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Chairman’s Chatter 

By Mike Hadlow 

 

Dear Members, 

January has come and gone and we have already had our first general meeting of the year and 

our first committee meeting.  

January certainly wasn’t a great month for viewing and I can recall only three evenings when I 

managed to take out my telescope and do some viewing.   

Our first general meeting of the year was well attended with 35 members and 4 visitors in 

attendance.  Fortunately all tickets that were sold in our raffle were accounted for and we 

managed to have the raffle draw. 

The main speaker for the evening was Piet Strauss who gave us a summary of the sky during 

the year and who also gave us some homework to do, to see how many planets we observe 

during the year.  Remember, as most of us are amateurs we get our pleasure from observing 

the sky. 

As discussed during last year and following on from Peter, our past chairman’s suggestion, the 

society would like to begin a program of the lunar and solar observing.  In this regard last year 

we commenced with the public viewing of the partial eclipse of the sun held at the Botanic 

gardens, which was well attended.  Some of us then viewed the transit of Mercury across the 

sun on 9 May from the back of Glenwood.  

This year we will commence our viewing with a partial solar eclipse on February 26.  The eclipse 

starts at about 5:07 in the afternoon and reaches its maximum at about 6:20.  February 26 is a 

Sunday afternoon and we intend to hold a public viewing on the lower field and pavilion at Marist 

Brothers School.  More details of this will be given at our next general meeting on 8 February 

and if Logan manages to arrange it through press coverage. 

Our speaker for the next general meeting will be Logan Govender,  giving us a talk on the Orion 
constellation, which is currently visible, and what else can be viewed in close proximity to Orion.  
In this regard, during the course of the year we would like to give our monthly presentation on 
the star constellation and neighbouring sky of that particular month.  We are therefore looking for 
volunteers to give a presentation on the month of their birthday, on the star constellation of that 
month.  
 
Looking forward to seeing you all at our next in general meeting on 

8 February 2017.  

Wishing you clear skies and great viewing. 

Mike 
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A Guide to Observing Comet 
45/P Honda–Mrkos–Pajdušáková 

By Brian Ventrudo  
 

 
 
Comet 45P/Honda-Mrkos-Pajdusakova imaged by amateur astronomer Tim Puckett in 2011. 
 
A little periodic comet is visiting the inner solar system over the next few months.  Comet 45/P 
Honda–Mrkos–Pajdušáková, a tiny piece of ice and dust left over from the earliest days of the 
solar system, moves periodically around the Sun every 5.25 years.  It made its closest approach 
to the Sun on December 31, 2016 and it’s visible now.  As it passes close to Earth in February, it 
will brighten and appear to move quickly across the sky from day to day.  You’ll need binoculars 
to see it, but it’s worth following this little leftover hunk of the early solar system. 
 
The last closest approach to the Sun of Comet 45/P came on September 28, 2011.  During this 
apparition, the comet came within 0.06 AU (5.58 million miles) of Earth on August 15, 2011. 
That’s fairly close in cosmic terms and just 22x the Earth-Moon distance.  The precise size of the 
Comet 45/P’s nucleus is uncertain, but it’s likely about 0.5 km to 1.6 km across.  The famous 
Comet 1/P Halley, by contrast, has a nucleus ten times as wide. 
 
During its latest visit, Comet 45/P reached perihelion (its closest approach to the Sun) on 
December 31, 2016.  On February 11, 2017, will come within 0.08 AU (7.47 million miles) of 
Earth, a close approach but still far enough to pose no risk of impact.  Astronomers estimate the 
comet’s brightness will peak just a little fainter than 6th magnitude in January and through 
February 2017 before beginning to fade.  From December through January, the comet will swing 
through the constellation Capricorn, disappear into the sunset, then pick up speed when it 
reappears and move northwestward into Aquila, Hercules, Corona Borealis, Bootes, and Coma 
Berenices during February.  As it speeds away from Earth in March and April, the comet moves 
into the constellation Leo. 
 
The first map below, courtesy of Sky and Telescope magazine, shows the position of Comet 45/P 
through mid-January when it’s visible in the constellation Capricorn in the western sky after 
sunset.  For the rest of January, the comet is lost in the Sun’s glare, but it reappears in the early 
morning sky from mid-February through mid-March (see second map).  Astronomers expect the 
comet to reach peak brightness in early-to-mid February.  It will not likely become bright enough 
to see with the unaided eye, but it will be easily visible in binoculars.  In images, the comet is 
already showing a short, straight ion tail. 

http://cosmicpursuits.com/author/cosmicpursuits/
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/
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… Comet 
 

 
Comet 45/P moves through Capricorn in early January and is visible with binoculars in the 
western evening sky after sunset.  Map courtesy of Sky and Telescope magazine.  
 

 
 
Comet 45/P moves through the northern constellations Bootes, Canes Venatici, and Ursa Major 
in February and March 2017 in the early morning sky.  The comet reaches peak brightness in 
early February and is visible with binoculars.  Map courtesy of Sky and Telescope magazine.  
 
