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NEWSLETTER SEPTEMBER 2 014

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

Beginner’s Corner:.”Where did all the stars go?” by Nigel Rotherham.
What’s Up? by Percy Jacobs.
10 minute break — library will be open.
Main talk: “GAIA - Making of the catalogue to beat all catalogues”. *
Socializing over tea/coffee and biscuits.

The chairperson at the meeting will be Fred Oosthuizen..
* This will be a video presentation.

Friday 19 September 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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Report of Observing Evening on August 22nd 2014 - by Michael Poll

A pair of cold fronts over the previous couple of days made for very clear
sky, although the view to the south is getting more and more light polluted at our
CBC observing site. At least our bit of northern sky and overhead is still dark and
that is where we did the better part of our observing. There were only about a
dozen of us in spite of the clear sky, and it seemed that most of the attendees
were visitors. There were four or five telescopes, and Neville brought his solar system model.
We did a lot of naked eye observing, with reference to the Skymaps.com
chart. This included showing how to orient the chart to match the sky view, and
then how to first of all identify the brightest stars (“the bigger the blob, the brighter
the star”). In the north the stars to start with were Arcturus, Vega and Altair, and
that one could confirm Altair because of the star on each side of it, forming a
straight line (the “Altair Trio”), and also to note that this straight line extended
northwards points to Vega. In the south we started with the Pointers (Alpha and
Beta Centauri), and the Southern Cross, and showed that the map could be oriented to match the orientation of the long axis. We could then also note the position of Triangulum Australe.
We also pointed out Mars and Saturn which were very close to each other
on this night. We said that Mars’ closest approach to Saturn was in the next few
days (August 25th), and that people could see Mars’ rapid movement eastwards
against the star background, which will bring it next to Antares by September 28th.
One visitor has been looking into buying a go-to telescope, so we explained
the advantages and disadvantages of going that route, and also explained the different sorts of telescope mounting – we could show examples of equatorial and
Dobsonian mounts. The talk of mountings led on to a discussion about the movement of the sky as the Earth turned eastwards, and how the stars made a circle
around the celestial south pole.
Telescopically we started with Mars and Saturn. Saturn’s rings are now quite
wide open, and were suitably admired, no details were visible on Mars - the disc
was quite small. In fact, although Saturn at the time was nearly 8 times further
away than Mars, Saturn’s disc was considerably larger, and this illustrates how big
Saturn really is compared with Mars. (The figures for their apparent diameters at
the time are : Mars about 7”, and Saturn about 16.5” (Ref Sky and Telescope August 2014 p46).
Lyra is at its highest for us on August observing evenings. Its brightest star,
Vega only gets to a maximum altitude of about 40º above the horizon in Pretoria.
With the nice clear sky we were able to see the Ring Nebula (M57), and one of the
visitors could even note that it was paler in the middle that at the edges, which was
quite an astute observation. We also were able to locate the Dumbbell Nebula
(M27) in Vulpecula. This object was rather more diffuse that M57, giving it quite
ghostly appearance. The guide star used for locating M27 was Gamma Sagittae.
As well as M27, also in between Altair and Vega, Nigel recovered the Coathanger
cluster and we showed Albireo (Beta Cygni), the latter is a colourful showpiece
double for August observing evenings.
We ended the evening at about 9.30 pm.
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New iBooks textbook helps the visually impaired to visit the stars
through touch and sound. Children with visual disabilities can experience
striking deep-space images in a free, multi-touch iBooks textbook for the
iPad entitled "Reach for the Stars: Touch, Look, Listen, Learn."
https://itunes.apple.com/us/book/reach-for-stars-touch-look/id763516126?

