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Editorial
Hello Skywatcher Reader,
I can't believe that it's September already! It's been an exciting Summer for GAS - the SAGAS
Summer Meeting in mid-July was a spectacular success as you can see from the pictures on the
front cover, with most attendees remarking on just how enjoyable the event was. We have a
mention in the October issue of Astronomy, and John Axtell leads off this issue with the long(er)
version of the event report for those of you that couldn't make it.
John put in a huge effort organising the event and I'm very pleased to have Brian Gordon-States'
interview with him in this issue. I always find it fascinating to hear what got people started in
Astronomy and how that has developed over the years.
Sadly our Outreach Coordinator Julia Gaudelli has stepped down from this role, but like me I'm
sure you will find her hints and tips feature on how to organise a successful outreach event an
interesting and illuminating read. During her time in this role, the membership has shot up and I
have no doubt that these two are closely connected. I'm sure I speak for all of us in saying a big
thank you Julia and that your's will be a very hard act to follow.
Tony Marsh has a delightfully whimsical piece on our Society project following the progress of
the Epsilon Aurigae eclipse, mixing the astrophysically factual with some typically (for Tony)
off-the-wall detours.
As an active observer myself, one development over the Summer that particularly caught my eye
is that Andy Lee has started a phone-based observing list. Anyone interested in being on this system should forward him either a text (07748863332) or email andyastrolee@gmail.com. Andy
usually observes at the Royal Surrey County Hospital on most clear nights, so if you want to do
some quick observing for an hour or two without heading out to the Observatory, this sounds like
a great opportunity. It shouldn't come as much surprise then to hear that Andy will be stepping
into the role of Observing Coordinator for the coming year, and I hope like me, you will wish
him well.
Anyway, enough of this. Time now to read on…
Peter Dean
Editor
prdean@ntlworld.com
If you would like to contribute an article or other item to Skywatcher, I will be very pleased to
include it. Articles can be any length and images are most welcome, so long as they are yours.
You can send them via email to the address above. I‟m always open to suggestions for ways of
improving the magazine, so please feel free to send me any feedback to the same address. Alternatively, start a discussion on the Society Bulletin Board.
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SAGAS Summer Meeting, 10th July
If you were not there , you missed a great day full of astronomical goodness. Our Secretary John Axtell describes the day.

SAGAS is the mnemonic for
Southern Area Group of Astronomical Societies, which
is the largest, and we believe
the most active, of the FAS‟s
Regional Groups. It comprises 25 member Astro Societies, and so represents
some 1500 amateur astronomers. Three of its quarterly
meetings are held at Southdowns Planetarium at Chichester. These are half-day
Business Meetings where
representatives from member
societies share expertise, discuss issues and generally act
as a self-help forum. They
also feature a talk organised
by the chairing society.

Tycho House, Guildford.

The fourth meeting however
is the Summer Meeting, and
Image: Tony Questa
this takes the form of a full
day astro-convention, usually with
traders in attendance. Responsibility
for arranging and administering the
summer event rotates around SA-

GAS‟s 25 societies. Recent hosts
include Croydon AS, Vectis AS, Basingstoke AS and Hampshire AG (in
association with Nightlife). This
year it was the turn of Guildford Astronomical Society.
GAS works closely with local organisations, and this provided the opportunity for GAS to make this event as
local as possible. Mullard Space
Science Laboratory and the University of Surrey each provided a speaker, as did one of the UK‟s leading
companies involved in space science
– Surrey Satellite Technology Ltd.
Indeed SSTL went one better, and
also provided the venue – their corporate HQ, the splendid Tycho
House at Surrey Research Park,
Guildford.
The meeting took place on Saturday
10th July. Because of room space
restrictions, there had to be a cap on
tickets at 100. GAS are delighted
that the event was a complete sellout!

(Continued on page 4)

The gathered masses, er...gathered.
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sweeping down to the lake.
GAS also positioned a high
quality H-alpha scope (96mm
Vixen equipped with Solar
Scope filters on a Losmandy
G8 mount) ) on the lawns, for
observing or imaging through
delegates‟ own DSLR cameras. Also over lunchtime delegates attended SSTL‟s Mission
Control Centre in groups of 15,
where Stuart Eves explained
the operations. The traders
(Astronomia, Ian King Imaging and Aurora Books) were
kept very busy during the
lunchtime and coffee breaks.
Delegates visiting SSTL’s Mission Control Centre, Stuart Eves explains the operations.
(Continued from page 3)