Comet 45/P was discovered by the Japanese astronomer Minoru Honda in December 1948, and 
nearly simultaneous observations were made by the Czech astronomer Antonin Mrkos and 
Slovak astronomer Ludmila Pajdušáková. 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/
http://cosmicpursuits.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Comet-45P-1.png
http://cosmicpursuits.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Comet-45P-2.png
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… Comet 
 
Honda himself was an interesting character and a legend in post-war Japan.  From the late 
1920s until the late 1930s, after a modest education, he worked with his parents on a farm.  In 
his scant spare time he took to exploring the heavens with a tiny 28 mm telescope.  His 
stargazing acumen eventually earned him a position at a professional Japanese observatory. 
Honda had learned that no Japanese astronomer had ever discovered a comet, so he set to work 
to become the first, and he systematically scanned the skies with a 15 cm reflector.  He 
discovered his first comet in 1940, but he was shipped off to join the Japanese army during 
World War II.  He picked up comet hunting after the war and discovered, in time, a total of 12 
comets, his last three in the single year of 1968. 
 
Honda’s work, especially in the grim years after the war, was an inspiration to a generation of 
young Japanese stargazers and amateur astronomers.  In the early 1960s, a young astronomer 
and comet hunter named Kaoru Ikeya wrote to Honda for advice about how to find comets. 
Honda wrote back to Ikeya, cryptically:  “To observe the skies solely to seek a new comet is a 
hopeless task which demands a great deal of time and hard labour.  But to observe the brilliant 
heavens for their own sake without thought of a discovery may bring good luck to your comet 
seeking.” 
 
His advice worked.  Ikeya discovered his first comet in early 1964, and in 1965, along with 
another Honda acolyte, Tsutomu Seki, discovered Comet 1965 S1 (Ikeya-Seki), a brilliant sun-
grazing comet which became one of the greatest comets of the 20th century. 
 

 
Comet 1965 S1 Ikeya-Seki in 1965. Photo by Maynard Pittendreigh. 
 

http://www.pbase.com/image/91829342
http://cosmicpursuits.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Comet_C_1965_S1_Ikeya-Seki.jpg
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… Comet 

 
Comet 45/P Honda–Mrkos–Pajdušáková will not become a so-called “Great Comet”.  It will not 
even become bright enough to see with the naked eye.  But it presents a fine opportunity for you 
to practice your observing skills, witness the mechanics of the solar system in action, and 
prepare for the overdue yet unpredictable arrival of another bright comet, hopefully one day soon. 
 

 

Fly me to the moon 
By Clyde Foster 

 
We have been having pretty torrid weather here in Johannesburg, but on 5

th
 January the Moon 

appeared in a break in the clouds and I was able to capture a few images.  Below are two 
images 
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At The Eyepiece 
February 2017 by Ray Field 

 

 

THE SUN.  There will be a PARTIAL ECLIPSE OF THE SUN on the 26th.  From Durban the 

eclipse will START at 17hrs. 12mins and reach maximum eclipse when 53% of the Sun's disc is 

covered by the Moon at 18hrs 08mins.  The Sun will then only be 4 degrees above the horizon 

and from Durban the Sun will have already set before the eclipse ends. 

 

WARNING:  NEVER look at the Sun without proper eye protection.  Permanent blindness 

can result from even the shortest look through binoculars or a telescope.  SEE pages 62, 63 and 

64 of ASSA SKY GUIDE AFRICA SOUTH 2017 for more details.  You can use your solar eclipse 

glasses from the previous solar eclipse. 

 

THE MOON will be First Quarter on the 4th, FULL on the 11th, Last Quarter on the 18th and 

NEW on the 26th. 

A PENUMBRAL ECLIPSE OF THE MOON starts at 00hrs 33mins 49secs on the 11th.  It 

reaches maximum eclipse at 02hrs 43mins 54secs and ends at 04hrs 53mins 42secs.  (see 

diagram on page 66 of SKY GUIDE 2017).  NOTE:  A penumbral eclipse of the Moon usually 

goes unnoticed because the darkening of the Moon is so slight.   

The Moon is near Venus and Mars on the 1st, Aldebaran in the Hyades open cluster on the 5th, 

Regulus on the 11th and 12th, Jupiter and Spica on the 15th and 16th, Antares on the 20th and 

Saturn on the 21st. 

 

MERCURY, looking like a pinkish "star" to the naked eye, is visible before sunrise low over the 

eastern horizon during the first week of the month.  Binoculars will help you locate it before the 

sky gets too light.  Later in the month it will be too close to the Sun for observation. 

 

VENUS, the brightest planet, is visible for most of the month, low over the western horizon after 

sunset.  It is highest above the horizon at the start of the month. 

 

MARS is in Pisces all month and sets about 02 hrs after the Sun.  It is quite bright and has a 

reddish hue.  With no other "star-like" like objects in Pisces as bright as it, Mars should be easy 

to spot.  The Moon is near Mars and Venus on the 1st. 

 

JUPITER, the brightest planet, is near the bright star Spica in Virgo all month.  The bright pair 

should be easy to spot as Jupiter is well up by late evening.  Jupiter's 4 largest moons are easily 

seen in binoculars.  Details of their movements relative to Jupiter during the month are given on 

page 13 of SKY GUIDE.  Jupiter is near the Moon on the 15th and 16th. 

 

SATURN is near the Moon on the 21st.  It crosses from Ophiuchus into Sagittarius this 

month.  Saturn rises about 02 am at the beginning of the month and by midnight at the month's 

end.  Saturn is to the left of the "TEAPOT" asterism in Sagittarius. 

