
10th April 2006

George Sallitt: 

“Latest Advanced in CCD Imaging”

We have had a run of clear skies over the last week, 
allowing us to hold our last observing evening of the 
year,  last  Monday  in  Abbey  Meadow,  Abingdon. 
This was a special lunar observing evening, looking 
at  that  object  we all  normally avoid.  There was a 
good  turnout  and  many  people  enjoyed  close-up 
views of craters and mountains.

THE NIGHT SKY THIS MONTH

by Bob Dryden

Planets:  

Mercury  &  Venus: Both  these  planets  are  still  only 
visible  just  before  dawn  although  one  will  be  slightly 
easier to see than the other.

Mercury is  finishing a very poor apparition and is very 
difficult to see.  It finally goes behind the Sun just after 
mid May.

Venus on the other hand is easier to find due to the fact it 
is so bright.  It is also very low though so you will need a 
clear south eastern horizon. If you are feeling ambitious, 
you could try and see a close conjunction of Venus and 
Uranus  on  the  morning  of  19th April.   It  will  be  a 
tremendously difficult observation as they will only be 3 
or 4 degrees above the horizon as the sky gets bright.

Mars: More easily accessible is Mars. This planet may be 
much fainter than it was last year, but it is high in the sky 
in Gemini as it goes dark. Do not expect any detail on the 
disc though as Mars is now too far away from Earth for 
this.  There  is  an  interesting  meeting  of  the  nice  open 
cluster, M35, and Mars on April 16th, 17th, and 18th which 
will look good in binoculars.

Jupiter: While it may be in the southern constellation of 
Libra,  Jupiter  is  bright  enough  to  outshine  virtually 
everything else in the sky once it rises. At the start of this 
session Jupiter does not rise until late in the night but it 
reaches opposition on May 4th after which it rises as the 
Sun sets.

Saturn: Saturn has an interesting time this session. It is 
just  west  of  the  Beehive  cluster  in  Cancer  and  as  the 
session goes  by the planet  moves closer still.   As with 

Mars and M35, this will be a lovely sight in binoculars. 
Saturn’s rings are tilted at an angle of 20 degrees at the 
moment.  However, that angle is decreasing so this is your 
last chance to see the rings at an angle of over 20 degrees 
until  2013.  On  April  25th Saturn  reaches  eastern 
quadrature which means that it is 90 degrees east of the 
Sun with respect to Earth.  The result of this is that this is 
the  best  time  to  see  the  shadow of  Saturns  globe  cast 
across the ring system.

Meteors: After  a  long  period  of  very  little  shower 
activity, things pick up a bit in April with the arrival of 
the Lyrids.  This shower is active from April 19th to 25th 

with maximum being on the 22nd at 15.00 UT.  While only 
having a rate of about 10 meteors an hour, they are often 
quite bright.  The Moon will rise in the early hours of the 
morning but it is a waning crescent and will be low in the 
south east in Aquarius.

Comets: There are two comets this session that are worth 
looking out for.

The first is A1 Pojmanski which is now in Cassiopeia and 
therefore circumpolar (ie: does not set).  While you can 
look for it any time of the night, it is probably best to try 
as it goes dark or just before dawn when Cassiopeia will 
be at its highest for this time of year. The comet is not 
very bright  now at about 10th magnitude so a  telescope 
and finder chart will be needed.

The other comet on view is a very interesting one indeed. 
It is 73P Schwassmann-Wachmann.  At its return in 1995, 
it had broken into three pieces, each of which was given a 
letter,  A,  B,  and C,  to  identify  it.   While  it  is  thought 
comets can break up easily, it has not been observed that 
many times so this is a rare chance to see it happening. At 
its next return in 2001, only pieces C and B were left. The 
comet has returned again only this time it is breaking up 
as  we  watch  it.   At  the  last  count  there  were  over  20 
pieces. From our point of view, most of the pieces are too 
small  and  too  faint  for  us  to  see  in  our  telescopes. 
However some are not. The comet is going to pass very 
close to the Earth in May, in fact it be the closest comet 
since IRAS- Araki-Alcock in 1983.  While the comet is 
intrinsically small, being so close to us means it could be 
bright enough to see in binoculars (or even naked eye!). 
Nobody can say how bright  the pieces will  be because 
nobody knows how much dust and debris will be released. 
However, predictions are that some pieces could reach 3rd 

