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The next meeting of the Pretoria Centre will take place at Christian Brothers College, 
Mount Edmund, Pretoria Road, Silverton, Pretoria 

 

  Date and time:           Wednesday 27 May at 19h15 
  Chairperson :                   Hein Stoltsz 
  Beginner’s Corner:          “Using binoculars” by Pat Kühn 
  What’s Up in the Sky?    Percy Jacobs 

++++++++++  LEG BREAK  -  Library open   ++++++++++ +++ 
MAIN TALK  

 

                      TOPIC:  The XMM - Newton view  of X-ray binaries 
 

                      PRESENTER: Maria Diaz-Trigo 
 

The meeting will be followed by tea/coffee and biscuits as usual. 
The next observing evening will be held on Friday 22 May at the Pretoria Centre 
Observatory, which is also situated at CBC. Arrive anytime from 18h30 onwards. 
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Last month’s meeting - by Fred Oosthuizen  

 

A warm welcome was extended to the 28 members and 8 guests present. Fred reported that the 
“Irene Oval/100 Hours of Astronomy” event was successful and that about 120 members of the 
general public were shown the wonders of the night sky through 10 telescopes manned by mem-
bers from the Pretoria Centre. 

 

Dark Sky weekend at Goodland Estate on 27 to 29 Mar ch 2009: Although the attendance 
was somewhat poor, the viewing was good; the facilities are very acceptable and reasonably 
priced.  

 

Beginner’s corner  was presented by Johan Smit on the most interesting and sometimes very 
confusing subject “CALENDARS”.  The history and philosophies used in the design of the vari-
ous formats used to record days and periods of time, past, present and future were presented.  
Johan discussed eight calendars in his talk, amongst them the Julian, Gregorian and Bahá'í  cal-
endars. 

 

What’s Up was produced by Tony Viljoen and presented by Johan Smit. 

 

Main topic  

 

The main topic of the evening was presented by Claire Lee who has a Masters in Nuclear Phys-
ics from Wits and is now doing a PhD in Particle Physics at the University of Johannesburg. 
Claire’s PhD project is on the search for the Higgs boson at the Large Hadron collider, housed 
about 100m beneath the border of France and Switzerland, the Collider is designed to simulate 
the event which started the universe- the Big Bang- and to figure out what happened next. 
The Collider comprises a 27 km long tunnel lined with thousands of gigantic magnets, each 
cooled to below the temperature of deep space and mounted by six even bigger “detector” units. 
Just one of these detectors weighs 12 000 tons, making it the largest science instrument ever 
built. 

 

The job of the South Africans involved will be nothing less than finding the spark of creation. 
 A fraction of a second after the Big Bang, the universe was created from a special kind of mol-
ten soup which quickly vanished forever. The problem is: in the experiment this “soup” will ap-
pear for the same fraction of a second as the original – a tiny spark within the giant fireballs cre-
ated by the experiment – leaving the team of South African scientists with the job of picking out  
“a needle in a haystack, when the needle exists for a only a millionth of a second” 
The South African team developed a software package, called a High Level Trigger, which ig-
nores the rest of the fireball and follows the tracks of particles which could only have been pro-
duced in the hot soup. Part of  the 1000-strong Higgs working Groups main job will be to identify 
and descibe the only particle predicted by the grand theory of physics which has yet to be dis-
covered. 

 

 The “Higgs boson” is thought to be the magical stuff which gives unique properties to all the 
other particles in nature. While Collider scientists will also be looking for dozens of other possible 
particles, the Higgs was a “pretty sure bet”since if it, or something like it, didn’t exist then neither 
would we. That’s because the God particle is believed to give “mass” to everything we see. 

Cell phones show what you're looking at in the sky  

 

These cell phones use not only GPS signals to tell users what stars and planets are visible in the 
sky at their location, but actually shows what celestial objects the phone is pointed at. It doesn't 
need to see anything. You can see what people on the opposite hemisphere might be seeing. 
You can also search for objects of interest. 
 

http://www.newscientist.com/blogs/shortsharpscience /2009/05/mobile-phones-tell-you-
what-yo.html 
This was brought to my attention by Pat Kühn  -  Editor. 
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Last Month’s Observing Evening  -  Michael Poll and  Johan Smit  

 

A clear, though slightly hazy, sky brought more than 40 people and 14 telescopes to our observing 
evening. We were out on the sports field again, and the Centre 12 inch was operational as well. 
We are getting our southern winter sky now, the Southern Cross / Carina region, and this attracts 
a lot of attention at our observing evenings because of the many bright objects we see there. Nev-
ertheless, there are other parts of the sky as well. 