 

URANUS is in Pisces in the early evening sky over the west and sets soon after the Sun. 

 

NEPTUNE in Aquarius is too close to the setting Sun to be observed this month. 
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… At The Eyepiece 

Ray Field pointing out a star cluster in the night sky 

METEOR SHOWERS:  The ALPHA CENTAURIDS reach a maximum on the 7th.  The time to 

watch is from 22hrs to 03hrs 30mins.  Their maximum rate is less than 05 per hour.  Their 

observing prospect is given as unfavourable per page 86 of SKY GUIDE. 

 

THE STARRY SKY:  AT 20hrs in the evening sky, The Southern Cross is still very low and the 

"Diamond" and "False" Crosses are rising in the south east.  The bright stars Achernar and 

Canopus are up over the south and the Smaller Magellanic and Larger Magellanic Clouds and 

the bright globular cluster 47 Tucanae are well placed. 

Over the north, Taurus, with the Pleiades and Hyades open clusters and the bright "Eye of The 
Bull" Aldebaran, are still well up.  Orion is visible over the north east with Gemini and its two 
bright stars below it.  A line through Orion's belt extended to the right, leads to Sirius in Canes 
Major.  The Orion Nebula is in the sword of Orion and is even visible on a clear, dark, moonless 
night away from light pollution, with the naked eye.  The open cluster M41 near Sirius in Canes 
Major is easy to locate in binoculars.  A star map will help. 
 
REFERENCES: 2017 SKY GUIDE Africa South, Norton's Star Atlas 2000 and Philips' 
Planisphere for Latitude 35 degrees south. 
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The Cover Image - Swan Nebula 
Image by John Gill, Text from Sky Portal 

 
 
Messier 17 in Sagittarius is 
one of the brightest diffuse 
nebulae in the sky.  
 
Commonly known as the 
Omega, Swan, Horseshoe, or 
(especially in the southern 
hemisphere) Lobster nebula, 
M 17 is just visible to the 
naked eye under very 
favourable conditions. 
 
 
Discovery and Observation 
 
M 17 was first noticed by 
Philippe Loys de Cheseaux in 
the spring of 1746, and 
rediscovered independently 
by Charles Messier in June of the same year.  De Cheseaux's discovery did not become widely 
known, so Messier cataloged it as M 17 in 1764. 
 
M 17 is located in the rich star fields of the the Milky Way in Sagittarius.  It can be found easily, 
along with its apparent neighbor, M 16, the Eagle Nebula.  Starting from Altair (α Aql), follow δ 
Aql and λ Aql to γ Sct; M 17 is just over 2° SW of this star, and M 16 lies 2° NW.  With a visual 
magnitude of 6.0, M 17 is visible to the naked eye from low latitudes under good observing 
conditions. 
 
In a small telescope, M 17 rivals the Orion Nebula (M 42) in splendor.  The core of the nebula is 
a checkmark, the bar of which extends 12' ESE-WNW.  The check projects SSW from the WNW 
end of the bar.  Fainter nebulosity loops west from the check, enclosing a dark mass popularly 
called the Fish's Mouth.  The involved cluster is poorly concentrated, its stars spread over a 25' 
area. 
 
The overall colour of the Omega Nebula is reddish, due to light emitted from the hot hydrogen 
gas excited by the stars that have just formed within it.  However, the nebula's brightest region is 
actually white, apparently the result of light emission from the hottest gas, mixed with reflections 
of bright starlight from dust.  The nebula contains a large amount of dark obscuring material, 
which has been heated by the hidden young stars, and shines brightly in the infra-red. 
 
 
Properties and Evolution 
 
Distance estimates for M 17 range between 5,000 and 6,000 light years - a little less than its 
apparent neighbour, M 16.  Physically, these two star forming regions are indeed close together, 
in the Sagittarius-Carina spiral arm of the Milky Way galaxy, and are perhaps part of the same 
giant complex of interstellar matter. 
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… Swan Nebula 
 
While the visible nebula is about 15 light-years across, the total gaseous cloud, including low-
luminosity material, extends to at least 40 light-years.  The total mass of the gas has been 
estimated at about 800 Suns: enough to form a conspicuous cluster, and a good deal more than 
the Orion Nebula (M 42). 
 
Some 35 bright but obscured stars, each about six times hotter and 20 to 30 times more massive 
than the Sun, are embedded in the nebulosity.  Unlike in many other emission nebulae, however, 
these stars are not obvious in optical images, but hidden in the nebula.  Star formation is either 
still active in this nebula, or ceased very recently. 
 
The radiation from these stars erodes the dense cloud of cold gas within which they were 
formed, exposing dense pockets of gas that may contain other stars in the birthing process. 
Because these dense pockets are more resistant to the radiation onslaught than is the 
surrounding cloud, they appear as sculptures in the walls of the cloud, or as isolated islands in a 
sea of glowing gas.  The pressure on the tips of the waves may trigger new star formation within 
them. 
 