or 4th magnitude. The comet will cross Corona Borealis, 
Hercules, Lyra and Cygnus during late April and May.  It 
will  be  moving  rapidly  from  day  to  day  due  to  its 
proximity  to  Earth.   There  could  be  an  interesting 
encounter  on  the  morning  of  May  8th when  the  comet 
passes  VERY close  to  M57,  the  Ring  Nebula  in  Lyra. 
Some people are even saying it will cross OVER M57 but 
this is not certain yet. All in all, a comet well worth trying 
to see.



MOON PHASES:

First Qtr: 5th Apr.; Full: 13th Apr.; Last Qtr: 21st Apr.; 
New: 27th Apr.; First Qtr: 5th May; Full: 13th May.

PLANETS IN STRANGE PLACES

by Trudy E. Bell

Red  star,  blue  star,  big  star,  small  star—planets  may  form 
around  virtually  any  type  or  size  of  star  throughout  the 
universe, not just around mid-sized middle-aged yellow stars 
like the Sun. That’s the surprising implication of two recent 
discoveries  from  the  0.85-meter-diameter  Spitzer  Space 
Telescope,  which  is  exploring  the  universe  from  orbit  at 
infrared  (heat)  wavelengths  blocked  by  the  Earth’s 
atmosphere.

At  one  extreme  are  two  blazing,  blue  “hypergiant”  stars 
180,000 light-years away in the Large Magellanic Cloud, one 
of the two companion galaxies to our Milky Way. The stars, 
called R 66 and R 126, are respectively 30 and 70 times the 
mass of the Sun, “about as massive as stars can get,” said Joel 
Kastner,  professor  of  imaging  science  at  the  Rochester 
Institute of Technology in New York. R 126 is so luminous 
that if  it  were placed 10 parsecs (32.6 light-years) away—a 
distance at which the Sun would be one of the dimmest stars 
visible in the sky—the hypergiant would be as bright as the 
full moon, “definitely a daytime object,” Kastner remarked. 

Such hot stars have fierce solar winds, so Kastner and his team 
are mystified why any dust in the neighborhood hasn’t long 
since  been  blown  away.  But  there  it  is:  an  unmistakable 
spectral  signature  that  both  hypergiants  are  surrounded  by 
mammoth  disks  of  what  might  be  planet-forming  dust  and 
even sand. 

At the other extreme is a tiny brown dwarf star called Cha 
110913-773444, relatively nearby (500 light-years) in the 
Milky Way. One of the smallest brown dwarfs known, it 
has less than 1 percent the mass of the Sun. It’s not even 
massive  enough  to  kindle  thermonuclear  reactions  for 
fusing hydrogen into helium. Yet  this  miniature  “failed 
star,” as brown dwarfs are often called, is also surrounded 
by  a  flat  disk  of  dust  that  may  eventually  clump  into 
planets. (Note: This brown dwarf discovery was made by 
a  group  led  by  Kevin  Luhman  of  Pennsylvania  State 
University.) 

Although actual planets have not  been detected (in part 
because of the stars’ great distances), the spectra of the 
hypergiants show that their dust is composed of forsterite, 
olivine,  aromatic  hydrocarbons,  and  other  geological 
substances found on Earth.

These  newfound  disks  represent  “extremes  of  the 
environments in which planets might form,” Kastner said. 
“Not what you’d expect if you think our solar system is 
the rule.”

Hypergiants  and  dwarfs?   The  Milky  Way  could  be 
crowded  with  worlds  circling  every  kind  of  star 
imaginable—very strange, indeed.

Keep  up  with  the  latest  findings  from  the  Spitzer  at 
www.spitzer.caltech.edu/ .

