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CHAIRMAN’S CHATTER 

Dear Members, 

The June committee meeting was held on Wednesday 22, the winter solstice, and because it 
was the longest night we too fitted the meeting to the night!!  I read that this week’s full moon 
was a Strawberry Moon, this name comes from the Algonquin tribe of North America. It is so 
named for the full moon that occurs in June and this year it occurred on the Summer Solstice 
(northern hemisphere).  Of course many of us associate June and strawberries with Wimbledon. 
Then talking of sports, July is introduced by our Durban July. Now rather than putting your 
money on the horses may I suggest you put it into the Telescope Fund, this has the advantage 
that we all win, and you don’t lose. 

We have so far this year had what would seem to me to be a greater than average number of 
good viewing nights, and I for one have welcomed them, hopefully we will have many more over 
the next few months. Friday 8 July we will have a Star Party at St. Henry’s. The long range 
weather forecast looks good, so get out your binoculars or telescopes and come and unwind 
under the stars with your sky map and Sky Guide. Speaking of which please place your orders 
for the 2017 Sky Guide soon. Remember to bring your friends with so that they too can be 
wooed by the Milky Way and become members. The Society needs more members. 

This is the last Chairman’s Chatter that I will write, as after 3 years the time has come to step 
down and let a new breath blow through our Society. It has been an honor to have had the 
position, but I must also thank all the Committee members for their contributions to making my 
time as Chairman so easy. Also thanks to you the members, who have supported your 
committee and myself so well over the last three years. 

Looking forward to seeing you all at the Star Party and then on 13 July at the “Gala Event” of the 
year, the AGM. 

Wishing you clear skies 

Peter Dormehl 
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The ‘Father of Southern Astronomy’ 
By Brian Ventrudo  

 

. 
 
When 15

th
-century European navigators first sailed south of the equator, they watched nervously 

as the North Star sank below the horizon.  What new dangers, they wondered, would the 
southern seas hold?  And how would they navigate without the familiar northern stars? 
 
The dangers of the southern seas were real enough.  But the stars of the Southern Cross served 
as a good omen to Christian navigators, and they pointed the way to the south celestial pole.  In 
time navigators learned to find their position using many other bright southern stars, as well as 
the Sun and planets. 
 
By the late 16th-century, Dutch navigators Pieter Keyzer and Frederick de Houtman, and the 
astronomer Petrus Plancius, created new southern constellations based on exotic creatures 
encountered on their travels (Tucana, Pavo, Dorado), or mythical beasts (Phoenix, Apus).  These 
constellations were included on Johann Bayer’s epic star atlas Uranometria in 1603 and remain 
in use today. 
 
But vast swaths of deep-southern sky remained unnamed until the mid-18th century when the 
industrious and austere French astronomer, Nicolas Louis de Lacaille, during a scientific 
expedition to South Africa of astounding range and productivity, produced the most rigorous and 
detailed southern sky survey for the next hundred years.   
 

A Man Smitten by Mathematics and Astronomy 
 
The son of a prosperous and respected family, Lacaille (pronounced “la-KAI”) was born March 
15, 1713 in Rumigny, France, near the Belgian border.  His father had a flair for mechanics, 
invented a number of industrial machines, and supported his family through positions appointed 
by the Duke of Bourbon.   
 
Nicolas studied classics, philosophy, and theology.  When his father died suddenly, 19-year-old 
Nicolas was left without means to continue his studies.  But the Duke recognized the young 
man’s ability and seriousness of purpose and continued to support him.   
 
Lacaille planned to become a priest. But he was smitten by mathematics and astronomy, which 
he began to study privately.  He finished his theology degree but had no taste for further religious 
study.  Instead, as a self-taught astronomer, he was recommended in 1737 for a position at the 
Paris Observatory with Jacques Cassini.  Here Lacaille honed his skills and applied them to the 
science of geodesy.  He helped map the French Coast from Nantes to Bayonne and took a 
leading role in measuring the great meridian of France, proving the Earth was an oblate spheroid, 
somewhat wider across the equator than the poles. 
 

Triangulum Australe and Circinus, two of  

Lacaille’s 14 constellations 

http://cosmicpursuits.com/author/cosmicpursuits/
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A Plan to Map the Southern Skies 
 
Lacaille’s work gained him election to the Royal 
Academy of Sciences in Paris and a post at the 
College Mazarin where he established a small 
observatory, made systematic observations of star 
positions and parallax, and wrote widely-read texts on 
mathematics, astronomy, and optics.  By his late 30’s, 
Lacaille had established a solid reputation and earned 
a comfortable life as an academic.  But he sought a 
new challenge, and found it in the southern 
heavens.  He successfully proposed to the Academy 
an expedition to the Cape of Good Hope to catalog the 
southern sky and undertake geographical 
measurements of the area.  On November 21, 1750, 
Lacaille embarked on the ship Glorieux, heading first to 
Rio de Janeiro for repairs, then tacking east again to 
South Africa. 
 