 
Technical Specs: 
 
Celestron 8”EdgeHD on AVX mount and Canon 600d 
60 lights @ ISO 1600 for 30 seconds 
20 Bias, Darks & Flats 
Captured from my backyard in May 2016 
Processed with PixInsight 
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Starlore of Southern Africa 
By Case Rijsdijk 

 
 

A girl child of the old people had magical powers so strong that when she looked at a group of 
fierce lions, they were immediately turned to stars.  The largest are now in Orion's belt. 
 
A strong-willed girl became so angry when her mother would not give her any of a delicious 
roasted root that she grabbed the roasting roots from the fire and threw the roots and ashes into 
the sky, where the red and white roots now glow as red and white stars, and the ashes are the 
Milky Way. 
 
Dornan, 1925 
(The Bushmen) 
 
And there the road is to this day. Some people call it the Milky Way; some call it the Stars' Road, 
but no matter what you call it, it is the path made by a young girl many, many years ago, who 
threw the bright sparks of her fire high up into the sky to make a road in the darkness. 
 
Leslau, Charlotte and Wolf. African Folk Tales (1963) 
 
When the Pleiades appear in the east, little ones are lifted by their mothers and presented to the 
stars . . . The Pleiades are considered friendly and the children are taught to stretch their hands 
toward them. 
 
The Pleiades, named Khuseti or Khunuseh by the Khoikhoi, are called the rain stars. Their 
appearance indicates the rainy season is near and thus the beginning of a new year. 
 
(Hahn, 1881, The Khoikhoi, or Bushmen) 
 
. . . when rain is accompanied by lightning, girls who are out in the open become killed by the 
lightning and are converted into stars. Therefore young unmarried women and girls must hide 
themselves from the rain. 
 
(Schapera 1930) 
 
According to the Namaquas, the Pleiades were the daughters of the sky god.  When their 
husband (Aldeberan) shot his arrow (Orion's sword) at three Zebras (Orion's belt), it fell short.  
He dared not return home because he had killed no game, and he dared not retrieve his arrow 
because of the fierce lion (Betelgueuse) which sat watching the zebras.  There he sits still, 
shivering in the cold night and suffering thirst and hunger. 
 
Initiated men among the Namaqua could not partake of hare's flesh.  Long ago the moon sent a 
message to men that as it died and was renewed, so should men be.  The hare told men instead 
they would die and perish like the hare, but said nothing of renewal. 
 
 
(Tooke 1888, The Hottentots) 
 
The Sun was once a man who made it day when he raised his arms, for a powerful light shone 
from his armpits.  But as he grew old and slept too long, the people grew cold.  Children crept up 
on him, and threw him into the sky, where he became round and has stayed warm and bright 
ever since. 
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… Starlore 
 
The Sotho calendar: 
 
Canopus was called Naka (the horn), or E a dishwa  (it is carefully watched).  Sotho men would 
camp in the mountains, where they made fires and watched the early morning skies in the South. 
It was believed that the first person to see the star would be very prosperous that year, with a 
rich harvest and good luck to the end of his life.  In olden times the chief would give the lucky 
man with a heifer.  The day after Naka was sighted was the time for the men with divining bones 
to examine their bones in still water, to predict the tribe's luck for the coming year.  Among the 
Venda, the first person to see Nanga (Canopus) in the morning sky announced his discovery by 
climbing a hill and blowing a sable antelope horn (Phalaphala).  Among the Mapeli, the first 
person to see the star would begin ululating loudly enough to be heard in the next village, which 
would then join the noisemaking to warn other villages, each in turn until all knew Canopus had 
been seen. 
 
When selomela (the Pleiades) rose in the east, frost was at hand and the leaves fell from the 
trees in the river beds. 
 
If the Senakane (the little horn) (Achernar) rises in the East very bright and giving off little 
lightnings, and the bull rushes are still in flower, men fear an early frost.  If Canopus is seen in 
May with a very intense light, the frost would be very hard.  
 
The shield of the little horn is the Small Magellanic Cloud, known as  mo'hora le tlala, ‘plenty and 
famine'.  If dry dusty air made it appear dim, famine was to be expected. 
 
The bright stars of the pointers and the southern cross were often seen as giraffes, though 
different tribes had different ideas about which were male and which were female.  Among the 
Venda the giraffes were known as Thutlwa, ‘rising above the trees', and in October the giraffes 
would indeed skim above the trees on the evening horizon, reminding people to finish planting. 
 
Tswana: 
 
The sky is stone, and the Earth is flat.  Water is beneath the Earth and above the sky.  Some 
believed that after sunset the sun travelled back to the east over the top of the sky, and that the 
stars are small holes which let the light through. 
 
Others said that the sun is eaten each night by a crocodile, and that it emerges from the 
crocodile each morning. 
 
The waning moon spells diseases. 
 
Its markings are a woman carrying a child, who was caught gathering wood when she should 
have been at a sacred festival. 
 
For the Tswana, the stars of Orion's sword were ‘dintsa le Dikolobe', three dogs chasing the 
three pigs of Orion's belt.  Warthogs have their litters while Orion is prominent in the sky: 
frequently litters of three. 
 
Ntshune was a star (possibly Fomalhaut) visible on winter mornings.  This ‘kiss me' star showed 
the time for lovers to part before parents found them. 
 
The small constellation of Delphinus may have been seen by the Tswana as a mopane worm. 
 