For kids, the Infrared Photo Album at The Space Place:
 (spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/kids/sirtf1/sirtf_action.shtml) 
introduces the electromagnetic spectrum and compares the 
appearance of common scenes in visible versus infrared 
light.

This  article  was  provided  by  the  Jet  Propulsion  
Laboratory,  California Institute  of Technology, under a  
contract  with  the  National  Aeronautics  and  Space  
Administration.

TOTAL SOLAR ECLIPSE

Total Solar Eclipse, March 29th, Belek, Turkey – by Paul 
McGale. This is a composition of a number of images of  
differing exposures to show the whole corona, shaped by 

the Sun’s magnetic field, and some prominences.

http://spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/kids/sirtf1/sirtf_action.shtml
http://www.spitzer.caltech.edu/


TOTAL SOLAR ECLIPSE

by Andrew Ramsey

When I as working with a team of Greek astronomers last 
October on the inspection of the Antikythera Mechanism 
– a possible early (~80BC) astronomical computer – I was 
invited to join their expedition to view last month’s total 
solar eclipse. I had thought that the only practical places 
to view the eclipse were Libya and Turkey, but I was told 
about the  small  Greek island of  Castellorizo (originally 
Italian  “Castello  Rosso”)  just  off  the  southern  Turkish 
coastline  and  within  the  zone  of  totality.  Castellorizo 
would see about three minutes of totality.

So my girlfriend and I flew to Athens to meet Xenophon 
Moussas, who picked us up from the airport. He would 
show us  around Athens the  following  day  he  said,  but 
only after his appearance on national television early in 
the morning. I couldn’t understand what he was saying on 
TV (it was all Greek to me!), but I got the impression he 
had just told the whole Greek population that the only part 
of Greece which could see totality was the small island of 
Castellorizo.

The  day  before  the  eclipse  we  flew  off  early  in  the 
morning to the island of Rhodes where we met up with 
some more of the team – students from Athens National 
University and had a short tour of the island. Also with us 
were some school children who had won their place on 
the  trip  in  a  competition.  That  evening,  at  a  public 
meeting in Rhodes University, and to a packed hall, the 
school children gave some presentations on the Sun and 
the  Moon,  then  Xenophon  gave  one  on  the  eclipse. 
Everyone was excited even though Rhodes wouldn’t see 
totality – however I soon got the impression that almost 
the whole audience was travelling with us to Castellorizo.

After  Xenophon’s  talk  the  children  performed  a  play 
about  the  Sun  and  the  Moon,  finishing  with  a  solar 
eclipse.  I  was  honoured  when  my  video  of  the  1999 
eclipse was used as a backdrop for this!

We rose early on eclipse day (Wednesday) to catch the 
7am  ferry.  Down  at  the  port  there  were  crowds,  and 
several boats awaiting departure. Ours was one of the fast 
catamarans  –  it  would  only  take  us  three  hours  (how 
long?) to travel the 75 miles to the island. Xenophon told 
me how a year ago he rang the ferry company. They were 
only going to run one boat – on the Tuesday! They told 
him he would have to stay on the island a whole week if 
he wanted to be there on Wednesday. He tried to convince 
them  to  run  a  boat  on  the  Wednesday  –  “You  won’t 
believe how many people want to travel on that day”, he 
told them. Eventually  they  capitulated and  advertised  a 
boat on the web. It was fully booked on the first day. A 
second  boat  was  fully  booked  the  day  after.  They 
eventually filled five boats.

During the journey, the onboard TV showed a programme 
about the 1999 eclipse. All the emotions and excitement 
of my first eclipse view came flooding back.

Whilst  on the boat  I  met an American couple.  He (the 
brother) was from Boston and although he had never seen 
a total eclipse before he knew what to expect. His sister 
had not, but she lived in Athens and the eclipse provided 
the perfect excuse for him to leave his wife and five kids 
behind  and  visit  his  sister.  He could not  have  told  her 
much as after listening to us talk for a few minutes she 
asked us, “So is there a bit us a light show then?”. We 
both smiled and looked at each other. I turned to her and 
said, still smiling, “Oh, yes, there’s a bit of a light show!”.

