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Venue: The auditorium behind the main building at Christian Brothers College (CBC),
Mount Edmund, Pretoria Road, Silverton, Pretoria.
Date and time: Wednesday 25 November at 19h15.
Programme:
Beginner’s Corner:.”Dobsonian go-to project” by Michael Moller.
What’s Up? by Percy Jacobs.
###################### 10 minute break . Library will be open. #####################
Main talk: “In Halley’s footsteps: a visit to the island of St Helena” by Michael Poll. *
Socializing over tea/coffee and biscuits.
The chairperson at the meeting will be Pierre Lourens.

* See page 11 for a summary of his talk and some images illustrating it.
Friday 20 November from sunset onwards at the Pretoria Centre Observatory, which is also situated at CBC. Turn left immediately after entering the main gate and follow the road.
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Summary of “What’s Up?” to be presented on 20 November 2015
- by Percy Jacobs
What's up from December 2015 to January 2016:
Phases of the Moon
1st Dec to 13th Dec
and 1st Jan to 12th Jan
rd
3 Dec – rises 00:24 and 2nd Jan – rises 00:05
11th Dec
and 10th Jan
th
18 Dec – rises 12:07 and 17th Jan – rises 13:08
25th Dec – rises 19:20 and 24th Jan – rises 19:36

Dark sky
Last Quarter
New Moon
First Quarter
Full Moon

Planets
Mercury – after sunset in the West
13th Dec - 17 above horizon
not visible in Jan rises in the East at same day and time
Venus – early morning looking East
13th Dec – 31 above horizon just before sunrise
27 above in Jan same day time
Mars – early morning looking North East
13th Dec - 41 above horizon before sunrise
57 above horizon in Jan same day & time
Jupiter - early morning looking North East
13th Dec – 53 above horizon before sunrise
59 above horizon in Jan same day & time
Saturn – now seen just before sunrise in the East
13th Dec - 7 above horizon
31 above horizon in Jan same day & time
13th Jan - Saturn is above & close to Venus. Can be seen in the same Field of
View with 8 x 50 binoculars
Uranus (Pisces) & Neptune (Aquarius) – seen in the North & North West
13th Dec @ 20:30 – Uranus 56 above horizon (north)
13th Dec @ 20:30 – Neptune 41 above horizon (north west)
Uranus is perfectly placed for getting a good view of this planet if you have not
seen it before. ~Mag. 5.8 – can be seen with binoculars
13th Jan @ 20:30 – Uranus 38 above horizon (north west)
13th Jan @ 20:30 – Neptune 15 above horizon (north west)
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Events
Groupings
4th Dec @ 04:00 – Jupiter within 1 deg of the Moon
3rd to 8th Dec – Jupiter, Venus, Mars, Moon all visible in the East early morning
sky
25th Dec, looking North East, the Pleiades, Full Moon & Hyades Star Cluster,
NGC 2264, “the Christmas tree cluster”
Meteor Showers
Geminids – 14th Dec at max – 23:00 to 03:00 - ~50 per hr (could be up to 120/
hr) - radiant in Gemini constellation – looking north, ~looking ~30 up. Try
those photographic skills and see if you can capture this meteor shower
Comet
C/2013 US10 – Catalina – 5th magnitude – binocular object – 23rd
Dec @ 03:30 at about 20 above horizon below Virgo
Constellations – shall be discussed in more detail at meeting
Looking South
Carina (Canopus) - “The Ship”
Vela – “The Sail”
Eridanus (Achernar) – “The River”
Grus (Al Nair) – “The Crane)
Pheonix – “The Pheonix”
Hydrus – “The Water Snake”
Looking East
Orion (Rigel & Betalgeuse) – “The Hunter”
Canis Major (Sirius) – “The Dog”
Gemini (Castor & Pollux) – “The Twins”
Looking North
Pegasus – “The Flying Horse”
Aries (Hamal)– “The Goat”
Taurus (Aldebaran) – “the Bull”
Perseus (Mirfak – double star) – “Greek Hero”
Andromeda Galaxy and it’s satellite Galaxies M110 & M32
Latest Submission – Pretoria ASSA Asterisms
Michael Poll – “The Wedge of Cheese”
Comprises parts of Indus and Pavo. The bright star is Alpha Pavonis. The three in a row
on the left, reading downwards are Gamma, Beta and Delta Pavonis. The star paired with
Alpha Pavonis is Beta Indi, and the star at the tip of the wedge is Alpha Indi.