 

Probably first off for most people was Saturn which is well placed in Leo. The rings are not far 
from edge on, but the thin shadow of the rings could be seen on the disc of the planet. Note that 
the rings will be edge on to the sun on August 10th 2009, so there should be no shadow, and they 
will be edge on to the Earth on September 4th 2009. Although Saturn will be getting into the sunset 
when these events occur, it will be interesting to watch the effects if possible. The August event 
will be easier than the September one, as Saturn will be only 11 degrees east of the Sun for the 
September one. The next ring plane crossing as seen from the Earth is also a single one, in 2025, 
and for this event, Saturn will be in the morning sky, but will be only 10 degrees west of the Sun. 
The next favourable ring plane crossing event is in 2038-39, when the Earth will cross the ring 
plane 3 times. 

 

Other observations to the north included a look at Delta Geminorum, which is double, but the com-
panion was not seen on this evening. High in the sky in Hydra, near Mu Hydrae, is a planetary 
nebula which had not been seen by many of us before. This planetary is known as “The Ghost of 
Jupiter” for its resemblance to the planet. Its catalogue number is NGC 3242. The writers of this 
article are not sure who first drew our attention to this, and would like to know who it was so that 
we can give credit!  Comments were made about how large this object appears, and we wondered 
why we have not looked for it before! 

 

Virgo and Corvus were rising in the east, and there are a number of interesting objects in this re-
gion. The Sombrero Galaxy, (Messier 104) is always a popular object to look for at our observing 
evenings, and it was duly located. This galaxy is well known for the dark dust lane that crosses it. 
Closer to us, in our Milky Way galaxy, we looked at two double stars in the same region of sky – 
Delta Corvi is a double with a bright primary star, and a speck of a secondary star, the latter nev-
ertheless easily seen in a small telescope. The second double of interest was Gamma Virginis, 
(Porrima) which was a showpiece pair in the 1990s, but closed up early in the 2000s. People have 
been looking for the pair to open up again, and we just about split them with Pat Kuhn’s 6 inch 
telescope on this occasion. Also in Leo, Wayne picked out the bright galaxy pair M65 and M66, 
which lie on a line between the stars Theta (� ) and Iota (�), in Leo.  
For the southern Milky Way we looked at the Jewel Box (NGC 4755), the Southern Pleiades 
(Theta Carinae, IC2602), and the two clusters near the star Lambda Centauri - NGC 3766 and IC 
2944; later on the great globular cluster Omega Centauri (NGC 5139) was on view. One interest-
ing aside was a very red star that Wayne has noticed near the star Beta Crucis (Beta is the star 
that is the guide to the Jewel Box cluster). 

 

After doing some much needed modifications to his homemade 6 inch telescope, Johan tested it 
under the sky. He is pleased to report that it now works better than ever, despite his being ac-
cused of spoiling the character of the scope by making it prettier. One of Johan’s favourites , NGC 
2547, the heart shaped cluster near Gamma Velorum, was shown to all who cared to look. Other 
favourites around the Southern Cross were also shown.  Later in the evening Johan managed a 
look and show of M6 and M7 and even later the last few visitors were taken on a binocular tour of 
the sky. The Centre 12 inch in the dome stayed on Omega Centauri for the whole evening, and 
everyone who saw this globular cluster was most impressed.  
Any one who is at our observing evenings is welcome to send a list of objects seen, perhaps with 
a comment about each, to Michael or Johan for inclusion in this monthly Observing Evening re-
port. With so many telescopes available, the writers would like to know of all the things that every-
one else saw! 
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Conjunctions : Single and Triple  -  Michael Poll  

 

When two objects appear close together in the sky, they are said to be “in conjunction”. The 
word “conjunction” is often loosely used in this respect, but it does, in fact, have a more specific 
meaning. Objects that are described as being “in conjunction”  because they are close together 
may not be in conjunction in the strict sense of the term. 

 

Although this essay deals with conjunctions of plan ets,  conjunctions can be of :-  

 

· An outer planet with the sun 
· An interior planet with the sun (superior and inferior conjunction) 
· The moon with the sun (new moon). 
· The moon with a planet 
· The moon with a star. 
· A planet with another planet. 
· A planet with a star. 
 