We finally arrived at this very hilly island after skirting 
the coast of Turkey for over an hour. There were crowds – 
it was like the end of a football match. It seemed every 
flat surface was covered with tripods. It was now one hour 
before first contact. We slowly made our way through the 
crowds,  up  to  the  school  where  some  space  had  been 
reserved for us. However, looking at the school courtyard 
surrounded by buildings I decided I wanted to see more of 
the sky, particularly the horizon, and so we found a small 
spot not far away overlooking the bay, with a great view 
east along the Turkish coast.

The Sun was high in the sky (about 60 degrees). Soon the 
Moon’s  silhouette  could  be  seen  eating  into  the  Sun’s 
disk. I took a look through a Coronado telescope – this 
shows  the  Sun  in  hydrogen  alpha  light  and  shows 
prominences even in daylight. A large one could be seen 
about three o’clock on the disk.  Other astronomers had 
larger telescopes with solar filters on – they were hoping 
to image the prominences in great detail during totality. 
Others  had  a  solar  spectrograph  and  were  hoping  to 
measure the temperature of the corona from the Doppler 
broadening of the spectral lines.

At 13.51 and a few seconds,  the pinkish light  that  had 
crept upon us over the last 15 minutes could be seen to be 
fading  fast.  I  glanced  down  at  the  floor  to  my  side  – 
something was moving fast – shadow bands!! I had not 
seen these in Romania and was fascinated. Where was my 
camera? Where were the bands – they’d gone!

Looking back at the Sun, I could now see the black circle 
of the Moon as the last small bit of the Sun was shrinking 
fast to nothing like a distress flare going out. It was now 
very dark. I took a few photographs, trying to vary my 
shutter speed – it’s very difficult to see what you’re doing 
in the dark and I  only got  a  few photos taken before I 
decided instead to pick up my binoculars and just stare.

The corona was much more asymmetric than in 1999 as at 
times of solar minimum (as now) the corona shows the 
Sun’s magnetic field much more. In 1999 we were close 
to solar maximum and the corona is more isotropic.

After just under three minutes, the diamond ring appeared 
again and the Sun began to grow again. It was all over.

Back on the boat, we sped back to Rhodes, leaving this 
beautiful isolated Greek island so close to Turkey that had 
never  seen  so  many  people  on  it  at  the  same  time 
Everyone was on a high. I met the American guy – “See 
you  on  Easter  Island!”  (2010)  he  said,  smiling  and 
shaking my hand. He’d got the bug!



MATARIKI

by former AAS member Deborah Hambly
in New Zealand

Two months ago I wrote about the large constellation the 
Canoe  and  sail  of  Tainui  which  stretches  from  the 
Pleiades (Matariki) to the Orion Nebula. This month I will 
focus in on the Pleiades while they are still easily visible 
in the early evening sky. This open cluster of about 250 
young stars, formed within the last few million years is 
one of the most important groups of stars for setting the 
time  of  the  Maori  new  year.  It  is  known  in  Maori  as 
“Matariki”.

Watch for Matariki low in the West after sunset before it 
disappears into the twilight.  It  will  set  approximately 4 
minutes  earlier  each  day  [Ed.  southern  hemisphere 
autumn  so  days  getting  shorter],  and  then  after  it 
disappears  from the  evening  sky,  it  will  be  resurrected 
before the sun (heliacal rising), four weeks later.

Just as the Egyptians used the star Sirius to predict the 
flooding of the nile, and were the first civilisation to base 
their calendar on the stars rather than the inaccurate sun, 
or  worse  still  on  the  moon,  the  Maori  New  year  is 
celebrated on the first New Moon after the heliacal rising 
of the Pleiades.  Notably the Maori new year occurs close 
to  our  Southern  Hemisphere  winter  solstice, 
approximately 21 June, our shortest day.

The first New Moon after ‘Matariki’ as the NZ New Year 
is  known  is  a  time  to  reflect  on  the  past  and  then  to 
prepare the ground for the next growing season.