The programme included five
talks, given by six speakers – one
being a double-header. First on
was Dr Stuart Eves, one of
SSTL‟s senior figures and incidentally an amateur astronomer
and GAS member. Stuart outlined
the work of SSTL and the outstanding successes of the small
satellites in which they specialise.
MSSL‟s Alison Wallace followed
with “The Sun, a star of many cycles”. This explored not just the
usual familiar sunspot cycle but
also trends like Gleissberg and
how they lead to grand maxima
and minima.
This brought us up to
lunchtime. GAS had
arranged for SSTL‟s
canteen to be opened
specially for the day,
and so delegates were
able to choose from a
selection of hot and
cold meals, and enjoy
the meal and the sunny weather sitting
outside in the courtyard, or on the lawns
Page 4

Professor Paddy Regan from the
University of Surrey opened the
afternoon session, with his talk
“Cosmic Alchemy”, a fascinating
tour through the stellar processes
that produce the constituent elements from which we are made.
GAS Member Dr Tony Marsh
then spoke on “Wanderers Far
from Home”, i.e. exoplanets, outlining the different techniques
used to discover them. To support
his explanation Tony introduced a
model solar system had brought
along, showing how the planet
Poly eclipsed the star Styrene!
Coffee break was provided by the
raffle – there were five prizes,
which had been generously donated by the traders in attendance,

(Continued on page 5)
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many aspiring astro-imagers in the
audience.

(Continued from page 4)

After the conference, much feedback has been received, all of it exceeding positive. Organising these
events takes much time and effort
and not a few headaches, but when
the event is as successful as this, it
proved a worthwhile investment.
GAS Secretary John Axtell mused
“At least with an organisation the
size of SAGAS, it will be many
years before it‟s out turn again!”
and also by Telescope House and
GAS itself.
Up until now proceedings had been
MC‟d by John Evans, President of
GAS. John now switched into a
different role, that of speaker. The
final talk was “Perspectives on Imaging”, which John co-presented
with his well known astrophotographer friend and colleague, Nik Szymanek. It was most interesting to
see how film is very much still
alive; John‟s stunning medium format images from La Palma showed
the Milky Way with a warmth that
is somehow lacking in digital images. The fine detail of Nik‟s deep
sky imagery was equally outstanding. This final talk showed how the
two formats can complement each
other, and acted as an inspiration to

Collected smiles of relief, l-r: John Evans, Tony Marsh, John Axtell
Image: Tony Questa
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Hints and Tips for Successful Outreach
At the end of her highly successful time as Outreach Coordinator, Julia Gaudelli muses on how to turn
a chance encounter with the sky into a memorable experience.
IYA 2009 has provided us with
many more opportunities to go out
and engage the public and
it's great to see so many
of our members wanting
to get involved.
Of course, every member
is welcome to help in any
way they like, and there's
no need to have a telescope to be able to contribute. You can provide
an entire tour of the night
sky using nothing more
than a sky atlas and green laser
pointer.

You can provide an
entire tour of the
night sky using
nothing more than a
sky atlas and green
laser pointer.

Entertaining and educating a large
audience, who may be mostly children, is vastly different from a quiet
observing session in your own back
garden. Several people have asked if
there's a handy list of "do's and
don'ts" - so here it is.
Setting up

stars, etc are usually on the hit list.
Consider taking a laminated sheet
with a few facts about each
object printed on it.
Check heavens-above.com
for visible satellite passes –
the ISS passing overhead is
always a crowd-pleaser. Iridium flares can be spectacular
at mag -8, and it's fun to
point at a piece of blank sky
and say 'watch this space' and
have a satellite appear as if
by magic. (This only works if
your watch is accurate).
Allow PLENTY of time to set up,
and keep things simple. Set your
tripod to its lowest level and take a
stepladder. Remember that children
come in all sizes including very tiny. Tighten your RA & Dec locks
and eyepiece screws much more
than you normally would.
Keep all unused equipment in your
car rather than around your tripod.
Be aware of trip hazards with equipment and cables.

Before setting off, do a little research to find the best objects to
view. Check
moon rise
times and see
which planets
are visible.
Make a list of
the objects
you want to
show. The
Moon, Saturn,
Jupiter, Venus, M42,
M31, M33,
M45, Double
Cluster, other
clusters, mulViewing the Partial Solar Eclipse, August 2008 at Newlands Corner
tiple stars,
Image : J Gaudelli
colourful
(Continued on page 7)
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2nd Reigate Scouts at Bentley Copse Camp Site, Shere. Image: Julia Gaudelli
(Continued from page 6)

Many children even
wear flashing shoes.