PAGE 4

P R E T OR I A C E N T R E A S S A - N OV EM B E R 2 0 1 5

For the ASSA 100 Observers
25 objects over 8 weeks in Dec & Jan at say 3 per week – easy achievable objective

Enjoy the holidays and get the telescopes out from under the covers!

Chairperson’s Report for the meeting of 28 October 2015
by Michelle Ferreira
The required announcements were made and all the visitors were welcomed
and requested to provide an e-mail address to received a complimentary copy of the
newsletter.
Beginner'
s Corner was presented by Caroline Overbeek. She was introduced
as a primary school teacher with 33 years experience, who loves teaching children
about astronomy and has taken children to Scopex for the past three years. She
loves imparting knowledge and had found an interest in the different interpretations
to the stars in the sky, by another culture. She centered her presentation '
Flowers in
the Sky' around the book by the same name, ‘Flowers in the Sky’ by Clarissa
Hughes. The book describes the interpretations of the bushmen of what they observed in the sky. The bushmen, also known as the People of the Eland, believed
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that the stars were the spirits of the animals and the ancestors. They had different
tales of how the sun and the moon came to be. Truly an interesting look into their
interpretations of constellations we know so well and so differently.
Then Danie Barnardo did his What'
s Up presentation. An event to be mindful
of, is the ‘king’ of meteor showers, namely the Southern Taurids, peaking on 6 and 7
Nov, being one of the most prolific showers. The best viewing time for the month
would be from the 4th to the 17th Nov.
The main talk of the evening, was presented by Prof. Barbara Cunow. She is
a professional astronomer and was appointed at the University of South Africa from
1996 until 2009. She started firstly as a lecturer, then senior lecturer and finally Associate Professor. She obtained her PhD in astronomy in 1994 at the University of
Munster in Germany. Currently she is an amateur astronomer and her main astronomical interests are long-term observations of Saturn, starting already in 1980 and
taking images of the night sky with her DSLR.
Her talk '
Nova delight: how to enjoy a stellar eruption'highlighted two bright
novae in 2013, being Nova Delphini 2013 (V339 Delphini) in August and Nova Centauri 2013 (V1369 Cen) in December with maximum brightness of magnitude 4.3
and 3.3 respectively. Nova means '
new star'
. This occurence is a cataclysmic nuclear explosion on a white dwarf, which causes a sudden brightening of the star. In
a binary system consisting of a normal star, normally a giant and a white dwarf, hydrogen-rich gas flows from the normal star to the white dwarf via an accretion
disc. The material on the surface of the white dwarf gets hotter and denser, and
eventually the hydrogen burning is termally unstable and rapidly converts into other
heavier elements, e.g. helium and then creating an explosion of material on the surface of the white dwarf. The energy/light is blown into space and the rise to peak
brightness can be gradual or very rapid. Maximum brightness can occur within a
few days and can fade for several motnhs until it disappears.
Nova Cygni 1975 (V1500 Cygni) was a bright nova occurring in 1975 in the
constellation Cygnus. V1500 Cygni was discovered on August 29 and reached magnitude 1.7 on the next day.
Thoughts on how to enjoy a stellar eruption was shared by Barbara. You can
observe it with your telescope, see the eruption and watch it changing in brightness. Through observation the visual magnitude can be estimated and the data
submitted to AAVSO. The observer can take pictures, thereby recording the eruption and compare it with images of the field of view before the outburst occured. The
changing brightness and spectrometry can also be recorded. She then shared her
notes and recordings of Nova Delphini 2013 and Nova Centauri 2013. It was most
interesting to note the initial eruption and brightness of when she observed the novae compared to that of the initial observations when these were first discovered. It
was also illuminating to be able to observe the light curve that occured from her observations and the deductions that could be made thereafter. In her summary the
main features of the two novae were that both faded quickly, the most common type
of nova light curve occured, Nova Delphinus 2013 faded more quickly than Nova
Centauri 2013 and Nova Centauri 2013 oscillated around the maximum. In conclusion she stated that it is nice and easy to record a bright nova, so she suggests we
get ready for the next one! I agree - lets keep our eyes focussed on the skies.
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NGC 253: Caroline se Newel - deur Magda Streicher (magdalena@mweb.co.za)