On April 19, 1751, Lacaille landed at Cape Town, then 

a small waystation of the Dutch East India 
Company.  He carried a letter of introduction from the 
Dutch Prince of Orange, was received warmly by the 

Dutch governor, and lodged at the home of Jan Bestbier on what is now Strand Street.  The 
Dutch found the French astronomer somewhat reserved but amiable, and gave him what help and 
materials they could.  In the backyard of Bestbier’s home, Lacaille oversaw the construction of a 
12-foot-square observatory for his instrumentation, which included a number of telescopes 
including a 14-foot-long refractor for observing the moons of Jupiter, which were then used as 
celestial timepieces for determining longitude. 
 
On August 6, 1751, Lacaille set to work charting the southern stars.  Constant southeast winds 
made for poor seeing in his 14-foot telescope, and Lacaille found he obtained the most accurate 
star positions with an 8x, 26-inch-long refractor with a ½-inch objective.  With this tiny instrument, 
he measured the sidereal time at which stars near the meridian drifted into and out of a reticle 
placed in the field of view.  The average of these times gave a star’s right ascension.  The 
difference was related to its declination. 
 
Lacaille had promised the Academy a survey of all southern stars brighter than 3

rd
 or 4

th
 

magnitude, a population of some several hundred stars.  He over-delivered.  Over the next 11 
months, during 110 observing sessions of 8 hours each and 16 dusk-to-dawn marathons, and 
despite suffering headaches, rheumatism, and fevers associated with his work, Lacaille mapped 
9,766 stars as faint as 8

th
 magnitude between declination -23 degrees and the south celestial 

pole.  It was an astonishing feat of personal industry and endurance.  In comparison, Edmund 
Halley, no slacker himself, mapped just 341 stars from the island of Saint Helena from 1676 to 
1678. 

 
Constellations of the Enlightenment 
 
During his survey, Lacaille also cataloged 42 non-stellar objects including the Jewel Box Cluster, 
the Eta Carinae Nebula, and the globular clusters 47 Tucanae and Omega Centauri.  Lacaille’s 
list of southern object predates the more famous catalog of his countryman, Charles Messier, by 
some 30 years.  With his tiny telescope, Lacaille was unable to determine the nature of these 
objects.  But he wrote to the French Academy that they were “… so varied that their exact and 
detailed description can occupy astronomers for a long time and give rise to a great number of 
curious reflections on the part of philosophers.” Lacaille himself refrained from such reflections, 
content to tend to his measurements. 

 
Nicolas-Louis de Lacaille  1713-1762 
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This prodigious celestial bounty created a new problem for Lacaille: where to put it all.  Much of 
the deep-southern heavens, especially the dim regions near the south celestial pole, were not yet 
demarcated into constellations.  So Lacaille invented his own.  As Lacaille was a man of the 
Enlightenment, and unencumbered by whimsy, he named his new constellations after the tools of 
art and science: Telescopium, the Telescope; Reticulum, the Reticule; Octans, the Octant, 
Fornax, the Chemist’s Furnace, and so on (see inset).  His one exception was the constellation 
Mons Mensa (Table Mountain), now simply Mensa, which he named after the famous landmark 
near Cape Town.  Mensa remains the only constellation named after a geographical feature. 
Lacaille’s 14 new constellations were called: 
 

 Sculptor, The Sculptor’s Workshop (l’Atelier du Sculpteur) 

 Pyxis, The Mariner’s Compass (la Boussole) 

 Caelum, The Chisel (les Burins) 

 Pictor, The Painter’s Easel (le Chevalet et la Palette) 

 Circinus, The Geometer’s Compass (le Compas) 

 Norma, The Carpenter’s Square (l’Equerre et la Regle) 

 Fornax, The Chemist’s Furnace (le Fourneau) 

 Horologium, The Clock (l’Horloge) 

 Antlia, The Air Pump (la Machine Pneumatique) 

 Microscopium, The Microscope (le Microscope) 

 Mensa, Table Mountain (Montagne de la Table) 

 Octans, The Octant (l’Octans de Reflexion) 

 Reticulum, The Reticle (le Reticule Rhomboide) 

 Telescopium, The Telescope (le Telescope) 
 