Use your least precious eyepieces.
Avoid swapping them often and having to re-focus every time.

Don't let it bother you.

SCT users find a dew shield helps to
prevent small fingerprints reaching
the corrector plate.
If you have a binoviewer, use it.
People generally find it an easier and
more familiar way of observing.
Best used with low-power eyepieces.
Observing with a group
For a large group we might try and
organise one object per telescope at
a time - whichever is suitable for a
particular scope and/or binoculars.
Allow everyone in the group to view
an object, then move to another one.
On the whole, it's a good idea to
keep searching and slewing time to a
minimum.
Take a moon map if you have one.
People like trying to identify the craters they are viewing. Take books as
well if you like - you will be bombarded with questions.

When speaking about an object, try
to overcome the urge to sound too
technical. For example 'The Great
Nebula in Orion, our nearest star
nursery' sounds more interesting
than 'M42'.
Try some naked eye astronomy. Can
they spot a planet and tell that it
doesn't twinkle as much as nearby
stars ? Can they 'split' the double Mizar with the naked eye ? ( Most children can). The Pleiades - can they
count the 'Seven Sisters' ? Invite
them to look through a telescope now how many ? Can you tell which
stars have colour ? Betelgeuse ? Vega ? Aldebaran ?
Don't expect visitors to know about
dark-adaption. Unless visitors have
been advised beforehand (which we
often do with Scouts and Guides),
there will be bright white torches
being shone around. Many children
even wear flashing shoes. Don't let it
bother you.
If you get the chance, point out the
surrounding light pollution and how
it affects our enjoyment of the night
sky.
(Continued on page 8)
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Be prepared for the question that is
asked most often: "How much does
this telescope cost ? "

(Continued from page 7)

Visitors to your scope
Leave your red dot finder switched
on or use a green laser pointer so
that the observer knows where in the
sky they are looking
Use a small red-light torch to show
people where the eyepiece is.

It's a good idea
to ask the observer
to describe what
they see before
telling them
what they are
looking at.

Solar Observing
BE ABSOLUTELY CERTAIN your
telescope is safe for solar viewing.
If you have a refractor, you can easily project the Sun's image onto a
card.

Peter Chance explains the Coronado filter system (SAGAS Summer 2010), Image:Peter Dean

It's a good idea to ask the observer to
describe what they see before telling
them what they are looking at.
Sometimes children struggle to see
anything at all (have they closed the
wrong eye?) so allow them plenty of
time, or get them to try and view
through the finder instead. Maybe
the object's drifted out of the FOV.
People who wear glasses wonder
whether to take them off or not whichever works best for them.

If attaching a white light filter, check
it first, and make sure it's secure –
preferably taped on as well. Keep
the finder cap on, and also taped, or
remove the finder altogether.
Tell visitors of the dangers of solar
viewing and reiterate that we use
special filters. Display prominent
safety notices which will be supplied
by GAS .
And finally ... enjoy every minute.
Your reward is the “Wow!'s” and
“Aaahhhh's”, and expressions of
amazement on people's faces.

Show each person how to tweak the
focus, remember to check it and adjust it back if you need to.

Page 8
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A One To One With John Axtell
John Axtell gives us a short personal bio, and answers questions from Brian Gordon-States on
Life, the Universe and Everything Else...
I was a post-war “baby boomer”, brought up in the
county of Middlesex – which sadly doesn‟t seem
to officially exist these days. My first career was
in Civil Service, primarily in IT. This took me to
live in South Wales, where I developed my sense
of Englishness (in those days the Taffs were the
almost unchallengeable past-masters of rugby –
and how my Welsh friends enjoyed my discomfort
at the England team‟s dismal performance!) I
came back to the South East in the late 70‟s working at the Civil Service College as a principal lecturer. Eventually the siren voices of industry were
too strong and lulled me
away into the private sector
in a consultancy role. I later
built up, ran and eventually
sold my own training company, and am now semiretired – but still enjoying
freelance training in my specialist fields; Business Analysis and Systems Analysis.
So in summary, a bit of an
old git really, fast approaching the time to be put out for
pasture!
The John Axtell interview:
Brian: What was it that got
you into amateur astronomy?
John: Firstly it was a kid‟s comic – The Eagle.
This contained a space-faring hero called Dan
Dare- English of course! It was following his adventures that got me hooked on anything to do
with space.
Secondly, it was Patrick Moore. In the mid 1950s
he used to write short articles for youngsters in the
Daily Express (OK so I have to admit my parents
read that paper!). This was right up my street so I
wrote to him suggesting he should start a club for
boys interested in astronomy. He soon wrote back
with details of the Junior Astronomical Society
which I soon joined. The JAS has of course since
Page 9