In die Suidelike Halfrond is ons voorwaar geseënd met uitsonderlike diepruimvoorwerpe
om siel en oog te bevredig. Een so ‘n besonderse voorwerp is die sterrestelsel NGC 253, in die
sterrebeeld Beeldhouer (Sculptor), wat op 23 September 1783 ontdek is.
Dié helder, pragtige sterrestelsel, wat mens feitlik reg van die kant af sien maak dit so
besonders. NGC 253 is ontdek deur Caroline Herschel (1750 -1848), volgens oorlewering ‘n
tenger klein vroutjie, maar met ‘n geweldige uithouvermoë, wat bykans '
n dosyn
diepruimvoorwerpe en agt komete ontdek het. Caroline se broer, William Herschel, wat die
planeet Uranus ontdek het, het hierdie sterrestelsel volgens Michael Hoskin se aantekeninge op
30 Oktober 1783 in een van sy waarnemings herontdek, besef dit is die newel wat Caroline vyf
weke vroeër gesien het, daarna verwys as Caroline se Newel, en aan haar krediet verleen in die
samestelling van ’n katalogus. Haar onselfsugtige bystand stel haar broer William Herschel dus
in staat om ‘n reuse sterrekundige bydrae vir die wêreld te verseker.
NGC 253 is ongeveer agt miljoen ligjare van ons af geleë. Dis die naaste
spiraalsterrestelsel buite ons Lokale Groep sterrestelsels, en vergelyk groottegewys goed met die
Melkwegstelsel.
In George Keppler se beskrywing word die sterrestelsel soos volg opgesom: "Ongelooflike
lang ligspieeling met ’n geskimmelde tekstuur en ‘n grootte van 25’x5’ in ‘n NO-SW rigting.”
Verskeie sterrekundiges sien ’n geskurfde sterrestelsel met ‘n dowwe algehele konsentrasie na
die 3’x1’ kern. Dowwe sterretjies kan gesien word teen die oppervlak van die sterrestelsel.
Auke Slotegraaf, ons Diepruim direkteur, beskryf die voorkoms van die sterrestelsel deur
sy 11x80-verkyker as "baie langwerpig, ingewig tussen die sterre, met die helderste deel
ongeveer 11 boogminute in deursnee". Hy gaan voort: "30x toon die sterrestelsel as ’n
verstommend pragtige voorwerp, ’n baie lang, oneweredig helder ligstraal."
Vanweë my besonder gunstige, donker Bosveld naglug sien ek die juweel, ook bekend as
die Silwermunt-sterrestelsel, as baie helder en byna reg van die kant af, in ’n SW tot NO rigting,
met ’n effens helderder, klein, ovaalvormige kern. Die oppervlak vertoon ’n ongelyke struktuur
met dowwe donker vlekke en ’n paar sterretjies op die oppervlak wat natuurlik voorgrond sterre
blyk te wees. (12” S/C - 218x). Rondom die buitenste rand kom die sterrestelsel onsubstansieel
en wollerig voor, en dis byna asof dit in die donkerte van die nag driedimensioneel hang.
Caroline Herschel die vrou, was ’n waarlik toegewyde sterrekundige waarnemer, en
verdien om vernoem te word na ‘n newel wat trots haar naam dra.
Voorwerp
Tipe
Regte
Deklinasie
Skynbare
Grootte
voorwerp
klimming
helderheid
NGC 253
Sterrestelsel
00h 47.6
-25o17’
7.6
30’ x 6’
Onder: NGC 253, ook bekend as die “Silver Coin Galaxy” en “Silver Dollar Galaxy”
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Feature of the month: Cumulonimbus clouds and the white spots on Saturn
- by Pierre Lourens
The surface of Earth absorbs some of the sunlight falling upon it and is then heated. The
heated surface heats the air immediately above it by conduction. When the temperature gradient
in the air reaches a critical value, convection starts to take place. This occurs in cells, i.e. updrafts occur in some spots on the surface, with downdrafts in between. As the air in an updraft
rises, it expands. It performs work on the surrounding air and therefore cools.
As a result of the cooling, water vapour in the updraft condenses on condensation nuclei.
These are huge numbers of dust and smoke particles in the air. Thus huge numbers of tiny droplets are formed. The condensation releases latent heat of vaporization, which makes the air in
the updraft expand more and so gives it more buoyancy. This latent heat released actually drives
the updraft, making it stronger.
If the updraft is strong enough, it eventually reaches the top of the troposphere, which is
termed the tropopause. There the updraft meets a temperature inversion, i.e. an increase in the
air temperature with height. As a result, the updraft starts to spread horizontally. The water droplets also start to freeze at about this stage. When the upper winds are strong, the top of the cloud
is blown to one side, so that the cloud takes on an anvil shape.
This is then a thundercloud, aka a cumulonimbus * cloud. The photograph below shows
such a cloud.
At times, white spots appear In the atmosphere of the planet Saturn. (See the image on
the next page.) These are due to clouds similar to cumulonimbus clouds, but they are colossal:
about the size of Earth. Try and imagine it! The Cassini spacecraft orbiting Saturn has gathered
data about these white spots and an astronomer specializing in planetary science has done research about them. See http://www.space.com/29088-saturn-giant-storms-mystery-solved.html
* “Cumulus” means “heap” and “nimbus” means “raincloud” in Latin.