 



 

Page  14 

… Starlore 
 
The sun's `summer house' and `winter house' (the solstices) were  important to the traditional 
calendar as in many other parts of the world. To the Xhosa these were `injikolanga', `the turning 
back of the sun'.  As late as 1921, governors of royal Swazi villages trusted traditional 
observations more than printed calendars. 
 
Venus: iCelankobe (Zulu) = ‘asking for mealies'.  As with the Sotho Se-falabogogo (‘crust 
scrapings'), the idea is that someone who arrives for supper by the light of the evening star will 
do rather badly.  The Tswana believed that if Venus were in the evening sky at hoeing season, 
there would be a good harvest. 
 
According to Credo Mutwa, the Southern Cross is the Tree of Life, ‘our holiest constellation'. 
 
IsiLimela or the Pleiades were the `digging stars', whose appearance in southern Africa warned 
of the coming need to begin hoeing the ground.   All over Africa, these stars were used as a 
marker of the growing season. And we say “isiLimela is renewed, and the year is renewed, and 
so we begin to dig”. 
 
(Callaway 1970) 
 
Xhosa men counted their years of manhood from the time in June when isiLimela first became 
visible. 
 
To Xhosas, the Milky Way seemed like the raised bristles on the back of an angry dog.  Sotho 
and Tswana saw it as Molalatladi, the place where lightning rests.  It also kept the sky from 
collapsing, and showed the movement of time. Some said it turned the Sun to the east. 
 
For Swazi and Zulu skywatchers, iNqonqoli or Ingongoni was a star associated with wildebeest, 
whose calves were born in the season when Spica rose before the sun and the morning star. 
 
Canopus was known to some tribes as the `ants' egg star' because of its prominence during the 
season when the eggs were abundant. 
 
Among the Baronga each moon is regarded as a new birth after the death of the old one.  At the 
appearance of the new moon, recently born children (third month) are ‘shown their moon'.  The 
mother flings a burning stick toward the moon as the grandmother tosses the child in the air, 
crying “This is your moon” . The baby is then made to roll over in the ashes.  Children lacking 
this rite would grow up stupid, and dull children are told, “You have not been shown your moon”. 
 
Nwedzana = waxing 
crescent. If the horns point up 
when the new crescent is 
sighted in the evening sky, it 
was said to be holding up all 
kinds of disease, and when 
the  horns were tipped down, 
the moon was a basin 
pouring illness over the 
world.' 
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… Starlore 
 
No doubt Shaka's harem guards were called the Qwayi-Nyanga, or moon-gazers, because they 
were to watch over the royal women as intently as the Zulu people watched the moon.' 
Ng'olumhlope namhla (Zulu) was the black or dark day after the waning crescent's 
disappearance from the sky.  Many considered this a solemn day of rest, when no work or 
business should take place, and no weddings should be celebrated. 
 
In Malawi the morning star is Chechichani, a poor housekeeper who allows her husband the 
moon to go hungry and starve; Puikani, the evening star, is a fine wife who feeds the moon thus 
bringing him back to life. 
 
On March 30, 1885 an Ndebele impi which had just set out on campaign saw the  moon turn red 
in a total eclipse, decided the army had been bewitched, and returned to Bulawayo. 
 
Many Africans saw the markings on the moon as a man or woman carrying a bundle of sticks. 
 
For the Khoikhoi the Moon was the ‘Lord of Light and Life'. 
 
Among the Xhosa it was believed that `the world ended with the sea, which concealed a vast pit 
filled with new moons ready for use, i.e. that each new lunation begins with a truly new moon. 
 
In Bushman legend the moon is a man who has angered the sun.  Every month the moon 
reaches round prosperity, but the sun's knife then cuts away pieces until finally only a tiny piece 
is left, which the moon pleads should be left for his children.  It is from this piece that the moon 
gradually grows again to become full.  
 

 

 

Correction 

The December viewing was hosted by 

Johnny Visser and John Gill.  We were 

later joined by Peter Dormehl and Hettie 

Joubert.  Around sunset, a family of four 

arrived and we were able to get some 

excellent views of Venus, Mars and Orion. 
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Oh great, so Alpha Centauri 
isn't Alpha Centauri anymore 

By John Wenz 
 
 

The IAU recently made the name Rigil Kentaurus official, but kept the name Proxima Centauri for 
its dim companion. 
 

 
 
The International Astronomical Union (IAU) may have supervillain status among some sky 
enthusiasts for its decision to demote Pluto from planet to dwarf planet 10 years ago.  Now, 
they're going to divide the astronomy community again.  Goodbye, Alpha Centauri.  Hello, Rigil 
Kentaurus. 
 
The decision was announced November 24 as the United States celebrated Thanksgiving.  The 
IAU gave official designations to 227 stars, making Vega officially Vega, Mizar officially Mizar, 
Aldebaran officially Aldebaran, and Alpha Centauri its ancient name.  
 
Potentially adding to the confusion, a faint companion to the two stars comprising the now Rigil 
Kentaurus system, known as Proxima Centauri, has been officially designated by that name.  
This means the stars are Rigil Kentaurus A and B and Proxima Centauri. 
 
Too many old school astronomers (amateur and institutional) think the change may not be so 
hard to swallow.  Arabic astronomers called the star system Rijl Qanṭūris, which roughly 
translates to "the foot of the centaur."  Rigil Kentaurus would be a rendering of that name.  It was 
eventually given a Bayer designation of α Centauri, and other stars in the Centaurus nebula given 
other Greek letters.  The names have been used interchangeably, with some observers 
preferring the Arabic transliteration. 
 