2014 Symposium. The 10th ASSA symposium, which was to be held in Durban, has been cancelled.

Sad news. Dr. Mike Gaylard, Director of the Hartebeesthoek Radio Astronomy Observatory,
passed away on Thursday, August 14. Dr Gaylard was instrumental in the conceptualisation of
the African Very Long Baseline Interferometry
(VLBI) Network (AVN), a vision to have a network of radio astronomy telescopes throughout
Africa, and actively participated in and championed its development. He also headed the Science Awareness Outreach Programme at HartRAO, and was among the key people who
helped get the National Astronomy and Space
Science Programme (NASSP) started.
Left: The late Dr. Mike Gaylard.

Images and video clips
Doing what ATV does best. ATV-5 docks flawlessly to the ISS. See image & comment on it.
h tt p: / / www. es a. in t / sp ac ein im ag es/
Images/2014/08/Doing_what_ATV_does_best

Shelter from the Sun. Protective parasol will keep JWST cool. http://
www. esa. int/spaceinimages/
Images/2014/08/Shelter_from_the_Sun

Video clips of Earth from space and lots of other astronomical video clips.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ifjaOHHO98&feature=youtu.be
Mars deep down. Hellas is one of the Solar System’s largest impact basins: Since its formation, Hellas has been subject to modification by the action of wind, ice, water, volcanic
activity and impact craters. http://www.esa.int/Our_Activities/Space_Science/
Mars_Express/Mars_Deep_down
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Summary of “What’s Up?” to be presented on Wednesday 24 Sept 2014
- by Percy Jacobs
Phases of the Moon
Dark Sky from 15th Oct to 30 Oct
First Quarter
– 1st Oct – rises 11:01 & sets at 00:00
Full Moon
–8th Oct – rises 18:20 & sets at 05:29 (lunar eclipse)
Last Quarter
–15th Oct – rises 00:30 & sets at 11:10
New Moon
– 23rd Oct (solar eclipse)
Planets
Mercury (Virgo)- ~seen in evening sky early in month & morning sky late in the month
Venus – too near the sun to be seen in Oct
Mars (between Ophiuchus & Scorpiusa)– ~52 deg above Horizon after sunset in west
Jupiter (between Cancer & Leo) – ~ 27 deg above Horizon before sunrise in the east
Saturn (Libra)– ~28 deg above Horizon after sunset in the west
Uranus (Piscis)) & Neptune (Aquarius)) – ~40 & 70 deg above Horizon in the NE early
evining
Events
Planet groupings
25th Oct – Saturn near crescent Moon in the west after sunset
28th Oct – Mars near crescent Moon in the west after sunset
Meteor Showers
Orionids 21st Oct peak - ~30/hr – 00:00 to 04:00 – in the NE
Eclipses
8th Oct : Total Lunar Eclipse: Visible from the Pacific Ocean and bordering regions in the Americas, Asia and Australia. We cannot see this from Pretoria.
Can only be seen on the dark side of Earth.
23rd Oct : Partial Solar Eclipse: Not visible from Pretoria (next partial visible
from Pretoria is on 13th Sept 2015)
Comets
19th Oct - A1 Siding Spring, creeps closer and closer to Mars until it overlaps
the planet on the 19th. Normally, a comet will only appear to pass in front of
stars and deep sky objects because it’s in the same line of sight. Not this time.
Siding Spring may actually “touch” Mars for real. On October 19 the comet will
pass so close to the planet that its outer coma or atmosphere may envelop
Mars and spark a meteor shower. The sight of a bright planet smack in the
middle of a comet’s head should be something quite wonderful to see through
a telescope.
Constellations – shall be discussed in more detail at meeting
South
Phoenix - “the constellations Phoenix, Grus, Pavo, Tucana, are known as the Southern Birds.”
Reticulum – “the reticle or crosshairs”
Hydrus – “southern water snake”
Dorado – “the dolphinfish or swordfish”
East
Cetus - “the sea monster or whale”
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Piscis – “2 fish tied together with a rope”
Pegasus – “winged horse”
Sculptor – “sculptors tools”
North
Cygnus – “the swan”
Sagitta – “the arrow”
Delphinus – “the dolphin”
Aquila – “the eagle”
Capricornus – “the horned goat”
Aquarius – “the water bearer”
General
Aug 14 monthly observing challenge report back – shall be announced at monthly
meeting
Oct 14 – monthly observing challenge target – shall be announced at monthly meeting