A cumulonimbus cloud in the sky of planet Earth
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White spot
on Saturn

The Lunar Initiatives Flash Art Competition. This competition encourages
anyone, from any background, to participate in this writing and 2D art contest
which focuses on lunar and space exploration. https://herox.com/
FlashArtCompetition

Tony Viljoen, our secretary, is having a house built at Yzerfontein on the Cape
West Coast. When it is finished, he plans to move there and spend the rest of
his retirement there.

The October 2015 issue of
MNASSA is now available
at
http://www.mnassa.org.za/

THERE WILL BE NO NEWSLETTER,
NO MONTHLY MEETING AND NO
OBSERVING EVENING IN DECEMBER.

THE ORDERED COPIES OF “SKY GUIDE AFRICA SOUTH 2016” HAVE
BEEN RECEIVED. THEY WILL BE BROUGHT TO THE MEETING ON 25 NOVEMBER. MEMBERS ARE REQUESTED TO COLLECT THEIR COPIES AT
THE MEETING TO ENSURE THAT THEY GET THEM BEFORE 2016.

P R E T OR I A C E N T R E A S S A - N OV EM B E R 2 0 1 5

PAGE 9

Astronomy-related articles on the Internet
Solar system
♦

Cassini finds global ocean in Saturn’s moon Enceladus and new observations made
of Enceladus. A global ocean lies beneath the icy crust of Saturn'
s geologically active
moon Enceladus, according to new research. Also: the Cassini spacecraft has started a series of fly-bys of the moon. http://www.nasa.gov/subject/3159/enceladus/

Exoplanets
♦

Mysterious ripples found racing through planet-forming disk.
http://hubblesite.org/newscenter/archive/releases/2015/36/

Our Galaxy
♦

Black hole-star pair orbiting at dizzying speed. A star and a black hole that orbit each
other at the dizzying rate of once every 2.4 hours, smashes the previous record by nearly
an hour. See an animation also. http://www.esa.int/Our_Activities/Space_Science/
Black_hole-star_pair_orbiting_at_dizzying_speed

Extragalactic astronomy
♦

Final kiss of two stars heading for catastrophe. FTS 352 is the hottest and most massive double star system to date where the two components are in contact and sharing material. The two stars will likely merge soon. The system lies in the LMC.
http://www.astronomy.com/news/2015/10/final-kiss-of-two-stars-heading-for-catastrophe

Potpourri
♦

New Horizons spacecraft reveals mystery of Kerberos, fifth moon of Pluto.