The precise definition of conjunction depends on th e choice of co-ordinates.  

 

If the co-ordinate grid based on the celestial equator is used, conjunction occurs when two bod-
ies have the same Right Ascension:- this is “conjunction in RA”.  (Figure 1). The poles of this co-
ordinate grid are the north and south celestial poles.   
If the co-ordinate grid based on the ecliptic is used, (i.e the ecliptic is used as an “equator”), con-
junction occurs when two bodies moving around the ecliptic have the same ecliptic longitude 
(EL):- this is “conjunction in ecliptic longitude”. (Figure 2.) The poles of this co-ordinate grid are 
the north and south ecliptic poles and these are at RA 18h and 6h and at Declination 66½º north 
and south. 

 

For planets, the ecliptic longitude is the easier to use and is preferred to right ascension. The 
ecliptic longitude of a planet tells how far around the ecliptic the planet is, and is measured in 
eastwards in degrees from the March (“Vernal”) Equinox.  
A conjunction can occur in RA, but not in EL, and vice versa.  If a conjunction occurs by both 
definitions (i.e in RA and EL) slightly different dates and separations will be found. Both are per-
fectly valid methods for describing conjunctions. 

 

The time of closest approach of two objects may not be the time of conjunction in either of the 
co-ordinate systems. The closest approach, without a conjunction in the strict definition of the 
word, is called an appulse. A “quasi-conjunction” is said to occur when two bodies are within 5 
degrees of each other. 

 

Single conjunctions of planets with each other are fairly common, and occur when a faster mov-
ing planet overtakes another.  From the “Rise and Set” chart in the ASSA Sky Guide, conjunc-
tions can be looked for when two rising lines or two setting lines cross. Generally a conjunction 
of the moon with any planet occurs about once per month, because the moon travels once 
around the sky in that time, and passes the more slowly moving planets as it does so. The time 
of closest approach may not be at one’s own local time. 

 

From Figure 3  it can be seen that triple conjunctions are possible. Triple conjunctions occur 
when two planets, or a planet and star, are in conjunction three times within a few weeks or 
months. Triple conjunctions take place if a planet is making its retrograde loop at the time it 
passes another planet or a star. A line of either RA or ecliptic longitude, or both, is crossed three 
times. The first crossing is when the planet is in eastward, direct (prograde) motion before enter-
ing the loop. The second instance is when the planet is in westward (retrograde), motion within 
the loop and the third and last instance is when the planet is again in eastward motion after leav-
ing the loop. For a triple conjunction between two outer planets to take place, the planets con-
cerned must be near opposition, and the dates of the oppositions must be close together. (Note 
that opposition occurs in the middle of a planet’s retrograde loop). 

 

There can be triple conjunctions that occur in only one co-ordinate system, though in most cases  
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it will happen in both. (Figure 3). A triple conjunction in RA-only is more likely if the event occurs 
where the ecliptic is close to the celestial equator. A triple conjunction in EL-only is more likely 
when the event occurs where the ecliptic is far from the celestial equator. 
 

Triple conjunctions are quite rare, but there is a chance to see one this year (2009) - this is the 
triple conjunction of Jupiter and Neptune, when Jupiter passes Neptune in May, July, December 
2009.  Jupiter will be at about magnitude -2.8, reducing to -2.2 in December. Neptune is at mag-
nitude + 7.9.  Jupiter reaches opposition to the Sun on August 14th followed three days later by 
Neptune (August 17th). 

 

Jupiter and Neptune 2009 : The dates of conjunction  in RA are May 25 th, July 13 th and De-
cember 20 th

 

 

 The first conjunction in RA occurs on May 25th 2009, when the two planets are separated by 
25' (25 arc minutes, or just under half a degree).   At this time they are visible in the morning sky 
before sunrise when both Jupiter and Neptune are moving eastwards against the star back-
ground, although Neptune is approaching its eastern stationary point. The second conjunction 
takes place on July 13th 2009, when both planets are retrograding (i.e moving westwards) 
against the star background; the planets are separated by 36' (0°.6), and are visible from the late 
evening onwards (they rise at 20h 00).  The planets are again in conjunction on December 20th 
2009, when both Jupiter and Neptune have resumed direct motion, (i.e eastwards), and are 
separated by 33' (0°.55). For this conjunction the planets are in the evening sky, setting about 3 
hours after the Sun. 