transformed itself into the Society for Popular Astronomy.
From my late teens I then had an observational
lull, other interests taking over. The spur to become active again was experiencing the 2001 Total Solar Eclipse in Zambia, and since then I could
perhaps be regarded as a „born-again‟ astronomer!
Brian: What impressed most about your first visit to Guildford Astronomical Society?
John: Two things – “great,
here‟s a bunch of other people also interested in this
topic, and not all of them
nerdy looking!:-)” The second just has to be Gav‟s
enthusiasm which was so
infectious. (Gavin Stacey
was our President at the
time I joined)
Brian: Astronomy seems to
be a hobby that gets into
the blood. Do you think
that by becoming involved
in astronomy, it has somehow changed the direction
in your life?
John: In all sorts of ways;
some choices of holiday destinations, less money
in the bank, a much untidier house and garden – all
of which could benefit from the time I invest in
astronomy – and astronomy administration!
Brian: Have you met any well known or noted
astronomers?
John: Apart from yourself Brian? And the other
august members of GAS? Well I suppose the most
notable is Patrick Moore. I made several visits to
his house as a child, and more recently went down
to his house in Selsey for a day together with Mike
and Wendy Maunder. We could of course include
all of the eminent speakers I engage to speak at
(Continued on page 10)
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(Continued from page 9)

GAS. One particular
noteworthy I was delighted to meet was
John Dobson, and his
autograph is proudly
displayed on my own
dobsonian, the aptly
named „Obsession‟.
Brian: Do you have
a favourite type of
object that you prefer
to observe?
John: My personal
favourites are globular
clusters, and then
tight, open clusters
such as M103 and
NGC663

My "observing site" at this year's IoW Star party (PST, WO Megrez, Obsession, 100x25 binos).
Image: John Axtell

Brian: What telescopes you have owned/used in
the past and what are you using now?
John: My first boyhood telescope was an ex-Navy
officer‟s 2” scope, great for the Moon and planets.
I then had a 4” Charles Frank Newtonian (older
readers might well remember those simple, openframe entry-level scopes). Now my main telescopes are an Obsession 15”, Williams Optics
90mm Megrez, Coronado PST – but I have a few
others knocking around.

Brian: Other than at the Guildford AS observatory and Albury Heath are there any other places
that you observe? Do you attend star parties?
John: My back garden is sadly limited by trees
and light pollution, so I take whatever opportunity
I can to attend Star Parties – Thetford Forest, Kelling Heath and Isle of Wight.
Brian: Are any of your family members interested
in your hobby? Are they observers too?
John: Both my wife Sue and
daughter Jenny like to look occasionally through the big scope, and
we all went to the 1999 Total
Eclipse in Cornwall (which we actually saw through cloud gaps!) and
to Turkey for the 2006 event.
We‟re also all going to Norway early next year in pursuit of the Aurora
Borealis – in fact it was my wife‟s
suggestion!

With WO Megrez at the IoW Star Party 2010

Image: Andy Lee
(Continued on page 11)

Page 10

© copyright 2010 guildford as tronomical s ociety
www.guildfordas.org

(Continued from page 10)

Brian: Have you had or do you have an observing mentor?
John: You never stop learning in this game, so
I‟m always ready to take advice from anyone and
everyone.
Brian: Since you took up astronomy as a hobby,
what changes have you seen?
John: The obvious advances have been in availability of large aperture scopes, Go-To and imaging
technology. However I think that significant
changes are apparent in public awareness of space
and the fascination of the universe around us – no

doubt we have Apollo, Shuttle, ISS, Hubble etc to
thank for that, and also the excellent media exposure and coverage, particularly by the BBC during
IYA2009. The large number of interested public
that attended our Newlands Corner and Great Look
Up outreach events is testament to this.
Brian: You have met many newcomers to astronomy at outreach events, what helpful advice do
you pass on to amateur astronomers just beginning in astronomy?
John: Last time I met Patrick Moore I asked that
same question, so I can‟t do better than repeat his
answer “buy a pair of binoculars, go outside and
learn just one constellation a night”. That says it
all really.