♦
♦

Astronomers spot a star being ripped apart by a black hole.
Dead star demolishes planet – offering a glimpse into how Earth could end its days.

♦

Astronomers asked to observe "alien mega structure star" in more detail.

♦

This 46-billion-pixel view of the Milky Way is the largest space image ever created.

♦

Still more articles.
http://www.iflscience.com/categories/space (Click on “older posts” at bottom of web page,
if needed.)

Space research
♦

Technology drives exploration. Read about research by NASA on propellants and propulsion systems. http://www.nasa.gov/topics/technology/space-travel/index.html

Applications of Earth-orbiting artificial satellites
♦

Studying the movement of ice sheets. http://www.nasa.gov/feature/goddard/land-facingsouthwest-greenland-ice-sheet-movement-decreasing

♦

Lots of applications. http://www.nasa.gov/subject/3135/water/

Errata
About the video clip of the solar eclipse on 13 September 2015, taken from ESA'
s Proba 2 Earthorbiting artificial satellite: the website address on page 14 of the October newsletter was wrong.
The correct website address is: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WupS7ViIpFQ
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Occultation of Uranus by the moon on 29 September 2015.
Time: ± 04h02.

Uranus

Occultation of Uranus by the moon on 29 September 2015.
Time: ± 04h05.
Photographs taken by Johan Moolman.

Uranus
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Summary of the main talk to be given on 25 November
The main talk recounts a visit to the island of St Helena. The round trip from Cape Town took 19
days, including seven nights/ eight days on the island. The fact that famous astronomers such as
Edmund Halley and Nevil Maskelyne have visited the island gives the discussion an astronomical
background. The presentation looks at the Geography, Geology, History, Politics, Economy and
the Flora and Fauna of the island. We also visit the airport (still being built at the time) and the
sites of Halley’s and Maskelyne’s observatories.