 

Jupiter and Neptune 2009:   The dates of conjunction in EL are May 27 th, July 10 th and De-
cember 21 st. 

 

On May 27th they will be 23’apart in the morning sky, with Neptune to the lower left of Jupiter. On 
July 10th they will be 33’ apart. The moon will be nearby on this date, when it will be 3½ days 
past full.  On December 21st the two planets will be 32’ apart, with Neptune below Jupiter. The 5-
day old crescent moon will be near them on this evening. 

 

From the ASSA Sky Guide 2009:  

 

2009 May 28th  01h00  Jupiter 0.4 degrees south of Neptune.   

2009 July 9th     21h 00  Jupiter 0.6 degrees south east of Neptune   
2009 December 20th   20h00  Jupiter 0.6 degrees south west of Neptune  
2009 December 23rd  22h 00          Jupiter 0.5 degrees south east of Neptune 
 

Jupiter and Neptune in 2009 :  Summary :-  

 

For quite a long period in 2009, Neptune and Jupiter will be close together in the sky, making 
Jupiter a useful starting point for locating Neptune.  Neptune should be visible in binoculars or 
any small telescope. 

 

The two planets are less than 3 degrees apart from April 25th until August 12th, and again from 
December 1st until January 7th 2010.   They will be less than ½ degree apart from May 22nd until 
June 2nd.  On May 27th they will be 23’ apart, three quarters of the diameter of the full moon. 
Then, after Jupiter starts its retrograde motion on June 15th, they will close up again to be just 
over half a degree apart on July 10th and 11th.  The magnitude 5 star Mu Capricornii will then be 
between them.  Jupiter resumes its direct (eastward) motion on October 13th and will overtake 
Neptune again, being closest on December 21st 2008. 

 

Some triple conjunctions past and future.  

 

The next triple conjunction of Jupiter and Neptune will be in 2047 – 2048. The previous ones 
were in 1919 -1920 and 1971.  There will be no triple conjunctions of the bright outer planets 
(Mars, Jupiter and Saturn) between now and the 22nd century – i.e there are none this century. 
The next such will be in 2123 (Mars and Jupiter), but note that there will be single conjunctions 
during this period.  
· Triple conjunctions of Mars and Jupiter – the last was in 1979- 1980, the next will be in 2123. 
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· Triple conjunctions of Mars and Saturn – the last was in 1945 –1946, the next will be in 2148 –
2149. 

· Triple conjunctions of Jupiter and Saturn – the last two were in 1940 –1941, and 1980-1981, 
the next will be in 2238. For a triple conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn to occur, the opposition 
dates have to be less than 1.7 days apart - in 1981 Jupiter was at opposition on March 26th, 
Saturn on March 27th. 

· Jupiter and Saturn with Uranus and Neptune  
These planets do not line up so often, so triple conjunctions are rare. They are more frequent 
with Jupiter which lines about every 12 years or so with Uranus and Neptune. 

· Uranus and Neptune only line up every 172 years, so this is the extreme case. They lined up in 
1821, which was before Neptune was discovered (in 1846). The 1821 event was a triple, and 
the following line up, in 1993 was also a triple. They were in opposition to the sun on July 12th 
1993, of that year and the respective oppositions occurred only 11 hours apart. They were just 
over 1 degree apart for the whole of 1993. The next line up of these two will be in 2165, and it 
will be a single conjunction only. 

 

Jupiter and Uranus 2010.  

 

The last triple conjunction of Jupiter and Uranus was in 1983, the next will be in 2010 (next 
year!).  Jupiter and Uranus will both be at opposition on September 21st 2010, the opposition 
times of the two planets being just five hours apart. 

 

In passing, Jupiter's 2010 opposition is interesting for another reason : it is the planet's brightest 
and best opposition of its entire 11.8-year orbit. The planet reaches perihelion (its closest point 
to the Sun, at 4.95 Astronomical Units or 740 million km) in March 2011,  just six months after 
opposition. 

 

Reference: This article was motivated by a paper entitled “Triple conjunctions : Twins and 
Triplets”  by  G P K`nnen and Jean Meeus  in J Brit Astr Assoc 1982 93 1 

Invitation to members 
 

Members of the Pretoria Centre of the ASSA are invited to send articles to me by e-mail at 
pierre.lourens@pbmr.co.za  for placement in the newsletter. This is the way you can share your 
astronomical knowledge with other members. Any astronomy-related information like website 
addresses, information about computer packages, news, views, experiences, book reviews, ref-
erences to interesting articles, notices of lectures, details about courses, etc., will also be consid-
ered for placement.  Just check your contribution for accuracy before sending it.     Editor. 