It is a small wonder that astronomer Heber Curtis of Lick Observatory, upon first seeing the deep-
southern sky, said, “It looked like somebody’s attic”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The planisphere created by Nicolas Louis de Lacaille on which his 14 new southern 
constellations were first published. They are shown here along with the old Ptolemaic figures and 
the newer additions by Keyser, de Houtman, and Plancius. 
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An Overland Trek to Measure the Earth, and More 
 
While at the Cape, Lacaille also precisely measured the positions of the Moon, Venus, and Mars 
with respect to the background stars.  Upon his return to France, he compared his measurements 
to those made in Germany on the same dates by his colleague Joseph de Lalande.  The slight 
difference in angular position of these objects caused by parallax allowed Lacaille to estimate the 
distances to the Moon and Sun.  Lacaille and Lalande also compared positions of stars low on 
the horizon in France and high overhead in South Africa to estimate the effects of atmospheric 
refraction as a function of temperature and pressure. 
 
His celestial survey complete, Lacaille turned to his next major goal: measurement of the arc of 
the meridian near the Cape.  With the help of the governor, and with a translator, he surveyed 
three quarters of a degree in a north-south direction, a punishing task in unfamiliar, mountainous 
countryside and without a working knowledge of Dutch. 
 
Surprisingly, Lacaille concluded the meridian to be 1000 feet longer in the southern hemisphere 
than the north.  In essence, he showed the Earth was slightly pear-shaped.  It turns out Lacaille 
made an uncharacteristic oversight: he failed to account for the gravitational influence of Table 
Mountain, which caused a deviation in a plumb bob sufficient to account for his result.  Newton’s 
Law of Gravitation predicted this effect, and historians have long debated why Lacaille neglected 
it.  Some say Lacaille, a Frenchman, may have had an unconscious reluctance to apply the 
theory of an English scientist.  Others thought it was an honest oversight.  No one knows for 
sure. 
 
Before he left the Cape, Lacaille also measured the longitude of Cape Town using Jupiter’s 
moons, kept tide and weather records, and measured the height of Table Mountain.  He also 
collected and shipped back to the royal gardens in France shells, plants, rocks, and even the skin 
of a wild donkey.  It is small wonder Sir David Gill, a distinguished 19

th
-century director of the 

Cape Observatory, said of Lacaille’s time in South Africa, “this was one of the most remarkable, 
successful, and useful scientific 
expeditions ever 
undertaken”. 
 
 
 
A plaque which marked the location of 
Lacaille’s observatory in South Africa 
(credit: Astronomical Society of 
Southern Africa). 
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 The Return to France and an Early Demise 
 
Lacaille returned to France, with a 9-month detour to survey the French islands of Mauritius and 
Réunion in the Indian Ocean.  In his journal, he notes his indifference to these tropical paradises 
and his fond wish to return to France to continue his work.  He finally arrived in Paris on June 28, 
1754 after an absence of three years, eight months.  Lacaille was greeted in France as a 
scientific hero, a “star returning to the horizon”.  This was the long lost Age of Reason when 
scientists were as celebrated as the movie stars of today.  But the modest Lacaille would have 
none of it.  He refused fanfare and trappings of fame, wishing only to return to his observatory at 
the College Mazarin. 
 
With a small pension from the Academy, Lacaille resumed work.  He produced detailed star 
maps of the southern heavens, presenting to the Academy in 1752 an engraving showing naked-
eye stars and his fourteen new constellations.  While not shown on the engraving, Lacaille also 
split the largest constellation Argo Navis (The Ship of the Argonauts) into the three smaller 
constellations Puppis (The Deck), Vela (The Sail), and Carina (The Keel).  Lacaille included his 
new constellations in his catalog Coelum Australe Stelliferum, which served as the basis for Jean 
Fortin’s widely read Atlas Celeste in 1776.  Lacaille’s constellations remain in use today. 
 
From 1756 through 1761, Lacaille precisely measured zodiacal star positions, edited his 
textbooks, published his table of atmospheric refractive index, and issued a report on the 
appearance of the Comet of 1759 (now called Halley’s Comet).  He wrote an early draft of his 
travel memoirs Journal Historique.  He also managed to reduce 1,942 of his 9,766 
measurements of star positions.  The rest were compiled in Edinburgh in the 1840’s by Thomas 
Henderson, who published the full list in 1847 as A Catalogue of 9766 Stars in the Southern 
Hemisphere.   
 
Lacaille dreamed of returning to observe the southern heavens.  He did not get the 
chance.  Twenty-seven years of hard work and long nights at the telescope took their toll.  In 
early 1762, symptoms he suffered in South Africa returned: headaches, nosebleeds, fever, and 
digestive problems.  Dutch doctors at the Cape had helped Lacaille, but Parisian doctors could 
not.  He died on March 21, 1762 at the age of 49. 
 