Jamestown, the
capital of St Helena
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Basics: Sirius - by Michael Poll
Sirius is a star in the constellation of Canis Major and is the brightest star in the night sky.
Canis Major is visible in the evening sky from December, when it is low in the east, until May,
when it is setting in the west. It reaches its highest altitude in our skies around midnight on New
Year’s Eve and at 9 pm in mid February. Sirius is at declination –17°, so when at its highest, it
passes 9° north of overhead as seen from Pretoria.
Sirius is also known as the “Dog Star” - the association with a dog goes back to antiquity.
The Chaldeans, Assyrians, Phoenicians Egyptians Greeks and Romans called the constellation
that Sirius is in “the dog”, but it seems that the constellation took its name from the name of the
star, rather than the constellation being named first. The earliest Greek reference to Sirius is in
Homer’s Iliad, a story about the Trojan War, which dates back to the 6th century BC. (“Iliad” was
the Greek name for Troy). Sirius is described in the Iliad as “the star they give the name of
Orion’s dog”.
Because it is so bright, the ancient Romans thought that the earth received heat from Sirius. In the (northern) summer Sirius rises and sets with the sun, and is in conjunction with the sun
in late July. It was believed that, during this period, its heat added to the heat of the sun, creating
a stretch of hot and sultry weather. This period of time, from 20 days before the conjunction to 20
days after, coincided with the hottest time of year a period called “The Dog Days” after the name
of the star. The Greek word for the star was “Kyon” or “Kuon” which means simply “The Dog”, but
is also translated as “scorching” or “searing” because its heliacal rising (its first appearance in
eastern sky before sunrise) co-incided with the “Dog Days of Summer”.
The Egyptians worshipped Sirius as early as 3285 BC, because its heliacal rising, which
occurs mid to late July in Egypt, gave notice of the annual flooding of the Nile. Each year The
Egyptians would see Sirius lost in the sun’s glare for a few months, and then see it re-emerge in
the dawn sky around the summer solstice, just before the floods. The Egyptians counted this as
the beginning of the new year, but, because their 365 day calendar had no leap year, the calendar eventually fell out of step with the heliacal rising of Sirius.
It took a period of 1461 years for the calendar to again become synchronous with the heliacal rising of Sirius. This period of 1461 years was called the Sothic Cycle, named after Sothis,
the Greek equivalent to the Egyptian fertility goddess Sopdet. The life span of the mythical bird
the Phoenix is equal in length to the Sothic cycle - the bird lived for 1461 years and then caught
fire and died to be reborn out of its own ashes. It has been suggested that this is like Sirius being
born anew out of the sun’s fire when the heliacal rising was again in step with the calendar.
Sirius is a double star. Sirius A is the bright star we see with the naked eye. It is 70 % larger in diameter than the sun, and is 26 times as bright. It is of spectral type A1 and has surface
temperature of 10 200° C.
Sirius B is a white dwarf. In 1844, after analysing the proper motion of Sirius (A) through
space for 10 years, Friedrich Wilhelm Bessel concluded that it must have an invisible companion
of roughly its own mass. In 1851, the Danish astronomer, Christian Peters, calculated the orbit of
the companion, but the object was not detectable with the telescopes then available. The companion was first seen visually in 1862 by Alvan G Clark in the USA, who was testing an 18 inch
lens. It was found in almost exactly in the predicted position. The visual detection was long delayed because in 1844 the companion was only 3 arc seconds from Sirius, but by 1862 the gap
had widened to 9.5 arc seconds. Sirius B is colloquially known as “The Pup”.
Being a white dwarf, Sirius B is small but massive. It has been shown that Sirius B is 98 %
the mass of the sun, despite being smaller than the Earth. Its surface temperature is 24 900° C,
and its gravitational field is 350 000 times stronger than that at the Earth’s surface.
The age of the Sirius A and B pair is estimated at 225 – 250 million years, which is about
th
1/20 of the suns age. A 2005 study indicated that Sirius B started as blue star with 5 times the
mass of the sun. It would have been brighter than Venus in our sky at its current distance (but not
at the time – it was much further away then). This star turned to red giant and then to a white
dwarf about 125 million years ago, losing about 80% of its mass in the process. (continued)
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Sirius B revolves around Sirius A every 50.1 years. In 1994 the stars were at the minimum
separation of 2.5 seconds of arc. In March 2007 they were 7.6 seconds apart, and will reach
maximum separation of 11.3 seconds in 2022. The magnitude of Sirius B is 8.4, but it is difficult
to see because of the large brightness differential - Sirius A is 10 000 times brighter than B. However, B has been seen in telescopes as small as 6 inches by skilled observers. Given that Sirius
gets so high in the sky in Pretoria, and that the separation is increasing, perhaps it is a possibility
over the next few years for some Centre members to try and see Sirius B.
In a sense Sirius is just passing by our sun. It only looks as bright as it does because it is
comparatively close to us. Its current distance is 8.6 light years and it has a magnitude of –1.44.
Sirius will be brighter than magnitude 4.0 for 2 000 000 years either side of the present time. It
has been our brightest night-time star for 90 000 years, will remain so for another 210 000 years.
Its closest (and brightest) approach will be 60 000 years from now, when it will be 7.8 light years
away, and at magnitude –1.64
References Include : Sky and Telescope: April 1998 p80; February 2006 p 46; March 2006 p26;
February 2007 p 50; March 2007 p 47; February 2008 p33.

Astronomy-related images and video clips on the Internet
♦

Mars showcase. Images from ESA’s Mars Express were combined to create this movie.
http://www.esa.int/spaceinvideos/Videos/2013/10/Mars_showcase

♦

A Hubble view of starburst galaxy Messier 94. This image makes a nice screen saver.
There are also lots of other images to use as screen savers at this website.
http://www.nasa.gov/image-feature/goddard/a-hubble-view-of-starburst-galaxy-messier-94

♦

NASA unveils celestial fireworks as official image for Hubble 25th anniversary. A nice
screen saver. http://www.nasa.gov/press-release/nasa-unveils-celestial-fireworks-as-officialimage-for-hubble-25th-anniversary

