASSA Nova Search section for a number of years. I 
joined the ASSA Pretoria Centre, and I was able to transport Jack to the Centre meetings as he 
had no transport of his own. 

Patrick Moore came to South Africa at least once after 1984. I was keeping a diary at the 
time, I have recorded that one visit was in February 1985, and he gave a talk at UNISA on the 5th. 
I attended this event with Jack Bennett. I was with Jack as part of the welcoming party on the 
steps outside, and Jack introduced me to Patrick.  I found myself walking beside Patrick on the 
way into the auditorium. I remembered Jack McBain to him and mentioned my Devon past and 
he enquired if I knew Hedley [Robinson]. Patrick lectured for 1¼ hours on comets, including Hal-
ley’s, and he also talked about other things astronomical.   

How could I have ever thought that after seeing Patrick Moore in Torquay in the very early 
1960s, I would have been shaking his hand on the steps of UNISA in South Africa nearly 25 
years later!  � 
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Feature of the month: the coming head-on collision of the Great Galaxy in 
Andromeda with the Milky Way  -  by Pierre Lourens 

 

 NASA astronomers announced they can now predict with certainty the next major cos-
mic event to affect our galaxy, sun, and solar system: the titanic collision of our Milky Way gal-
axy with the neighboring Andromeda galaxy (aka M31). The Milky Way is destined to get a 
major makeover during the encounter, which is predicted to happen 4 billion years from now. 
Our Earth and solar system are in no danger of being destroyed. 
 The Andromeda galaxy is still 2.5 million light-years away, but it is inexorably moving 
toward the Milky Way under the mutual pull of gravity between the two galaxies and the invisi-
ble dark matter that surrounds and permeates them both. It will take an additional 2 billion 
years after the encounter for the interacting galaxies to completely merge into a single elliptical 
galaxy similar to the kind commonly seen in the local Universe. 
 The image below is from a simulation of the merging of the two galaxies. It shows what 
it will appear like with the naked eye in Earth’s night sky, 3.75 billion years from now.   � 
http://www.nasa.gov/home/hqnews/2012/may/HQ_12-159_M31_Milky_Way_Collision.html 

Astronomical catalogue designations  -  by Pierre Lourens 

 

 Have you also, like me, encountered astronomical catalogue designations like AGPS 
273.4–17.8 or NSV 13978 or StWr4-14 and wondered which catalogue the letters indicate, 
what the catalogue contains and what the following numbers mean? If so, you can stop won-
dering. Available for free download on the website at the following link is a pdf file that contains 
a list of the designations of all astronomical catalogues in existence, and descriptions of their 
meanings. On the website, left click on the little white-on-black arrow at the top right to open 
the document in a new window. Then left click on File and then on Save As to save the file 
where you want to on your computer’s hard disk. 
 It is advisable to revisit the website periodically to save a new version of the file and 
then delete the old one. 
 This link was provided by Hubrecht Ribbens, a member of the Pretoria Centre.  � 

 

http://analysis3.com/ASTRONOMICAL-CATALOGUE-DESIGNATIONS-download-w24228.pdf   
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Noteworthy items - by Pierre Lourens 

 

Solar system 
 

• A day in the life of Venus Express. See a movie based on images snapped during one of 
the spacecraft’s 24-hour orbits that goes from 66 000 km above the south pole of Venus to 
250 km above its north pole. 
http://www.esa.int/Our_Activities/Space_Science/A_day_in_the_life_of_Venus_Express 

 

• NASA telescope observes how the Sun stores and releases energy. A NASA suborbital 
telescope has given scientists the first clear evidence of energy transfer from the Sun's mag-
netic field to the corona, the outer part of the Sun’s atmosphere. 
http://www.nasa.gov/home/hqnews/2013/jan/HQ_13-030_Hi-C_Sun_Energy.html  

 

• Super flares found on Sun-like stars. Some Sun-like stars have flares more than 1 million 
times more powerful than our Sun's flares. http://news.discovery.com/space/history-of-space/
superflare-sun-like-stars-kepler-120516.htm#mkcpgn=emnws1 
 

• World's oldest meteorite crater found. 
http://www.livescience.com/21307-oldest-meteorite-crater-found.html  

 

• Earth's blue marble beauty. See a series of beautiful images of Earth. 
http://news.discovery.com/earth/oceans/blue-marble-beauty-120224.htm#mkcpgn=emnws1 

 

Exoplanets 

 

• How do alien worlds reveal themselves? Read about the techniques astronomers use to 
detect planets around other stars. http://news.discovery.com/space/alien-life-exoplanets/
exoplanet-detection-techniques-121108.htm#mkcpgn=emnws1 
 

• Oldest alien planets found — born at dawn of Universe. Two huge planets found orbiting a 
star 375 light-years away are the oldest alien worlds yet discovered, with an estimated age of 
12.8 billion years. http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2012/03/120326-oldest-planets-
found-jupiter-big-bang-space-science/ 

 

Our Galaxy 

 

• Black hole-star pair orbiting at dizzying speed. The black hole is at least three times more 
massive than the Sun, while its red dwarf companion star has a mass only 20% that of the 
Sun. The orbital period is only 2.4 hours. Read more and see an animation. http://
www.esa.int/Our_Activities/Space_Science/Black_hole-star_pair_orbiting_at_dizzying_speed 
 