Brian: What advice would you give to newcomers
as regards instruments?
John: Don‟t rush in, and whatever you do don‟t
buy a department store toy. Take advice from existing scope owners, attend observing evenings and
ask to try several different scopes, borrow one of
GAS‟s many loan instruments.
Brian: How much importance to you put on
communicating with other Societies and Houston
A.S in particular?
John: Hugely important, and it‟s because of this
that I recently acted for three years as Secretary of
SAGAS (Brian, you might wish to
spell this out for our American cousins) and am currently Membership
Secretary of the FAS (ditto). So
much can be gained by sharing experiences, avoiding a problem experienced by others, supporting each
other‟s events, avoiding reinventing
the wheel that‟s already been developed by neighbouring societies.
When I joined GAS in 2001 I was
pleased to hear about the association
with Houston AS, but disappointed
that it had fallen into abeyance. I‟m
very pleased that you Brian have
rejoined the Committee and have
injected new life into this link-up,
and have high hopes for future collaborations.
Brian: What are your future plans in the field of
astronomy?
John: For the first time in my life I‟ve just succumbed to Go To, and now have an EQ6 Pro
mount. I need to get to grips with that and try a bit
of imaging using my Digital SLR camera.
Brian: What are you views on imaging versus optical observing with the mark one eyeball?
John: My first love is visual and it will stay that
way. Although I want to try imaging, I really can‟t
see myself spending untold hours tweaking images
during image processing. I‟d rather spend that
time star hopping! I fully appreciate that others
(Continued on page 12)
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(Continued from page 11)

think differently – as they say
“different strokes for different folks”
and that applies to astronomy as well
as general life.
Brian: Many thanks John for taking the time to share your interests
in astronomy with the readers of the
Skywatcher magazine .We wish you
luck with all of your astronomy interests.

Who’s Who in the Society 2010-11
President

John Evans, FRAS

Secretary

John Axtell, FRAS

Treasurer

Ted Dodman

Committee
Members:

Peter Chance, (OMT)
Paul Daniels FRAS, (Website)
Peter Dean, (Newsletter)
Brian Gordon-States (Houston Liaison)
Andy Lee, (Observing Coordinator)
Matthew Mallinson, (Librarian)
Tony Marsh, (OMT)
Pam Noon, (Meet and Greet)
Bob Peake, (Health & Safety)
Tony Questa, (OMT)
Richard Stebbing, (OMT)
Louise Weller, (Meet and Greet)

01276 452503
01276 684218
01252 409477
01483 303875
07748 863332
01483 850964
01252 702423
01737 222753
01483 222627
01483 304239
01483 267547
01372 459303