Lacaille’s Legacy 
 
Of Lacaille, it was said he made more observations and calculations than any other scientist of 
the day.  It may be true, especially over his relatively short career.  Lacaille was no Isaac 
Newton, or Pierre-Simon de Laplace.  And he was not given to public speculation as to the 
nature of his observations, as was William Herschel a few decades later.  Instead, Lacaille was a 
data collector of the highest order at a time when science required this kind of work.  His results 
enhanced navigation, geodesy, and astronomy.  And they set the stage for later astronomical 
expeditions to South Africa in the mid-19

th
 century by John Herschel and Thomas Maclear. 

 
Lacaille could have accomplished even more.  But he suffered the great regret of many northern 
stargazers who travel to the southern hemisphere: he should have brought a bigger 
telescope.  John Herschel, who brought a much better instrument to South Africa in 1847, is 
rightly credited with the discovery of hundreds of deep-sky objects in the southern heavens.  Had 
Lacaille been better equipped, he would have earned credit for these discoveries and advanced 
knowledge of the southern heavens by nearly 100 years.  
 
Still, Lacaille is sometimes called the “Father of Southern Astronomy”, especially in South Africa 
where he is held in high regard.  Unlike the Herschels, or Charles Messier, he is not well known 
today, perhaps because he caused little controversy, shunned fame, and died relatively 
young.  But fame was not his goal.  Indeed, as David Evans, his most recent biographer, said of 
Lacaille, he “… lived for science and nothing else. In none of the accounts does he ever appear 
as a definite personality; he has few friends and no emotions. He seems a man without a private 
life who appears to pour forth the flood of his researches and disappears into an obscurity in 
which those researches are at once the only light and the only memorial.” 
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The First Woman in Space 

The 16th June marks the anniversary of the space flight of one of the great unsung heroes of the early 

days of space exploration; Valentina Tereshkova. 

Valentina was the first woman in space, and the first civilian. She launched on this day, (16th June) in 

1963. She flew solo, orbited the Earth 48 times, and was in space for three days. 

After her successful flight she served in a number of high profile political positions, including representing 

the Soviet Union at the World Peace Council in 1966 and the UN International Women's Conference in 

1975.  Today she is an elected politician and continues to serve her constituents in the Russian 

Parliament. 

Tereshkova was born in the village of Maslennikovo in Tutayevsky District, Yaroslavl Oblast, in central 
Russia. Her parents had migrated from Belarus. Tereshkova's father was a tractor driver and her mother 
worked in a textile plant. Tereshkova went to school in 1945 at the age of eight, but left school in 1953 and 
continued her education by correspondence courses.  She became interested in parachuting from a young 
age, and trained in skydiving at the local Aeroclub, making her first jump at age 22 on 21 May 1959; at the 
time, she was employed as a textile worker in a local factory. It was her expertise in skydiving that led to 
her selection as a cosmonaut. In 1961 she became the secretary of the local Komsomol (Young 
Communist League) and later joined the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. 

Tereshkova was considered a particularly worthy candidate, partly due to her "proletarian" background, 
and because her father, tank leader sergeant Vladimir Tereshkov, was a war hero. He died in the Finnish 
Winter War during World War II in the Lemetti area in Finnish Karelia when Tereshkova was two years 
old.  

After her mission she was asked how the Soviet Union should thank her for her service to the country. 
Tereshkova asked that the government search for, and publish, the location where her father was killed in 
action. This was done, and a monument now stands at the site in Lemetti—now on the Russian side of the 
border. Tereshkova has since visited Finland several times. 

"If women can be railroad workers 

in Russia, why can't they fly in 

space?" 

"Once you've been in space, you 

appreciate how small and fragile 

the Earth is." 

"Anyone who has spent any time in 

space will love it for the rest of their 

lives. I achieved my childhood 

dream of the sky." 

"They forbade me from flying, de-

spite all my protests and argu-

ments. After being once in space, I 

was keen to go back there. But it 

didn't happen." 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Maslennikovo&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tutayevsky_District
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yaroslavl_Oblast
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Belarus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Skydiving
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Komsomol
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Proletarian
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sergeant
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/War_hero
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Winter_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Lemetti&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Karelia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soviet_Union
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Killed_in_action
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Killed_in_action
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At The Eyepiece For JULY 2016 by Ray Field 

THE EARTH is at aphelion on the 4th. 