♦

Near-Earth object predicted to put on fireball show. It is thought to be part of a rocket.
See a video clip.
http://www.space.com/30908-near-earth-object-predicted-to-put-on-fireball-show-video.html

♦

Unlocking the secrets of Jupiter’s icy moons. See a video clip.
http://www.esa.int/spaceinvideos/Videos/2015/10/
ESA_Euronews_Unlocking_the_secrets_of_the_Jupiter_s_Icy_Moons

♦

Rosetta’s twelve-year journey in space. This animation tracks Rosetta’s journey through
the Solar System, using gravity slingshots from Earth and Mars to reach its final destination:
Comet 67P/Churyumov–Gerasimenko. http://www.esa.int/spaceinvideos/Videos/2013/10/
Rosetta_s_twelve-year_journey_in_space

♦

Sci-Fi. Ambition the film. Screened on 24 October 2014 during the British Film Institute’s
celebration of Sci-Fi. See the trailer. http://www.esa.int/spaceinvideos/Videos/2014/10/
Ambition_the_film

♦

Timelapse: Canary Islands to Italy. Still images taken by ESA astronaut Samantha Cristoforetti on the ISS were joined together to create this time-lapse.
http://www.esa.int/spaceinvideos/Videos/2015/05/Timelapse_Canary_Islands_to_Italy

♦

Zoomable maps of Mercury, Mars and the moon.
http://www.actgate.com/home/quickmap.htm
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Report for Observing Evening on 23 October 2015
- by Michael Poll and Danie Barnardo
We had a nice clear sky, half a dozen telescopes and about 20-30 people came, including
children and parents from Constantia Park Primary school. We had a 10½ day old moon to look at,
and which provided interesting viewing. The most striking crater was Gassendi, which is on the
edge of Mare Humorum. The crater was sitting on the terminator, and so showed a dramatic view of
light and shadow – the shadow of the crater wall and that of the central peaks could be seen on the
crater floor. The crater Copernicus was practically in the middle of the field of view. Its position on
the Moon means that our viewpoint is almost vertically above it. Copernicus is about 93 km in diameter and nearly 4000 metres deep. Other craters noted were Reinhold and Lansberg, which
make a row with Copernicus, and if the line of this row is extended away from Copernicus, it points
to Gassendi. Tycho and Clavius were also well shown. An interesting crater that could just be seen
was Schiller, one of the few elongated craters on the Moon. These views of the Moon were much
appreciated (“cool” they said) by our visitors, and many came back for further looks during the evening.
The formation of the Moon craters by meteorite impact was explained. The proximity of
Tswaing, our own impact crater was mentioned and it was promised via Danie to accompany a family on an excursion to Tswaing, should they be interested.
The other main attraction of the evening was Saturn, which was low in the west, very close
to Beta Scorpii. As usual, it elicited many appreciative comments. The rings are very wide open.
The orientation of the rings as viewed from Earth was explained, including the fact that in about 8 or
9 years time the rings will appear to be edge on. This is likely to be the last observing evening for
this season that we see the planet.
The Moon rather blotted out most deep sky objects, but we did show Messier 7 in the tail of
Scorpius, and Michael had a look at Alpha Centauri, which could just be separated. After November
2015, the pair will be opening up for a decade or so.
A number of parents asked about telescopes, and were very interested in the variety that we
had on the session. Again it was explained that the best way to start is with a naked eye map of the
sky and learn one’s way around. Skymaps.com was again recommended. People were encouraged
to come to the observing evenings to try out and discuss the various telescope types if they were
considering a purchase.
Details of persona that three of the craters mentioned are named for are taken from the
Hamlyn “Atlas of the Moon” by Antonin Rukl.
Gassendi: Pierre Gassendi (1592-1655) was a French theologian, mathematician and astronomer.
He was the first person ever (in 1631) to observe a transit of Mercury.
Reinhold: Erasmus Reinhold (1511-1553) was a German mathematician and astronomer.
Lansberg: Phillipe van Lansberg (1561-1632) was a Belgian physician and astronomer who authored a treatise on the use of astrolabes and gnomons.
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