Note: The Observatory Management Team (OMT) includes members
drawn from the Committee and the general membership
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Practical Tips
If your observing pleasure is being blighted by tripod wobble, now is the time to get down and dirty.
Our very own John Axtell explains how...
Tripod Steadying
I expect that sometimes you will have found your tripod to wobble a little, making the image shudder in
the eyepiece. Ok it settles down, but it can be irritating. This can be especially noticeable on the more
lightweight of mounts, especially the lightweight aluminium ones that we buy as a relatively cheap
“grab and go” mount to take on holiday or whatever. I certainly find this with an EQ1 that I bought to
use with an Orion short-tube 80mm refractor – it can be really wobbly! So how can we make it a little
steadier?
One answer is to use gravity – make it heavier. This will have the effect of dampening out some of
those vibrations (they‟re not good ones!). I use whatever happens to be at hand; bricks, sand or water.
In a birder‟s shop I found a very useful little accessory, a canvas open-topped bag into which one can
heap sand, stones, a brick or two. It has three straps, one for each tripod leg. This ensures that the
weight is hanging centrally under the mount itself and gives greater stability, especially against a
breeze. An advantage of this is that the cloth bag can fold away taking little space and is all you need to
take with you – assuming you are confident that appropriate ballast can be found at your observing site.
This bag is useful but unless you are filling it with depleted uranium, you might not get as much dampening, as you might like. Water can be heavy (oh no, not another nuclear reference!) but clearly a cloth
bag isn‟t a suitable receptacle for this. I use a plastic jerry-can, such as the sort we buy containing several litres of anti-freeze. This can be taken empty and filled on the spot. So how are we to attach this to
the tripod? The answer is to be found perhaps in your garden shed! Find an old hanging basket where
perhaps the frame has seen better days, perhaps rusting quietly away. It will have chains from which it
used to be hung. Those chains are probably still OK, and are usable for our purposes. The chains consist of three separate strands, combining into one central stand that attaches to the hook by which your
filled basket was hung. The triple elements of the chain each has a spring clip, and we will use these to
secure once we have wrapped around each of the tripod legs. I was concerned that the chains and clips
might scratch the relatively soft aluminium legs. I solved this b y again rummaging in the garden shed!
Sure enough, there was an old bicycle tyre inner tube. I cut off some, three or so inches in length, and
threaded one onto each of the three strands. You can then wrap that part round the leg, and then secure
it into place using the clip. The result is that the central hook now hangs down directly below the central mount. The water container can now be attached to this, adding considerably more weight to the
assembly.
Obviously the length of extension you wish to make on the telescopic legs determines the height of the
tripod. This might mean that the water container is swinging free, above the ground. This won‟t do, as
it will start a pendulum action that will cause more perturbation at the eyepiece. The answer is to lower
the container. It‟s important that you don‟t lower it to the point that it sits on the ground, because that
will waste all your hard work as the floor is now bearing the weight, rather than the tripod. Lower it
just enough that it just about make contact with the ground. This will be enough o stop it swinging, but
leaving the vast bulk of the weight supported by the tripod. You can dangle the jerry can from the hook
using string, but the downside of string is that any knots will tighten under the tension caused by the
weight, and will be difficult to undo – especially in the dark. What I use came from, no not the garden
shed again, but my greenhouse! I use a couple of garden ties, the sort often used to secure a small sapling to a stake. These are rubber, have holes built in so that one end can slip through, and with a twist,
secured. These are easy to adjust to the appropriate height, and easy to undo.
So get out into that shed, or perhaps down to the garden centre, and see how these everyday and inexpensive items can improve your observing experience.
Page 13
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Telescopes for Loan
No telescope? Still want to see planets and deep-sky objects this Autumn? That’s not a
problem if you’re a member. Take advantage of the Society’s loan scheme. To find out
how it works and what you can choose, read on....

A

s we have had so many new members recent- 2 – AstroSystems 6” F8, pillar, alt azimuth mount,
ly, it‟s probably time to remind all members undriven, (no photo available).
that the Society has four telescopes that are
available to loan. Quite often beginners to astronomy are uncertain about what sort of telescope to buy,
and whether or not they‟d be able to use one; so this
Society resource gives you an excellent opportunity
to try one out. Loans are only available to paid up
members, and are completely free, there‟s no deposit
required. Up until now we haven‟t put a time limit
on the loans, but we plan to operate on a threemonth minimum period, renewable if there‟s no-one
else waiting to borrow. Loans have been a bit sluggish of late, but I‟m hoping that we can keep these
scopes in circulation by promoting their use a bit
more strongly.
All four instruments are Newtonian reflecting telescopes:
3 – Tal 2 6” F8, pillar, equatorial mount, driven
1 - Celestron 4½” F9, tripod, equatorial mount,
undriven
4 – Orion Optics 8” Europa F6, Dobsonian mount

Page 14
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5—Fullerscopes 10” Newtonian
1981 quality UK build. Excellent optics on Mark III
Equatorial Mount - exceedingly solid! Misc. 1.25”
Eyepieces, inc Barlow.

All of the telescopes are equipped with a finderscope, and at least two eyepieces. If you‟d like to
borrow one then please register your interest with
either John Axtell (johnaxtell42@aol.com) or Tony
Questa (tq@11d.ndo.co.uk).
Let‟s keep these scopes in use!

Society Notices
Event
Saturday,
13th November

Public Observing Evening at Newlands Corner. The Society for Popular Astronomy (SPA) are launching a nationwide Moonwatch for that weekend. Surrey Wildlife Trust have given permission for our use of the Visitor Centre.

Sunday,

Astronomy Day at Intech, Winchester, 10:30am - 4:30pm. AS Tickets just £12
for the full day!

5th December

Programme includes:
A History of the Universe - 1hr lecture, Robin Catchpole (Cambridge University)
A Tour of the night sky - 30min planetarium show, Ninian Boyle (BBC Sky at Night team)
TBC - 1hr lecture, almost certainly by Daniel Thomas (Portsmouth University)
Light is the messenger of the Universe - 30min workshops/discussion, Robin Catchpole
Astrophotography for beginners - 30min workshops, Lilian Hobbs
Guide to Equatorial mounts - 30min workshops, Ninian Boyle
LOFAR telescope - 30min workshops, SEPnet/LOFAR team
A Flight through the Universe - 40min planetarium show, Jenny Shipway (INTECH)
We are Astronomers - 24min planetarium film show
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Epsilon Aurigae
Tony Marsh explains the continuing mystery surrounding this famous star in the style of a historical dialogue, and we find ourselves in the Twilight Zone.