The author of the book “Naked Eye Wonders – a short 
guide to the Stars as seen from Aotearoa New Zealand”, 
Paul  Taylor,  has  written  a  brilliant  pocket  guide  book, 
perfect  for  tourists  and  visitors  which  covers  basic 
astronomy,  based  on  the  Southern  Hemisphere  and 
illustrates the many Maori constellations. He sums up the 
New Year experience “I can’t think of any better way to 
celebrate being a New Zealand citizen than to watch the 
dawn while sitting on an east coast beach…eating Kumara 
(NZ sweet  potato)  and  freshly  caught  fish,  wrapped  in 
tinfoil  baking  in  the  embers  of  a  small  fire.   The  sea 
horizon changes from darkness to all colours of purpose 
and gold just before the dawn, and Matariki twinkling like 
little eyes.”

PENUMBRAL LUNAR ECLIPSE

Here  is  a  photo  of  the 
Moon  during  the 
penumbral eclipse on 14th 

March.  The  Moon  just 
skirted  the  Earth’s 
umbra,  or  main shadow, 
resulting  in  a  darkening 
of its lower right limb.

Photo  taken  with  a 
FujiE550 digital camera

NOTICES

Our next meeting on 8th May is our AGM. If you would 
like to be on the committee and have some say over how 
the society is run, then please let Bob know asap.

Please note that due to difficulties with the SmartGroups 
e-mailing list (messages taking up to a week to arrive!) we 
have set up a new list on Yahoo groups. The new list is 
called “abingdonas” – go to www.yahoogroups.com. The 
two lists are running in parallel at present but the new list 
is proving far more reliable. 

FURTHER DISCUSSION

The  Society’s  web  site  is  www.abingdonastro.org.uk . 
Our webmaster, Andrew Ramsey, is always on the look-
out  for  members’  photographs  to  put  on  there.  Don’t 
forget  you can read back copies of  SpaceWatch on the 
web site too.

DATES FOR YOUR DIARY

24th April 8pm. Beginners’ Meeting in the Perry 
Room.

8th May 8pm. AGM & Speaker Meeting: Talk by 
Paul  McGale  (Abingdon  AS):  “The  Weird  and 
Wonderful Universe”.

15th May 8pm. Beginners’  Meeting in the Perry 
Room.

The editor of “SpaceWatch” is Andrew Ramsey, who 
would  very  much  appreciate  your  help  and 
contributions.  Please  send  any  news,  observations, 
photos, etc. to: 
Mail: A.T.Ramsey, 35 Cope Close, OXFORD, OX2 

9AJ.
E-mail: AbAstro@ATRamsey.com Phone: 01865 
245339

mailto:AbAstro@ATRamsey.com
http://www.abingdonastro.org.uk/


STAR CHART

Looking south at 11pm next Saturday (15th April)

Leo dominates the southern sky in the late evening at this time of the year. To the left of Leo the brightest 
star in the northern hemisphere, the yellowish star, Arcturus shines. The Plough, part of Ursa Major, is 
pretty much overhead. Jupiter is rising earlier and earlier now and can now be seen before midnight in the 
east. A small telescope will show its four largest satellites, and you can watch them as they shift position 
from night to night. Saturn is in Cancer, near the Beehive, its rings tilted very favourably towards the Earth 
at present. If you can find a dark sky site, Virgo is rich in galaxies, and is well worth looking at through a 
moderate telescope.

This chart was produced using the freeware program Cartes du Ciel. The curved southern horizon is at 
bottom. The zenith is shown by the small cross in Ursa Major.



JUPITER

This image shows Jupiter at the same time as the star chart, showing the positions and orbits of its four  
major satellites, Io, Europa, Ganymede and Callisto. Take a close look at Jupiter’s disk and see if you can  
see the new red spot – nicknamed Red Spot Junior (see http://www.redspotjr.com)

MORE TOTAL ECLIPSE PICTURES FROM PAUL MCGALE & CLIFF JONES

http://www.redspotjr.com/
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