In the end, the amount it matters is nil.  People can continue to call it Alpha Centauri, but some 
star charts may change to reflect the IAU designation.  References might get a little tricky without 
a parenthetical of (aka Alpha Centauri.) 
 
But it's still the closest main sequence star to us and we're still on a desperate quest to get there. 
Proxima Centauri still hosts the nearest exoplanet.  We just have to get our Kentauruses and our 
Centauris straight.  

http://www.astronomy.com/authors/john-wenz
http://www.astronomy.com/news/2016/07/mission-centaur-the-search-for-earth-proxima
http://cs.astronomy.com/asy/b/astronomy/archive/2012/06/07/guest-blog-bucket-list-astronomy-tour-class-macquarie-observatory.aspx
http://cs.astronomy.com/asy/b/astronomy/archive/2012/06/07/guest-blog-bucket-list-astronomy-tour-class-macquarie-observatory.aspx
http://www.astronomy.com/magazine/2004/03/antique-star-atlases
http://www.astronomy.com/news/2016/12/alpha-centauri-anti-matter-engine
http://www.astronomy.com/bonus/centauri
http://www.astronomy.com/sitefiles/resources/image.aspx?item=%7b84340AE1-5F50-418B-A81B-3F96595612C4%7d
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My Story - Richard Roland 

My first ‘event” relating to the night sky was in the late 1950’s.  

My mother and I were in the South East of Southern 

Rhodesia where my mother (a Chartered Physiotherapist) 

was giving talks to groups of women on health matters on 

behalf of the Federation of African Women’s Clubs.  We were 

swimming in the Nyanyadzi hot spring when we watched a 

satellite go over – it looked like a star except that it was 

moving across the sky.  We later learned that it was Russia’s 

Echo 2 satellite we had seen. 

However the most spectacular sight I have ever seen in the 

night sky was in 1964.  I was at Ruzawi (my junior school) at 

the time.  The whole school was awoken at about 2am one 

morning to go up on to the roof of one of the school buildings 

to view a comet.  It was definitely worth the effort as the tail of 

the comet lit up the sky – it stretched from the horizon up to 

directly above us.  I remember one of the teachers (Mr. 

Lambert) took a photo of it – he had had to take a long 

exposure shot and so all the stars in the photo looked like 

little streaks of light.  

In either 1970 or 1971 I saw a genuine UFO – I was nearing the end of my time at school (by this 

stage I was studying for my A levels at Peterhouse), when one evening we saw a huge light in 

the sky just above the horizon.  I gathered from the newspaper that it had been seen all over the 

country.  I never did discover what it was but the most likely explanation is that it was a meteor 

going through the atmosphere. 

Although I have had interest in astronomy since I saw that satellite in the 1950’s I never did 

anything about it until my late friend, Allison Manzie, suggested we should join ASSA.  I don’t 

remember when that was but it must have been after she returned from England in about 2000. 

We both joined and I remember being awe inspired the first time I saw Saturn and Jupiter through 

Ray Field’s telescope.  Although I didn’t take an active role in the club for quite a long time, I 

seldom missed the club’s meetings if I was able to get to them.  A few years ago I was persuaded 

to join the committee and then took over as club treasurer. 

I also remember viewing my first partial solar eclipse in about 2004 – I had arranged to take my 

mother, a friend of hers and Allison on a trip down the South Coast; by chance it coincided with a 

partial eclipse so we were able to view it via solar scopes that had been set up for the event at 

the Space Centre near Port Edward.  It was interesting being able to view it properly – like we 

were able to do earlier this year at the Botanical Gardens. 

Astronomy is just one of my interests as I am also involved with the local branch of the World 

Ship Society, medieval sword fighting (at both the local and national level), the Historic War 

Games Group and the Royal Doulton Collectors’ Club of South Africa.  I am also an avid collector 

of quite a wide variety of items and frequently play board games as well as taking part in a role 

playing game (the campaign has been in action for over a year).  I run a private dinner club called 

“The Order of The Elessar” which has Lord of the Rings theme – we have black tie dinners three 

times a year and a fourth one which is informal as that always coincides with my birthday.  In 

addition I have been fortunate enough to travel a bit – mostly to Europe, although I did get to 

China, Egypt, Turkey and East Africa. 
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Ancient Astronomers 
Johannes Kepler - Mathematician, Mystic… Murderer? 

By Brian Ventrudo  

 
 
The progress of science sometimes comes down to an unlikely partnership, a combination of the 
right people studying the right problem at the right time. In the pantheon of unlikely partners, few 
can top the team of Johannes Kepler and Tycho Brahe, two men of polar-opposite personalities 
who finally cracked the secret of the motion of the planets. Here is their story. 
 
Working in the late 16th century from his island observatory of Uraniborg, which he ruled like an 
eccentric king, the Danish astronomer Tycho Brahe compiled the most accurate measurements 
of the positions of the stars and planets. Tycho was not a humble man, but he knew he hadn’t the 
expertise to turn his work into an overall theory of the motion of the solar system. Tycho needed 
the help of a skilled and motivated mathematician, one who had the insight and perseverance to 
make sense of his data. Surprisingly, in the year 1600, one arrived. His name was Johannes 
Kepler, who, despite his idiosyncrasies, used Tycho’s work to unlock the secrets of planetary 
motion and help touch off the scientific revolution. 
 