• Herschel discovers some of the youngest stars ever seen. Dense envelopes of gas and 
dust surround the fledging stars known as protostars. These are known as Bok globules. The 
15 newly observed protostars turned up by surprise in a survey. 
http://www.nasa.gov/home/hqnews/2013/mar/HQ_13-078_Herschel_Youngest_Stars.html 

 

• Explaining cosmic butterflies. Planetary nebulae, left behind by stars like our Sun, come in 
chimerical shapes. New observations confirm that many of these shapes may have a common 
explanation. http://www.skyandtelescope.com/community/skyblog/newsblog/Butterflies-in-the-
Sky-Planetary-Nebulae-Explained-177883611.html 

 

Cosmology 
 

• Universe older than thought, best space-time map yet reveals. The Universe is 100 mil-
lion years older than thought, according to the best-ever map of the oldest light in space. The 
adjustment brings the Universe's age to 13.82 billion years. 
http://www.space.com/20328-universe-older-planck-spacecraft-map.html 
 

Extragalactic astronomy 
 

• Hubble breaks record in search for farthest supernova. NASA's Hubble Space Telescope 
has found the farthest supernova so far of type Ia. It is 10 billion light-years away. These su-
pernovas are known as standard candles and are used to measure cosmic distances. 
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http://www.nasa.gov/home/hqnews/2013/apr/HQ_13-086_HST_Farthest_Galaxy.html 

 

• Dive deep into a bizarre galaxy. See the deepest view ever into Centaurus A and read com-
mentary on it. http://news.discovery.com/space/galaxies/big-pic-centaurus-a-galaxy-eso-
120518.htm#mkcpgn=emnws1 

 

• Black hole wakes up and has a light snack. A black hole located in the centre of a galaxy 
and that had been quiet for decades, suddenly flared up as a result of pulling in matter from a 
low-mass object. This was the first time that astronomers observed the disruption of such an 
object by a black hole. http://www.esa.int /Our_Act ivities/Space_Science/
Black_hole_wakes_up_and_has_a_light_snack     � 

George Dehlen 
 

 He is the winner of 
the March 2013  monthly 
observing challenge. On 
the right is the form he 
filled in after doing his ob-
serving during a dark sky 
weekend at Shekinah.  
 See also the back 
page  of this  newsletter 
for a photograph of NGC 
2437 and NGC 2438. 

Excursion to Tswaing 
meteorite crater 

 

 We will have an excur-
sion to the Tswaing meteorite 
crater on Saturday 20 April 
2013. Danie Barnardo, a ge-
ologist and a committee mem-
ber of the Pretoria Centre of 
the ASSA, will be our guide. 
 We meet at the Petro-
port, just after the first toll  gate 
from Pretoria on the N1 north 
highway. The restaurant built 
right across the highway is an 
unmistakable landmark. Turn 
off to the left just before the 
road goes underneath the res-
taurant. The meeting time is 
08h00. 
 Wear hiking shoes, and 
bring along camera, hat, rain-
coat, drinking water, lunch. A 
small fee (about R50 pp) is to 
be paid at the entrance to the 
crater. 
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Pretoria Centre committee 
 

Chairman                       Bosman Olivier            082 883 1869 
Vice Chairman               Danie Barnardo           084 588 6668 
Secretary                       Tony Viljoen                 072 247 6648 
Newsletter Editor            Pierre Lourens            072 207 1403 
Treasurer and 
Membership Secretary   Rynhardt van Rooyen 082 325 8745 
Assistant Treasurer        Michelle Ferreira         073 173 0168 
Librarian                         Danie Barnardo           084 588 6668 
Assistant Librarian          Pat Kühn                     082 895 5686 
Curator of Instruments   Johan Smit                  072 806 2939 
Public Relations Officer  Fred Oosthuizen         072 373 2865 
Observing Coordinator   Percy Jacobs              082 498 4680 
Member                        Michael Poll                074 473 4785 

Old newsletters: All old 
newsletters from January 2004 
onward are on our website. 
They contain a record of our 
Centre’s activities as well as 
astronomical information.  

Database: Members are re-
minded that a database of the 
books in our library is to be 
found on our website. The da-
tabase was created by Danie 
Barnardo, one of our commit-
tee members. 

NGC 2437, an open cluster in the constellation of Puppis. The bluish object just above the 
centre of the image is the planetary nebula NGC 2438. Photographed on 16 March 2013 by 
Michael Moller, one of our members. 50 mm f 5. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Messier_46 

Summary of the talk “Astrobiology: The search for life in the Universe” 
to be given on 24 April by Dr. Henry Throop 

 

 For thousands of years, people on Earth have been asking, 'Are we alone?' In the last 
decade, astronomers have started to answer that question. How did life form on Earth? Could life 
exist on Mars, or the moons of Jupiter? And if we found evidence for life in distant galaxies, how 
would we recognize it? Dr. Throop will discuss the latest research into answering these ques-
tions and showing how scientists are searching for life and its origins throughout the universe to-
day -- from radio telescopes to the Mars Curiosity rover. 