THE MOON is NEW on the 4th, First Quarter on the 12th, FULL on the 20th and Last Quarter on 

the 27th.  The Moon is near Regulus on the 8th, Jupiter on the 9th, Spica on the 12th, Mars on 

the 14th, Saturn on the 16th and Aldebaran and the Hyades on the 29th. 

MERCURY and VENUS appear very low down above the western horizon, below Jupiter, after 

sunset, at the end of the month. 

MARS is the brilliant, orange object almost overhead in the early evening by mid-month. It forms 

a bright triangle with SATURN and ANTARES, "The Rival of Mars." The Trio are joined by the 

Moon on the 15th. 

JUPITER, still in Leo, is getting low over the west by mid-month in the early evening. The 4th 

brightest star in the sky, namely Arcturus, orange in color, is up to Jupiter's right. 

URANUS, in Pisces, is in the morning sky this month. Being barely visible to the naked eye under 

dark conditions, it needs binoculars to be seen. 

NEPTUNE , in Aquarius, is also visible in the early morning sky. Being fainter and more distant 

than Uranus it needs at least binoculars to be seen or maybe even a telescope. 

PLUTO is 32 times more distant from the Sun on average than the Earth.  It reaches opposition 

on the 8th in Sagittarius. 

COMETS. The very faint Comet 81 P WILD is nearest the Sun on the 20th. 

METEOR SHOWERS. The meteor showers active and reaching their maximum activity this 

month are as follows: 

 The JULY PHOENICIDS on the 13th, The PISCES AUSTRALIDS on the 28th, The DELTA 

AQUARIDS and The SOUTH DELTA AQUARIDS on the 27th and 29th respectively and The AL-

PHA CAPRICORNIDS on the 30th. THE PISCES AUSTRALIDS are nearly overhead for Durban 

and THE SOUTH DELTA AQUARIDS are the most active with a ZHR of 25. 

THE STARRY SKY. In the early evening Canopus is setting in the SW. Above the "Diamond 

Cross", near the Eta Carina Nebula, lies the very bright open cluster NGC 3532, easily visible in 

binoculars. The Southern Cross, though still high, is past its highest. 

 The constellation of CENTAURUS, "The Centaur" is a big, bright constellation, straddling the 

Southern Cross. ARA and TRIANGULUM AUSTRALIS, "The Southern Triangle", are down to the 

left of Alpha Centauri, which is easily split with a small telescope into two bright stars, close to-

gether. The small constellation of Musca the Fly, lies at the foot of the Southern Cross. 

Scorpius is high up over the east and is followed up by Sagittarius, "The Archer", with its "Teapot" 

asterism of bright stars. 

In the early evening the bright star Arcturus', in Bootes, is prominent over the eastern horizon. Ju-

piter is down to its left. The bright white star Spica, in Virgo, is above them. The faint little quadri-

lateral of CORVUS "The Crow" is down to the left of Spica. As a check, the long arm of the 

Southern Cross, when extended, points across the sky to Corvus. 

References: ASSA SKY GUIDE 2016, Norton's Star Atlas, Stellarium computer program, Philips' 

Planisphere for 35 S, Stars of the Southern Skies by Mary Fitzgerald and Stars of the Southern 

Skies by Sir Patrick Moore. 
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The cover image 

Omega Centauri, NGC 5139, is the brightest globular cluster in the sky, and the largest and most 

luminous globular orbiting the Milky Way.  It is so massive that it is thought to be the nucleus of a 

dwarf galaxy that merged with the Milky Way long ago. 

Omega Centauri has been known since antiquity.  The Greek astronomer Ptolemy listed it in the 

star catalogue that he compiled in the mid-2nd century A.D.  When Johannes Bayer assigned 

Greek letters to the brightest stars, he also mistook this cluster for a star, and designated it 

Omega Centauri. 

Edmond Halley was the first to document Omega Centauri’s nonstellar nature, listing it in 1677 as 

a “luminous spot or patch in Centaurus”.  Lacaille included it in his catalog as number I.5.  John 

Herschel was the first to correctly identify it as a globular cluster, in the 1830s. 

Omega Centauri is visible to the naked eye, impressive in binoculars, and simply stunning when 

viewed through a telescope of any size.  With a visual magnitude of 3.7 and a diameter of about 

36’, it appears about as large as the full Moon.  Compared with most globulars, it has a distinctly 

flattened shape. 

At a distance of 15,600 light years, Omega Centauri is one of the nearest globular clusters to the 

Solar System. Its visual size is about 36’ corresponds to a true diameter of 175 light years.  Its 

photographic size is 65’, implying a diameter over 300 light years.  As in all globular clusters, the 

stellar density increases rapidly towards the interior.  The average distance between stars at its 

centre is only about 0.1 light years. 