Well I thought some astronomers
claimed it’s a B type star?
The evidence is very slim – only a
narrow bit of the far ultra-violet
spectrum from the Spitzer satellite.
This shows how they think the spectrum is divided up –EA is the F-star.
It‟s 1000 times brighter than the Bstar

Last Eclipse in 1982 - 1984

Oh no, not Epsilon Aurigae again.
Well, EA is an interesting
star.
But there’s all that
DSLR stuff on the display boards. It’s a variable star every 20 years,
so what?
27 years, actually.
Don’t be pedantic.
The eclipse lasts almost 2
years – that‟s a big object.
Nobody knew what it was
for a hundred years.
Yeah, yeah, we know it’s a dust
cloud, you’ve shown us pictures.

What pictures! There aren‟t many IR
interferometer pictures out there like
these from Michigan
But surely it’s all solved now. They
can actually see what’s causing the
eclipse. Why are you bothering?
Circular orbiting dust clouds don‟t
grow in space. They need a central
companion and nobody has ever seen
a star in the middle.
Page 16

There is even some doubt about the
so-called brightening in mid-eclipse
which has been taken to be a central
hole in the dust cloud.

Surely you can trust some of the
measurements?
Well, that‟s where it gets really interesting. Astronomers don‟t know if
EA is an old or young star. The B
star believers think it is a young system.

(Continued on page 17)
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(Continued from page 16)

Are you telling me they cannot
measure the age of this system?
Yes, it depends on how far away it is
– that will tell you how old it is since
we know how bright it appears. It
was too far away for the Hipparcos
satellite to measure its distance accurately. We‟ll have to wait for the Gaia
satellite in 2012.
So how come the astronomers are
so bad at this? – They cannot even
measure whether the eclipse
brightens in the middle.
Ah, now we are in the Twilight Zone.
I remember that programme. Are
you telling me it’s to do with the
supernatural?
Of course not. I mean the real twilight – you know the civilian, nautical
and astronomical kind.
Explain.
The brightening in the middle of the
eclipse should be this summer when
EA is very low in the Northern sky at
this latitude.
Ok, but lighting up time is half an
hour after sunset and the sun
doesn’t set in the North.
No, but technically astronomical twilight ends when the sun is 18 degrees
below the horizon.
Well how low does the sun get in
summer?
We made measurements of EA at
midsummer. Actually the 22nd June
because of cloud. On midsummer night at midnight (UT, 1
am BST), the sun is 14 degrees
and 25 minutes below the horizon, so you see we never reach
the end of astronomical twilight
in the summer. Also the sun is
then due North, of course, directly under EA.
All right, but that’s here.
There are plenty of other
places in the world.
True, as Stuart Rusby pointed
out. there should be an optimum position to take measurements.
Page 17

Well then, why don’t you or others
go there?
As WS‟s H said „Ay, there‟s the rub‟.
It ain‟t that simple. The interferometer picture system cannot be moved
and EA is below its horizon. You
cannot easily move a large observatory! Anyway it‟s not clear where the
best place is.
Surely, if you go North EA will be
higher in the sky?
True, but then the sun is not so far
below the horizon and the twilight is
brighter. If you go beyond the Arctic
circle, 66 degrees N, the sun is above
the horizon! If you go further South
then EA is even lower in the sky or
below the horizon.
Ok, but as Stuart says there should
be a best place.
Maybe. Here at 51.5N at midsummer
midnight EA is 6 degrees and 17
minutes above the horizon and the
sun as we said before at 14 degrees
and 25 minutes below the Northern
horizon. If you go to 60N then you
just add approximately 8.5 degrees to
both – that is EA is at 14 degrees and
34 minutes above the horizon and the
sun is 5 degrees and 55 minutes below the horizon. So everything depends on how bright the twilight is.
Surely, they can calculate that or
measure it?
Yes, this shows the twilight sky
brightness at Paranal in Chile.