Pretoria ASSA - ASSA "Top 100" observing list
Commenced on 29 Oct 2010 to 7 Sept 2014
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13

Name
Number of observations
George Dehlen
100
Percy Jacobs
100
Louis Kloke
100
Michael Moller
100
Michael Poll
44
Pat Kühn
34
Craig Kloke
28
Grant Thompson
20
Bosman Olivier
7
Andre de la Ponte
6
Graham Low
4 (maybe 7? – still waiting for confirmation)
Albie Lombard
1 (still waiting for the “many” he did at the Karoo
Star Party)
James Smith
1
Total

545

Chairman’s Report for the monthly meeting of 27 August 2014
by Michelle Ferreira
Attendance was good with around 30+ members attending and several visitors too. The
visitors were warmly greeted.
Beginner’s Corner was presented by Pat Kuhn on the topic of “Observing Sunspots”. Our Sun is really the only star that we can study close up and it is huge in comparison to
our Earth. It has a diameter of 1,4 million km which is 109 times our Earth'
s diameter. Sunspots
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are a solar phenomenon of the sun and other phenomena include granulation, faculae, limb darkening, flares and prominences. The 11 year solar cycle was discovered by Schwabe in 1843 and
Wolf showed that the cycle could be traced back to 1715. Sunspot cycles statistics are continuously being compiled and sunspot observations can be submitted online via e.g. AASVO. Sunspot formation is a temporary phenomenon consisting of darker spots visible on the photosphere. It can take days or weeks to develop to full size. They commonly form pairs and
groups. Most sunspots are big enough to swallow the earth. This can be observed with a special
solar telescope using an H-alpha filter. A normal telescope with a solar film filter usually shows
sunspots and possibly faculae and limb darkening. It is most important to "Be Careful - Never
look at the sun directly". Mostly we observe dim objects, so we need to be most careful when
observing the sun. A fairly good photo can be taken with a 300mm lens @ 1/1000s/F8. What
can be observed is the amount of sunspots and sunspot groups, measure the sunspots and calculate the size, using the sunspot movement to calculate solar rotation. Some website references: spaceweather.com; AAVSO.org; Wiki and Soho.
What's Up? was presented by Michael Poll and included a reference that the current sunspot cycle, cycle no 24, was name an "all quiet event" by solar physicist Tony Phillips. The false
cross will be visible near the moon and the moon, Mars and Saturn are all close together on Aug
31. An occultation of Theta Librae will occur on Sept 1 @ 19:56. This is possibly the best time in
the year to see Mercury in the evening sky. Sept 20, Mercury will be near Spica (in Virgo) and
you will be able to note a very nice contract in colour. Sept 25 and 26, the moon, Mercury and
Spica will form a nice grouping in the evening sky. Viewing of Mercury will be best in the evenings late in the year. Sept 27 and 28, Saturn will be near the moon and Saturn is currently still
in Libra and visible high in the west in the early evening. Sept 28 Mars will be near Antares and
their colour and brightness can be compared. Sept 29, the moon will be near Mars. Sept 20,
Jupiter will be NE before sunrise and near the moon. Venus will be lost in the morning twilight be
the end of Sept. Keep a look out for Constellation Ara, one of Ptolemy'
s original 48 constellations, NGC6193 (mag 6) an open cluster of about 30 stars and NGC6397 (mag 6) a globular
cluster.
The Main Talk for the evening "Astronomy in the Digital Age" was presented by Allen