Containing several million stars and roughly 5 million solar masses, Omega Centauri is about 10 

times as massive as a typical big globular, and about as massive as the smallest of whole 

galaxies.  It is the brightest and most massive globular orbiting the Milky Way, and of all the 

globular clusters in the Local Group, only Mayall II (G1) in the Andromeda Galaxy (M31) is more 

massive and luminous. 

Omega Centauri is so different from the Milky Way’s other globulars, that it is thought to have a 

different origin.  It is about 12 billion years old, but as suggested by a 1999 study, the stars of 

Omega Centauri formed over a 2-billion-year period rather than all at once.  The team that 

carried out this work speculated that Omega Centauri is the remaining core of a small galaxy that 

merged with the Milky Way long ago. 

This suspicion was confirmed in 2008, when a team of astronomers working with the Hubble 

Space Telescope and Gemini Observatory reported that Omega Centauri harbours an 

intermediate-sized black hole at its center.  The motion of the stars at the center of Omega 

Centauri are much faster than expected from their mass alone.  From this, the mass of this black 

hole was deduced to be about 40,000 Suns. 

In 2009, astronomers announced that Kapteyn’s Star, the 25th nearest star system at only 13 

light years away, may have originated from Omega Centauri.  Along with 16 other stars in the 

same moving group, all of which orbit the galaxy backwards and are very old, it shares the same 

elemental abundances as Omega Centauri’s stars.  If Omega Centauri is the left-over nucleus of 

a dwarf galaxy that merged with the Milky Way, some stars were flung towards us during the 

merger, including Kapteyn’s. 

  

Image by John Gill.  (12 x 300 second exposures) 
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Sutherland and SALT tour 

Young and old, one as little as six and the 

oldest – who knows? started the trip to 

Sutherland with an early wake-up before 

Mercury rose. One almost did not make it 

because he was probably stargazing in 

the airport car park.  

The bus trip to Maitjiesfontein was a good 

time to chat to fellow astronomers and 

contemplate the clear sky. These 

excursions are a perfect opportunity for 

members to get to know each other as the 

short time before and after monthly 

meetings is hardly enough to do so.  

Mike Hadlow gave an impromptu valuable 

insight on some the geographical features 

we noticed along the road from a 

geologist’s point of view. We also 

discovered that there is an extinct 

volcano, just 66 million years young, just a 

stone’s throw away from SALT. We will 

certainly be making a trip to Salpeterkop, 

as it is known, on our next visit! 

Lunch at the Lord Milner hotel was 

splendid and we took a short walk around 

the town and visited the local museum at 

the railway station. Many strange and 

interesting objects were on display. 

Onwards to Sutherland and as we got 

closer to the town it seemed as if the 

clouds started to build up. ASSA Durban 

had arrived and with it the clouds! As 

though to make up for it, the wine flowed 

freely at the Cluster d’Hote, a gourmet 

restaurant in the middle of nowhere. 

Later that night we had a quick glimpse of a few of the night-time delights, but the clouds hung 

about. The next morning we wandered around the town visited the Sutherland Mall. A small shop 

that stocked just about everything.  

The next morning with the clouds still hanging around and rain imminent we headed off to the 

SALT observatory. The museum is an eye opener and we watched grown men become babies 

as they photographed themselves with the backdrops of celestial objects. Later that evening we 

were treated to a braai fit for a king. To make up for or our disappointment for not being able to 

use the observatory, the staff kindly broke all the rules and allowed us into SALT late in the 

evening for a personal chat with the astronomer on duty. We are grateful for the not 

inconsiderable time that she afforded us. One got the feeling that she welcomed the visit as she 

had little to do on a rainy night. 
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Left: A large 1 metre 

photographic tele-

scope that has been in 

use since around 

1960.  

The next morning we 

were off to a farm, just 

outside of Sutherland. 

Here we were given a 

fantastic tour of the 

local fynbos plant life. 

Yours truly went 

traipsing off the beaten 

path and found a trace 

fossil. This will be great 

reminder of my trip to 

Sutherland. 

 

The following afternoon SALT! Due to the clouds, we were able to explore the observatory in 

more detail as there were no scientists using the equipment. The dome is huge and the 

telescope even more impressive. At the top of the photo, you can see some of the 92 hexagonal 

mirrors. Keith Browne, the engineer that manages the scope and dome is able to control 

everything from his cell-phone. Our tour-guide, Antony Mietas , the education officer, was 

extremely helpful answering all our questions and getting us into some of the other domes to see 

some other smaller scopes. These scopes are used for visual and photographic research.  