Notice to members  

 

A subscription form for the coming 
financial year that stretches from 1 
July 2009 to 30 June 2010 is sent 
out with this newsletter. This must 
be filled in & sent in together with 
the fee by new members as well as 
by existing members who wish to 
continue their membership. 

 

Please discard the subscription 
form if you  have already done this 
for the coming financial year. 
 
 

Please note that the membership 
fee for a financial year has been 
increased to R130-00. 
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Deep solar minimum  

 

The sunspot cycle is behaving a little like the stock 
market. Just when you think it has hit the bottom, it 
goes even lower. 

 

In the year 2008, no sunspots were observed on 
266 of the year's 366 days (73%). To find a year 
with more blank suns, you have to go all the way 
back to 1913, which had 311 spotless days. 
Prompted by these numbers, some observers sug-
gested that the solar cycle had hit bottom in 2008. 

 

Maybe not. Sunspot counts for 2009 have dropped 
even lower. As of March 31st, there were no sun-
spots on 78 of the year's 90 days (87%). It adds up 
to one inescapable conclusion: we're experiencing a 
very deep solar minimum. 

 

http://science.nasa.gov/headlines/y2009/01apr_deeps olarminimum.htm?list1101807 
 

This was brought to my attention by Gareth Gregory, one of our members. — Editor. 

NASA's greatest missions  

 

For those of you lucky enough to have 
DSTV, a series entitled "NASA's 
greatest missions"  started on the 
15th of April on Discovery Channel. 
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ASSA - Pretoria 
Dark Sky Weekend 2009 

(Settlers) 
 
ASSA Pretoria will again be hosting a Dark Sky Weekend on Friday the 17th and Saturday 18th of 
July 2009. (The dark sky weekend in 2008 was supported by over  60 ASSA members from 
the Pretoria and Johannesburg centres. Feedback ind icated that the quality of the 
observing was of a high standard).  
 
The venue lends itself to 1st class observing due to its location (approx. 20km East of Bela Bela). 
Observing conditions should be near perfect at this time of the year. The entire campus has 24hr 
security and the observing fields are situated far from any lights. 
 
Accommodation has been provided for in the dormitories. Each member will have access to their 
own room. Each room has four beds that will lend itself to family / children etc. The dormitories 
are fully equipped with showers and baths. You are required to bring your own linen. 
 
Food & Beverage: Each member is responsible for their own requirements. There is a hotel near 
to the school, overall feedback has been positive. Braai facilities are provided. 
 
 

 
Date: 17/18th July 2009. 
Venue : Lord Milner School 
Directions: Map Attached. 
Cost: R50pp per night 
 
Provided: 

- Dark Sky 
- Dormitories 
- Braai Facilities 
- Braai Wood 
- 24hr Security 

You need to bring: 
- Linen 
- Food & Beverage 
- Mosquito Repellent 
- Skottel for breakfast 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
The Settlers hotel has planned a breakfast  for Saturday morning @ 9:30. Cost R40 per person. 
Please confirm numbers by the 3rd of July  2009.  

RSVP – SMS name and number of people to 073 220 6824 or e-mail 
gareth.gregory@gregoryint.com. 
 
To confirm your booking please deposit the total funds (No. of people 
x number of nights @ R50 pp/pn) + optional breakfast @ R40pp. 
 
Bank – Nedbank 
Account Number – 1634 049 209 
Branch Code –  163 445 
Reference – Surname / 1 or 2 nights / no. of people / 
breakfast (y/n) 

Pretoria Centre caps for sale  

 

We have available a limited number of good quality baseball style caps, with embroidered Preto-
ria Centre logo’s. Cap colours are blue or black. The price is R50 each. These caps will be avail-

able at the next monthly meeting on Wednesday 27 May, so bring along R50 and get yours 
while stocks last. 
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Summary of “What’s Up in the Sky?” to be presented on 27 May 2009          
by Percy Jacobs  

 

Phases of the Moon  

 

Full Moon – 7th June (rise 17h02, sets 06h32) 
Last Quarter – 15th June (rises midnight, sets noon) 
New Moon – 22nd June (rises 06h27, sets 17h00) 
First Quarter – 29th June (rises at 11h41, sets midnight) 
Dark Sky – 16th to 30th 

 