Versfeld, who has been an amateur astronomer since the age of 10 and he has been active at
various levels ever since. He edits and writes for www.Urban-Astronomer.com and is the current
director of the astro-photography section of ASSA. In the digital age, communication has become very easy and reaching people has become very accessible. Outreach has also become
much easier, and NASA is especially good therein. There are a multitude of websites providing
information, for instance Universe Today, Urban Astronomer, European Southern Observatory
(combining the scientific value of their work with some or other wow-factor), and so much
more. Readers of magazines and journals can subscribe to mailing lists for e-mails of newsworthy events. Twitter is used for up-to-date and very immediate newsfeed on transient events. Astronomers are unusually open in sharing their data. New information is online, for instance every
image taken by Hubble Telescope is available on the Hubble site. A lot of data is available to any
professional researcher. The sharing of data with specific people can now easily be synchronized. Remote observing is available, for instance the Bradford robotic telescope situated in the
Canary Islands. Another more well known commercial option is SLOOH @ Observatory Command Center (also situated in the Canary Islands). There you can directly drive the telescope in
your allocated timeslot. Zooniverse (previously Galaxy Zoo) is an example of Citizen Science,
whereby groups of volunteers assist and identify galaxy types by working through a list of relevant questions. Another is Cosmo Quest for moon mappers, vesta mappers and Mercury mappers. There is the internet, go-to-mounts, cameras and accompanying software for the stacking
of images, software like Carte du Ciel for star maps and Stellarium for planetarium view, and
many, many more examples of digital technologies. However, in this digital world, for viewing the
"old fashioned way", the charts to compile your own Star Atlas can be downloaded from Deep
Sky Hunter (digitally - LOL).
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The Rho Ophiuchi Cloud Complex. The top photograph shows the complex. The bottom one is
the same, but with annotations by Auke Slotegraaf. The photographs on this page and the next
were taken by Johan Moolman at Shekinah during the weekend 25 - 27 July.
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The top photograph shows the same as on the previous page, but zoomed in on the six bright
stars near the centre. The bottom one is the same as the top one, but with annotations by Auke
Slotegraaf.
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100 000 stars - by Neville Young
I saw this on one or other ASSA Facebook page recently and attempted to download it,
but seems that cannot be done. I enjoy watching it. There is a play button top left, but once it has
played – perhaps a minute - I can move the slider on the right up or down to whatever scene I
particularly enjoy and just let that scene rotate indefinitely across the screen. I like the scenes
where nearby stars passing in front of distant stars give a lovely 3-D effect.
It is even better to watch it full screen by pressing F11. Press F11 again to go back to the
web browser window. Note that there are many more than 100 000 stars. These are nearby, catalogued stars. See below the explanation in the cut-out from the help screen.
Another thing – click on the ‘graph’ icon to the right of the Play button. This switches on
the ‘colour’ type of each star. In some scenes this creates and unrealistic yet pretty kaleidoscopic
effect.
http://stars.chromeexperiments.com