 
The Odd Couple of 17th-century Astronomy 
 
Kepler and Tycho could not have been more different. Tycho was wealthy and flamboyant, 
connected to royalty and given to throwing lavish and drunken parties. Famously, Tycho wore a 
silver prosthetic nose, having once lost part of his real nose in a foolish duel as a young man. He 
was the proud owner of a pet elk, but the poor beast drank too much beer from the cups of 
guests during a festive dinner and died after tumbling down a set of stairs. While holding court, 
Tycho often tossed scraps to a dwarf named Jepp who hid under the dinner table. Tycho’s 
wealthy benefactor, King Frederick of Denmark, drank himself into an early grave, so Tycho 
simply leveraged his considerable reputation to solicit funding from Rudolf II, the Holy Roman 
Emperor, to build a new observatory near Prague. 
 
Kepler, by contrast, was an awkward, self-tortured neurotic. His mother was nearly burned at the 
stake as a witch, while his father, a drunk and a wife beater, supported the family for a time as a 
mercenary before disappearing when young Kepler was five years old. In school, Kepler was 
ridiculed by his classmates and he failed his attempt to become a Lutheran minister. So he 
turned to mathematics and made a living teaching and casting horoscopes to noblemen, an 
occupation for which he was rarely paid and routinely mocked when he bumbled into court with 
ill-fitting and food-stained clothes. 

 

Kepler Quotes 

I much prefer the sharpest criticism of a single 

intelligent man to the thoughtless approval of the 

masses. 

Nature uses as little as possible of anything.  

Truth is the daughter of time, and I feel no shame 

in being her midwife.  

http://cosmicpursuits.com/author/cosmicpursuits/
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Tycho Brahe 
 
 
It worked. In 1600, Tycho hired Kepler, then 29 years 
old, to interpret his measurements. But the pair quarrelled constantly. Kepler accused Tycho, with 
reason, of jealously guarding his best data. Tycho relented by giving Kepler his measurements of 
the motion of Mars. Tycho knew what Kepler did not: Mars was a tough nut to crack and its 
motion had puzzled astronomers for more than two thousand years. Kepler, awkward but 
arrogant, declared he would solve the motion of Mars in eight days.  It took him five years. 
 
Yet Kepler had excellent mathematical ability and an astonishing work ethic. And despite his 
mystical inclinations, he was skeptical– of his own ideas most of all– which is the mark of a good 
scientist. Kepler was convinced, like most astronomers, that planets followed perfectly circular 
orbits around the Sun. He filled hundreds of pages with patient calculations, trying seventy 
variations of circular orbits of Mars in an attempt to explain Tycho’s observations. All failed. 
 
Finally, in 1605, he imagined the motion of Mars as from the Sun, rather than Earth. This led him 
to a shrewd insight: Mars moved in an elliptical rather than circular orbit with the Sun at one 
focus. Everything fell into place. He hadn’t the time to make the same calculations for the other 
planets, so he simply (and correctly) assumed all planets moved in elliptical orbits. It was a 
profound scientific discovery. 

Kepler’s early scientific ideas were naive, if not foolish. Inspired by the ideas of Pythagoras and 
Aristotle, who believed nature was governed by symmetry and numbers, Kepler once suggested 
the relative sizes of planetary orbits were set by the dimensions of nested Pythagorean solids, an 
idea so elegant he believed it simply had to be correct. But it was not. 
 
 
Harmony of the Ellipses 
 
Yet Kepler was a determined man, fixated on discovering the architecture of the solar system. He 
knew the value of Tycho’s precise measurements of the apparent motion of the planets, so he 
wrote fawning letters to the great Danish observer and offered his services as a mathematical 
assistant so he could access Tycho’s data. 

… Johannes Kepler 

Kepler’s Platonic solid model of 
the solar system. 
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… Johannes Kepler 
 
The Death of Tycho 
 
Tycho did not survive to celebrate Kepler’s achievement. The great man died in 1601, aged 54, 
ostensibly from a burst bladder after drinking too much beer at a royal dinner party and 
stubbornly refusing to excuse himself in the presence of his noble guests. 
 
For decades, some believed Tycho died under more suspicious circumstances. A ruptured 
bladder is a relatively rare affliction, and medical historians suggested Tycho’s symptoms of pain, 
delirium, and kidney failure may have been caused by mercury poisoning. Some suggested 
Tycho’s cousin Erik Brahe may have slipped mercury into his drink at the behest of an angry 
Danish king. Others suggested that Tycho may have accidentally poisoned himself with mercury 
while self-medicating for a kidney ailment. 
 
But it was Kepler who, in a way, had the most to gain from Tycho’s death. He was appointed to 
succeed Tycho as imperial mathematician and charged with continuing Tycho’s work. He 
immediately gained a raise in pay and access to all Tycho’s data. And Kepler had access to 
mercury in Tycho’s observatory labs. But was he crazy enough to kill his wealthy collaborator? 
 