Planets  

 

      Mercury             - (mag. 0.7 to 2.1) can be seen 1hr before sunrise in the east 
Venus   - (mag. -4.3) rises just after 03h00 in the east 
Mars  - (mag. 1.2) (close to Venus) can be seen about 3hrs before sunrise 
Jupiter   - (mag. -2.5) visible from about 22h30 and at month end, visible from about 

   20h30 
Saturn   - (mag. 0.9) visible until midnight from 1st , and untill 22h00 at month end 
Uranus   - (mag.5.9) visible from after midnight for the first week, and just before  

   midnight for rest of month  
Neptune              - (mag. 7.9) rises well before midnight and is visible until sunrise 

 

21st June – Summer Solstice – southern winter begins 

 

Meteor Showers  

 

Of the four meteor showers in June, all are listed as “unfavourable” 
Scorpiids – Jun05, Sagittarids – June 11, Theta Ophiuchids – June 13, June Lyrids – June 16 

 

Constellations – shall be discussed in more detail at meeting 
Southern Cross 
Sagittarius 
Scorpius 
Leo 
Virgo 

U Scorpii: recurrent nova about to erupt again?  
 

Recurrent novae are pretty unpredictable. But here's a prediction about a recurrent nova that 
should go off in a specific year: 2009. Brad Schaefer, an astronomer at Louisiana State Univer-
sity, calculated that the recurrent nova U Scorpii should explode any time now. 

 

U Scorpii's last three eruptions, in 1979, 1987, and 1999, were all discovered by amateur as-
tronomers. The most likely discoverer of the predicted eruption will be a lone observer in his 
back yard. It might be you. So keep an eye on U Scorpii. 
 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/community/skyblog/ob servingblog/43435242.html  

 

This was brought to my attention by Danie Barnardo, one of our committee members.                                                
                     —   Editor. 

Web links to IYA2009  

 

astronomy 2009.org  

 

astronomy2009.org.za  
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Meteorite fall in Peru 
 

On September 15th 2007, close to noon local 
time, a bright fireball was observed and heard on 
the southern shore of Lake Titicaca, close to the 
border between Peru and Bolivia. Many peasants 
and residents of several towns observed the fire-
ball traveling from east to west. The peasants of 
the community of Carancas, who were tending 
their llamas and alpacas, heard a big explosion 
and observed the formation of a mushroom cloud. 
Minutes after they found a 15 meter hole in the 
ground, half filled by underground water, and a lot 
of dispersed blocks of soil over a meter in size. 

 

http://www.lpi.usra.edu/meetings/acm2008/pdf/8260.p df 

Census finds unknown young stars of Orion  

 

Amateur stargazers may spot the Orion Nebula as a fuzzy 
patch in the constellation Orion, but they cannot see an in-
terstellar birthing ground that spans the region of sky from 
above Orion's head to below his feet. 

 

Now astronomers have completed the most wide-ranging 
census of baby stars in and around the Orion nebula, and 
found a stellar nursery that's both chaotic and crowded. The 
work represents the first complete study of young stars, their 
gaseous clouds of dust and supersonic jets of hydrogen 
molecules shooting out from the poles of each star. 

 

The image is a close-up view of a spectacular jet (seen in 
red) popping out of a busy region of star formation in Orion. 
All of the red wisps, knots and filaments are in fact associ-

ated with jets from young stars, which in this figure are coloured orange. 

 

http://www.space.com/scienceastronomy/090420-orion- nursery.html 

Kepler spacecraft beams home first images  

 

The planet-seeking Kepler spacecraft has beamed home its first images of a patch of the sky 
where NASA hopes to find Earth-like planets circling distant stars. The images reveal a swath of 
stars between the constellations Cygnus and Lyra that fill an expansive area of our Milky Way 
galaxy. An astronomer said: "We expect to find hundreds of planets circling those stars, and for 
the first time, we can look for Earth-size planets in the habitable zones around other stars like 
the Sun." The "habitable zone" around a star is a belt in which liquid water could exist on the sur-
face in lakes, rivers or oceans.   

NASA launched the spacecraft to sift through those millions of targets for 100,000 pre-selected 
candidate stars that may have Earth-sized planets around them. At Kepler's heart is a 95-
megapixel camera, the largest ever launched into space. The spacecraft is expected to identify 
new extra solar planets by casting an unblinking stare at its target star field. Its sensitive camera 
will record the tell-tale dip in light created by a planet as it crosses in front of its parent star as 
seen from Earth. While researchers expect to discover a wide range of new planets with Kepler, 
it's those rocky worlds the size of Earth that they are most eager to find. "Everything about Ke-
pler has been optimized to find Earth-size planets," said an astronomer. 