Basics: Robotic telescopes - by Pierre Lourens

A robotic telescope is an astronomical telescope and detector system that makes observations without the intervention of a human. In astronomical disciplines, a telescope qualifies as robotic if it makes those observations without being operated by a human, even if a
human has to initiate the observations at the beginning of the night, or end them in the morning. A remote telescope is controlled remotely by a human. A robotic telescope is distinct
from a remote telescope, though an instrument can be both robotic and remote.
Robotic telescopes are complex systems that typically incorporate a number of subsystems. These subsystems include devices that provide telescope pointing capability, operation of the detector (typically a CCD camera), control of the dome or telescope enclosure,
control over the telescope'
s focuser, detection of weather conditions, and other capabilities.
Frequently these varying subsystems are presided over by a master control system, which is
almost always a software component.
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Peace in Heaven - by Magda Streicher
For us humans, Earth is the beginning and the end of life as we
know it, but also a place where conflict dominates, with just little
patches of peace and calmness here and there.
During a dark, pristine night filled with stars and an unseen sense
of peace enfolding me, I do an observation of the War and Peace Nebula, NGC 6357, which is located within the Scorpius constellation. The
view that greets me through the eye-piece of the telescope is a scene
one could almost describe as soaked through with nebulous gases
formed by gravitation and magnetic fields. Bright stars peek through the
faint filaments – some of the most massive stars ever discovered – situated within the open cluster Pismis 24. The brightest star in the area
shining through the mist is the magnitude 7 (HD 157528), which is also
a double star. However, Pismis 24 also contains some fainter stars, displaying a smaller patch covered in nebulosity. Marie Paris Pismis de Recilas, whose name this stars bear, was a Turkish-Mexican astronomer of
Armenian descent who became the first woman to get a PhD from the
science faculty of Istanbul University.
The Pismis cluster may be the peace factor among the stormy
clouds. But if you’re wondering, the best way is to have a look for yourself.
As Auke Slotegraaf describes it: “..very moody image... troubled...
tumultuous....”
Oh, before I forget: there is also NGC 7252, the so-called Atoms
for Peace Galaxy in Aquarius, which happens to be the product of two
large galaxies that once collided. The turbulent pair, now joined, spans
666 000 light-years and are more or less 220 million light-years away.
So there you have it: peace in heaven and war on earth.
OBJECT

TYPE

RA

DEC

MAG

SIZE

NGC 6357
Pismis 24

Diffuse Nebula
Open Cluster

17h24m.7
17h25m.2

-34o12’.1
-34o24’.0

4-5
9.6

50’ x 40’
4’

Editor’s note: Magda is a well-known and outstanding observer of the
night skies. For members who would like to communicate with her, her
e-mail address is: magdalena@mweb.co.za
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Feature of the month:
The impending landing of spacecraft Rosetta on a
comet - by Pierre Lourens
ESA’s spacecraft Rosetta has arrived at its destination - Comet
67P/Churyumov-Gerasimenko. The choice of a landing site is now
in progress. The landing will be the first ever on a comet. Keep informed about developments by visiting the website with link:
http://www.esa.int/Our_Activities/Space_Science/Rosetta
Below left: A photograph of the comet from the spacecraft.

Meet a member of the Pretoria
Centre of the ASSA

Thys Maree
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ScopeX 2014 - by Johan Smit
It was a great day for the Pretoria Centre!
•

•

The Pretoria Centre set the standard in the astrophotography competition at ScopeX 2014.
Members of our Centre raked in all the prizes in this category. The three winners were
Johan Smit, Paul Smit and Johan Moolman. They are shown in the photograph immediately
below.
Of the four awards for telescope making, members of the Pretoria Centre won two: Michael
Moller with his beautiful "Schiefspiegler" and Johan Smit for his "camera tracker" drive system and for his binocular collimation system.

Generally, there were many interesting telescope designs in the exhibition. The telescope makers
become more innovative every year and there also was much to learn this year.
Left to right: Johan Smit, Paul Smit and Johan Moolman.

Extreme left: Michael Moller’s
‘Schiefspiegler”.
Left: Michael
Moller.
Below left: Johan
Smit’s binocular collimation system.
Below: Johan
Smit’s "camera
tracker" drive system.
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Noteworthy astronomy-related articles on the Internet
Solar system
•

NASA launches satellite to study how Sun's atmosphere Is energized.
http ://www.n asa.gov/p ress/2013/june/n asa-laun ch es-satell ite-to-stud y-h ow-sun satmosphere-is-energized/

•

NASA’s Mars rover Curiosity arrives at Martian mountain. NASA'
s Mars Curiosity rover
has reached the Red Planet'
s Mount Sharp, a Mount-Rainier-size mountain at the center of
the vast Gale Crater and the rover mission'
s long-term prime destination. Also watch the
video clip. http://www.nasa.gov/press/2014/september/nasa-s-mars-curiosity-rover-arrivesat-martian-mountain/