(Continued on page 18)
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(Continued from page 17)

you see dust makes a big difference
to twilight. They have even used twilight to study stratospheric aerosols.
The Russians claim to have seen Leonid meteor dust in the twilight using polarized light. Twilight is a sacred time to the Hindus and, of
course, we have Götterdämmerung,
(Twilight of the Gods), by Wagner.
Wow, I must look at twilight more
closely in future, and find out
about the Hindus.
So you see where EA can lead you?
I told you it was an interesting star.

Well, that’s the best dark site in
the world – but you won’t see EA
from there.
No, but the twilight brightness is not
linear with the sun‟s position so
there will be somewhere North of
here where EA will be higher in the
sky but the sky won‟t be too much
brighter. The problem is twilight is
very complicated.
What do you mean?
Well usually we just wait for it to
finish before we start looking for
deep sky objects. But if you have to
work in the twilight, as you do with
EA, you need to know all the things
that affect its brightness.
Such as?
Twilight is scattered sunlight from
the atmosphere. As the sun sinks
lower below the horizon the scattering occurs from higher and higher in
the atmosphere. So things like air
glow, dust, ozone, zodiacal light,
cirrus and noctilucent clouds all affect twilight not to mention light pollution close to the horizon. None of
these things are easy to calculate.
You‟ve seen pictures of noctilucent
clouds surely?
Yes, and I looked for
red sunsets when the
Icelandic volcano
erupted so I know
dust affects twilight.
I didn‟t see any red
sunsets but we have
pictures from the past
such as Turner‟s due to
Tambora and „The
Scream‟ by Munch. His
sky was due to Krakatoa. But I like the series
of watercolours by
Ashcroft, which show
the red sunsets over
London due to Krakatota. Not to mention the
The constellation Auriga. The telrad symbol marks the location
Tunguska sunsets. So
of Epsilon Aurigae.
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The Night Sky in September

Note: The map shows the general appearance of the night sky at midnight on the 15th September.
The sky will look roughly the same at 1am on the 1st, and at 11pm at month-end.
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The Night Sky in October

Note: The map shows the general appearance of the night sky at midnight on the 15th October. The
sky will look roughly the same at 1am on the 1st, and at 11pm at month-end.
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What’s up - September/October
Moon

1st Sep

Last Qtr

1st, 30th Oct

New

8th Sep
7th Oct

1st Qtr

15th Sep
14th Oct

Full

23td Sep
23td Oct

Planets
Mercury

Venus

Mars

Jupiter

Saturn

Mercury passes behind the Sun (inferior conjunction) on September 3rd and
then from the 9th until month-end can be seen in the dawn sky. It reaches its
greatest elongation on the 19th, at magnitude -0.3. From the 17th to the 25th,
Mercury will be quite easy to spot between 10-15 degrees high in the East. A
small telescope will show its phase increasing from a thin crescent on the 8th, to
a gibbous phase by month-end. This is Mercury's best dawn apparition this
year. By the first week in October, it is lost in the dawn twilight.
Venus is close to Mars during September and may be seen low in the westsouthwest just after sunset. It reaches it greatest brightness, (magnitude -4.8)
late in the month as its thin crescent increases in angular size. On the 10th, look
for the thin crescent of the waxing moon following close behind the sun. Venus
will be a little farther back. On the following night the moon will be a little fuller
and farther behind the sun.
Mars remains visible, but very faint at magnitude +1.5) in the south-west after
sunset, very close to Venus. Its angular size drops from 4.4 to 4.2 arc seconds
during the month, so you are unlikely to glimpse any surface markings.
Jupiter passes though opposition (magnitude –2.9) during September (21st),
and it is visible all night. Optical aid (even binoculars) will reveal its four biggest
moons: Callisto, Ganymede, Europa and Io. Also, with binoculars and a star
map, Uranus with its green hue will be easy to spot because of its proximity to
Jupiter.
Jupiter is closer to us at this year’s opposition than at any time since 1951, and it
won’t come this close to Earth again until the year 2022.
Saturn is unlikely to be visible in September as it is in conjunction with the Sun
on the 30th. If you are determined, you might just glimpse it low in the west to
the right of Venus during the first week or so.

Uranus

In September, Jupiter and Uranus come within 1 degree of each other as they
both reach opposition on the 21st. You will need to refer to a star map to identify
Uranus.

Neptune

Neptune is visible for most of the night in Aquarius/Capricornus, but is very faint
at magnitude +7.8, so will require a telescope or big binoculars, and a star map.

Meteors: (only favourable peaks shown)
Orionids
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This is the only shower worth watching during early Autumn, and maximum is on
the evening of October 20/21. You may be lucky enough to see up to 30 meteors/hour.
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