To round off our extraordinary trip, we stopped at the “Vineyard” in Stellenbosch. Firstly to meet, 

Dr Kevin Govender, the first South African to receive the Edinburgh Award, then to sit down for 

an awesome lunch. The last part of the trip was a bit of a blur - bus, airport, plane, airport, 

goodbyes, car and finally home. Tired but rejoicing after the trip of a lifetime.  

Many thanks to Logan Govender, for putting together such a fantastic trip. Everything was 

flawless except for the cloud control, but I have already booked my seat for the next trip!  

 

Standing on the catwalk 

at the top of the dome 

looking down on to the 

mirrors.  It was a little 

scary walking around 

on the grid flooring of 

the catwalk.  
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Above: A few of the domes scattered 

around the SALT site.  These are funded 

and operated by international research 

groups.  All these telescope are remote 

controlled. Note the ominous clouds 

Right: The dome of the SALT telescope.  

A laser is beamed from the tower on the 

right, into the dome and onto each mirror.  

This helps the engineers adjust each 

mirror so that all 92 mirrors are perfectly 

aligned. 

Below: The trace fossil I found on the 

farm we visited in Sutherland. 
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 NASA UPDATE 
 
NASA's Kepler Space Telescope mission has just announced the discovery of 1,284 new 
exoplanets - nine of which are considered potentially habitable. 
 
This is the most new planets announced at any one time, and almost doubles the number of 
confirmed exoplanets out there in the Universe, which makes it a pretty huge deal. The 
discoveries were made using a new technique that allows scientists to assess the likelihood that 
blips in the data really are planets, and aren't the result of other astronomical objects. 
 
"This announcement more than doubles the number of confirmed planets from Kepler," said Ellen 
Stofan, chief scientist at NASA Headquarters. "This gives us hope that somewhere out there, 
around a star much like ours, we can eventually discover another Earth."  When Kepler looks for 
exoplanets, it looks at the light coming from distant stars. Any sign of that light dimming slightly 
before it gets to Kepler could be a result of a planet passing in front of its sun. 
 
That's the best system we have so far, but it can also lead to a whole lot of false 
positives because planets aren't the only thing that can dim a star's light - for example, it could be 
a binary star system, a brown dwarf, or a low-mass star. 

To confirm what's going on, in the past we've had to follow up on each of those candidate planet 
observations one at a time using ground-based telescopes, which is incredibly time-consuming 
and expensive. It's one of the reasons we were only able to confirm 984 exoplanets before this, 
despite seven years of the Kepler mission.  But the new validation technique assesses the 
probability that planet candidates really are planets en masse, without any follow-up required. 
"Imagine planet candidates as bread crumbs," Timothy Morton from Princeton University in New 
Jersey, who developed the new technique, said in a live press briefing. "If we drop a few on the 
ground we can pick them up one by one. But if you spill a whole bucket full of small crumbs, 
you're going to need a broom to clean them up." 

This new technique is that metaphorical broom. It works by calculating two things: first, how 
much the shape of a candidate planet's transit signal looks like a planet, statistically speaking; 
and secondly, how common false positives 'imposter candidates' are out there.  Putting this 
information together gives scientists a reliability score between zero and one for each planet 
candidate. And candidates with a reliability greater than 99 percent can now be called 'validated 
planets,' without having to perform any follow-up observations. 
 
Morton cross-checked this new method with the data from ground-based follow-ups in the 
past and found that his predictions matched up almost perfectly with what telescopes had seen. 
"For every planet that the ground-based surveys measure to be a planet, I predict it should be a 
planet," Morton said, "and everything they measure to be a false positive, I predict to be a false 
positive." 
 
Using this technique, there are now 1,935 confirmed exoplanets in total, with 1,284 of those 
being new discoveries. Around 100 of the planets are a similar in size to Earth. The research has 
been published in The Astrophysical Journal.   
 
All of these planets were discovered by the Kepler prime mission, which involved studying 
around 150,000 stars in a single patch of sky between 2009 and 2013. 
Of course, the point of all this planet-spotting is to try to answer the big question "are we alone in 
the Universe?" To try to figure this out, Kepler scientists can use the transit signal of planets to 
work out their size and how far away they're situated from their sun, which provides some 
indication of whether planets could possibly host life. 