Our Galaxy
•

•

•

Magnetar discovered close to supernova remnant Kesteven 79. Old magnetic neutron
star overshadowed by the veil of a quiet, younger counterpart.
h ttp ://www. es a.in t/sp a ce in im ag e s/ Imag es/ 20 1 4/0 8/
Magnetar_discovered_close_to_supernova_remnant_Kesteven_79
NASA's Spitzer telescope witnesses asteroid smashup. NASA'
s Spitzer Space Telescope witnessed a giant surge in dust around a star, likely the result of two asteroids colliding. An artist’s concept shows the immediate aftermath of the collision. http://www.nasa.gov/
press/2014/august/nasas-spitzer-telescope-witnesses-asteroid-smashup/
Found! Most distant stars in Milky Way Galaxy. The boundaries of our home galaxy may
have to be redrawn. Astronomers have discovered the farthest-flung stars yet known in the
Milky Way. The two objects are about 775 000 and 900 000 light-years from Earth, respectively. http://news.discovery.com/space/galaxies/found-most-distant-start-in-milky-waygalaxy-140710.htm

Space research
•

NASA selects 26 space biology research proposals. NASA'
s Space Biology Program
will fund 26 proposals to investigate how microbes, cells, plants and animals respond to
changes in gravity. The research will be conducted aboard the International Space Station.
http://www.nasa.gov/press/2014/august/nasa-selects-26-space-biology-research-proposals/
#

Black holes
•

NASA's RXTE satellite decodes the rhythm of an unusual black hole. Astronomers
have uncovered rhythmic pulsations from a rare type of black hole in M82, 12 million lightyears away. Don’t neglect to watch the video clip also. http://www.nasa.gov/press/2014/
august/nasas-rxte-satellite-decodes-the-rhythm-of-an-unusual-black-hole/

•

NASA telescopes uncover early construction of giant galaxy. Astronomers have for the
first time caught a glimpse of the earliest stages of massive galaxy construction, 11 billion
light-years away. Astronomers theorize that this frenzied star birth was sparked by a torrent
of gas flowing into the galaxy’s core while it formed deep inside a gravitational well of dark
matter, invisible cosmic material that acts as the scaffolding of the universe for galaxy construction. http://www.nasa.gov/press/2014/august/nasa-telescopes-uncover-earlyconstruction-of-giant-galaxy/

Life
•

Meet the electric life forms that live on pure energy. Unlike any other life on Earth, these
extraordinary bacteria eat electricity. http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn25894-meet-theelectric-life-forms-that-live-on-pure-energy.html?full=true#.U8wFC0CJlTY
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IC 2944, also known as the Running Chicken Nebula or the Lambda Centauri
Nebula, is an open cluster with an associated emission nebula in the constellation
Centaurus, near the star Lambda Centauri. Photograph taken by Johan Moolman
at the 2014 Karoo Star Party, held at the Kambro padstal near Britstown.

Pretoria Centre committee

Chairman
Vice Chairman
Secretary
Newsletter Editor
Treasurer and
Membership Secretary
Assistant Treasurer
Librarian
Assistant Librarian
Curator of Instruments
Public Relations Officer
Observing Coordinator
Webmaster
Member
Member

Bosman Olivier
Pat Kühn
Michelle Ferreira
Pierre Lourens

082 883 1869
082 895 5686
073 173 0168
072 207 1403

Rynhardt van Rooyen
Michelle Ferreira
Danie Barnardo
Pat Kühn
Johan Smit
Fred Oosthuizen
Percy Jacobs
Danie Barnardo
Michael Poll
Tony Viljoen

082 325 8745
073 173 0168
084 588 6668
082 895 5686
072 806 2939
072 373 2865
082 498 4680
084 588 6668
074 473 4785
072 247 6648

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 reminded that a database of the
books in our library is to be
found on our website. The database was created by Danie
Barnardo, one of our committee members.