 

http://www.space.com/scienceastronomy/090416-kepler -first-images.html 
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KAROO STAR PARTY 24 TO 26 APRIL 2009 — by Danie Bar nardo  

 

After dreaming about it for almost a year, the Karoo star party organised by the Pretoria Centre 
of ASSA finally arrived. Weather forecasts did not bode any good, since a cold front made its ap-
pearance and threatened to spoil our viewing time profusely. However, with crossed fingers we 
arrived at Kambro guest farm, about 20 km north of Britstown, just off the N12, on the evening of 
Friday 24 April. About 30 km from Kambro we passed through a heavy thundershower and were 
even more downhearted. Our fingers helped, since that night proved to be magnificent! Just after 
sunset the skies cleared miraculously, revealing a perfect sky. The Milky Way carved a wide 
swath across the sky, in all its splendour. The Magellanic clouds in the south and the Southern 
Cross with the Coal Sack were clearly distinguishable. The magnificent star fields of the crosses 
region; even Omega Centauri and 47 Tucanae, were all visible, without even the intervention of 
a pair of binoculars.  That evening the viewing was probably the best of the whole week-end and 
those that arrived a day early were really fortunate. I think the rain of the previous day washed 
the atmosphere clear of any winter dust. 

 

Kambro was a very nice venue. The accommodation is excellent and the meal that we enjoyed 
on the Friday evening at Wilma's restaurant (die Voëlnes) was superb. Everybody wanted to get 
hold of her bean soup recipe. The ground is nice and level and a suitable site to set up the tele-
scopes was readily available. The only slight problem was the lights of the approaching cars and 
trucks on the N12. Saturday arrived cloudy and everybody was downhearted, because we 
thought that that night would be lost. However, by midnight the following morning, the skies 
cleared and a small group of diehards from Pretoria were able to enjoy very good viewing up to 
sunrise. We had magnificent views of Jupiter, Scorpius and Sagittarius and Venus and Mars in 
the early hours.. Sunday night was perfect again and the stargazers could enjoy perfect viewing 
all night. During the late evening Jennifer Kitto and a group of her student friends arrived, . They 
were camping on a nearby farm - half of them from Johannesburg and half from Cape Town. 
Danie, Johan and Percy spend some time with them to reveal the wonders of the night sky to 
them. They were suitably impressed and, most probably, five new astronomy enthusiasts were 
born!  

 

All-in-all, about 33 people (apart from about 10 visitors) attended. Of these, Serena and Daphne 
were from OOG (based in the Cape Town area), about 10 from the Krugersdorp Centre, Ronnie 
van der Bank and two of his friends from the Eastern Cape and the rest from Pretoria. We even 
had Clive from the States and Manual and his friends from Spain, making it not only a national, 
but an international event. 

 

The Karoo skies proved itself again and truly ranks with the best anywhere in the world. Every-
body agreed that it is a perfect venue and it is planned to make this an annual event. 

 

Below are some photographs taken at the event. 
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PRETORIA CENTRE COMMITTEE  

 

Chairman and 
ASSA Council Representative : Michael Poll 012 331 1615 (h) 
Vice Chairman and 
Curator of Instruments :             Johan Smit 072 806 2939 (c) 
Secretary :                                 Tony Viljoen 012 654 5783 (h) 072 247 6648 (c) 
Newsletter Editor :                     Pierre Lourens 012 654 6366 (h) 072 207 1403 (c) 
Treasurer and 
Membership Secretary :            Rynhardt van Rooyen 011 441 3458 (w) 083 654 1862(c) 
Public Relations Officer :           Fred Oosthuizen 072 373 2865 (c) 
Librarian :                                  Danie Barnardo 084 588 6668 (c) 
Deputy Treasurer :                    Percy Jacobs 082 498 4680 (c) 
Deputy Librarian :                      Pat Kühn 082 895 5686 (c) 
Member :                                   Hein Stoltsz 083 302 5096 (c) 

 

THE JOHANNESBURG PLANETARIUM WILL BE CLOSED ON SATU RDAY 30 
MAY 2009 BECAUSE OF THE SCOPE-X EVENT ON THIS DATE.  