 
 

http://www.nasa.gov/press-release/nasas-kepler-mission-announces-largest-collection-of-planets-ever-discovered
http://www.nasa.gov/press-release/nasas-kepler-mission-announces-largest-collection-of-planets-ever-discovered
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Methods_of_detecting_exoplanets#Transit_photometry
http://www.nasa.gov/sites/default/files/thumbnails/image/kepler_fig3_0.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Binary_star
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brown_dwarf
https://lcogt.net/spacebook/low-mass-star/
http://www.nasa.gov/news/media/newsaudio/index.html
http://www.nasa.gov/sites/default/files/thumbnails/image/kepler_fig6_0.jpg
http://www.nasa.gov/news/media/newsaudio/index.html
http://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-36256725
http://www.astro.princeton.edu/%7Etdm/koi-fpp/ms.pdf
https://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/kepler/news/kepler_prime_mission.html
http://www.sciencealert.com/here-s-everything-we-know-about-the-most-earth-like-exoplanet-ever-found
http://www.sciencealert.com/astronomers-discover-closest-potentially-habitable-planet-wolf-1061c
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Based on those criteria, the new announcement includes nine planets that are listed as potential-
ly habitable. In this context, that means they're less than twice the size of Earth and are situated 
in the 'Goldilocks zone' of their star, meaning they're not too close or far away and could poten-
tially contain liquid water.  
That doesn't mean in any way that these planets do host life, or even that they could. But without 
being able to study these planets in closer detail, this is the best way we have to assess a 
planet's suitability for life as we know it. 
 
The ultimate goal is to be able to detect the light coming from one of these potentially habitable 
exoplanets so that we can analyse the gases in its atmosphere, which will tell us more about 
whether life ever existed there, or if it could in future.  
The sad news in all of this is that Kepler is almost at the end of its planet-hunting mission. It's go-
ing to continue to observe strange astronomical phenomena for the foreseeable future, but it's 
predicted to run out of fuel in around two years, in the Northern Hemisphere summer of 2018.  
The baton is being handed to the Transiting Exoplanet Survey Satellite (TESS) and James Webb 
Space Telescope, which together will be able to scan even more stars in the night sky, and hope-
fully tell us more information about the alien worlds orbiting them.  
"Before the Kepler space telescope launched, we did not know whether exoplanets were rare or 
common in the galaxy. Thanks to Kepler and the research community, we now know there could 
be more planets than stars," said Paul Hertz, director of the Astrophysics Division at NASA Head-
quarters. "This knowledge informs the future missions that are needed to take us ever-closer to 
finding out whether we are alone in the universe." 
 
We can't wait. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Circumstellar_habitable_zone
https://www.google.com.au/search?q=tess&oq=tess&aqs=chrome..69i57j69i60j69i61l2j69i59j69i61.739j0j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8#q=tess%2C+nasa
http://www.sciencealert.com/nasa-just-unveiled-the-james-webb-space-telescope-s-huge-golden-mirror
http://www.sciencealert.com/nasa-just-unveiled-the-james-webb-space-telescope-s-huge-golden-mirror
http://www.nasa.gov/press-release/nasas-kepler-mission-announces-largest-collection-of-planets-ever-discovered
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MEETINGS: 

The next meeting will be on Wednesday 13th July 2016 @ 19:30.  This is the annual general 

meeting (AGM).  Please make every effort to attend. Food will be supplied but bring your own 

refreshments 

TELESCOPE: 

The large 12” telescope is back in action so viewing evenings will take place.  Visit 

www.astronomydurban.co.za for viewing information or find us on Facebook. 

MNASSA: 

Monthly Notes of the Astronomical Society of Southern Africa.  Go to www.mnassa.org.za to 

download your free monthly copy. 

MEMBERSHIP FEES: 

Members   R 145 

Family members R 160 

Joining fee  R 35 

Payment by cheque, made payable to ASSA and either posted to: 
P O Box 20578, Durban North, 4016 
or handed in to the treasurer. 
 
Electronic Funds Transfer to:  
ASSA Natal Centre 
Account No. 1352 027 674 
Nedbank, Durban North 
Branch Code 13-5226 
 
Please include your initial and surname in the reference line. 

 

CONTACT US: 

Chairman: Peter Dormehl  (+27) 84 402 1107 

Vice Chairman: Amith Rajpal  (+27) 83 335 8800 

Treasurer: Richard Rowland  (+27) 82 920 3377 

PR and Publicity: Logan Govender  (+27) 83 228 6993 

Secretary: Francois Zinserling  (+27) 83 256 2424 

nDaba Editor: John Gill   (+27) 833788797 

All other contact information is available on our website: www.astronomydurban.co.za  

STAR PARTY: 

Don’t forget the “STAR PARTY” on 8 July 2016 @ Maritz Brothers School.  Bring your scope, 

binoculars and eyes and join us for a great star gazing and social evening. 

THE MONTH AHEAD 