To settle the matter, a group of historians in 2010 petitioned to exhume Tycho’s remains from a 
Prague church and submit them to forensic tests. The conclusion? Tycho’s remains had no 
excess mercury and there were no signs of foul play. Kepler was no murderer. 
 
 
A Dismal End 
 
After Tycho’s death, Kepler enjoyed more than a 
decade of productivity. He used Tycho’s 
measurements to deduce three laws of planetary 
motion which are still learned by students of 
physics and astronomy today. These laws led 
directly to Newton’s discovery of the Law of 
Gravitation later in the 17th century. 
Yet Kepler’s scientific success did not assure his 
personal fortune. 
 
In 1611, his royal benefactor left the Czech 
throne and left Kepler without a position. His wife 
and favorite son died of typhus and smallpox, 
and his friend, the astronomer and theologian 
David Fabricius, was beaten to death in a quarrel 
over a stolen goose. 
 
Kepler’s remaining children grew hungry, so he wandered the countryside during the worst period 
of the ghastly Thirty Years War, looking to collect the remaining money owed him by various 
noblemen. During his travels Kepler contracted a fever and died in Regensberg, Bavaria on 
November 30, 1630. He was 58 years old. His grave site was lost when the Swedish army 
destroyed the churchyard. Only his epitaph survives: 
“I measured the skies, now the shadows I measure 
Skybound was the mind, earthbound the body rests.” 
 
Kepler now ranks with Galileo and Newton as a key founder of modern science. His legacy has 
been marked in many ways… official holidays, stamps, statues, even a hiking trail in New 
Zealand. One of the Moon’s most prominent craters is named after him. And NASA named its 
recent successful mission to find planets around nearby stars after this great, if unlucky, mystic-
mathematician. 

 

http://oneminuteastronomer.com/8626/keplers-laws/
http://oneminuteastronomer.com/8626/keplers-laws/


Page 21 

 

The Month Ahead 

MEETINGS:  

The next meeting will be on Wednesday 8th February @ 19:30   

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 Membership - R 160  Joining Fee - R 35  

Payment by cheque, made payable to The Astronomical Society of Southern Africa - Natal 

Centre and either posted to:  

P O Box 20578, Durban North, 4016 or handed in to the treasurer.  

EFT: The Astronomical Society of Southern Africa - Natal Centre. 

Nedbank Account No. 1352 027 674 Durban North Branch Code 135 226  

Please include your initial and surname in the reference line.  

 

CONTACT US: 

Chairman & Observatory: Mike Hadlow (+27) 83 3264 085 

Vice Chairlady & Events Co-ordinator: Debbie Abel (+27) 83 3264 084 

Secretary: Logan Govender (+27) 83 2286 993 

Treasurer: Richard Rowland (+27) 82 9203 377  

PR & Publicity: Logan Govender (+27) 83 2286 993 

Liason and PR: Sihle Kunene (+27) 83 2788 485 

Librarian: Brian Finch (+27) 82 9241 222 

Meet & Greet: Logan Naidoo (+27) 83 7772 459 

Equipment Curator & Teas: Robert Suberg  (+27) 73 2324 092 

Public Relations: Sheryl Venter (+27) 82 2022 874 

Meet & Greet and School Liaison: Maryanne Jackson (+27) 82 8827 200 

‘nDaba Editor & Webmaster: John Gill (+27) 83 3788 797  

All other contact information is available on our website: www.astronomydurban.co.za  
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 ASSA Durban - Minutes of the General Meeting 

 held on 11th January 2017 

 

Present: 35 Members and 4 visitors attended.  

Apologies: Peter Dormehl, Maryanne Jackson & Zara Bhaba tendered their apologies.  

Welcome: Chairman Mike welcomed everyone.  

Minutes of the Previous Meeting.  

Proposed for adoption by Dr Farouk Amod, seconded by Dr Stuart Hogg and accepted by the 

meeting.  

Secretary’s Report: PO Box rental payment due.  

An invitation was received from the Kloof Rotary to address their members. Secretary to attend.  

Treasurer’s Report: Richard Rowland reported on the bank balances as follows:  

Current Account R51000.00  

Savings 27137.00  

Telescope Fund R57500.00  

Rock Star Party:  

Debbie Abel reported that this event – a geology / astronomy excursion will be held during the 

long weekend in April.  Accommodation was to be in chalets and in tented camps.  Booking was 

essential as the number of chalets is limited.  

Observatory:  

Maryanne Jackson, John Visser and John Gill had done duty during December public viewing.  

Dave Ellinger and Marcia George were scheduled for the January public viewing.  

Raffle Draw:  

The winning ticket was drawn by Jordan Pillay.  The ticket holder, who had only given her first 

name, is Nasreen.  Chairman Mike contacted the delighted if doubtful winner telephonically in the 

presence of the meeting.  

The Science Report was done by Debbie Abel and Piet Strauss presented a carefully 

documented astronomical highlights for the forthcoming year.  

The meeting ended at 21:30 
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2016-2017 Phone   Phone Assistant Date start Public 
viewing 

Date end 

Mike Hadlow 0833264085 Kira Wisniewski 0741034724 Brian Finch 12/10/16 28/10/16 09/11/16 

M Jackson 0828827200 Brian Jackson 0828867100 Debbie Abel 09/11/16 25/11/16 14/12/16 

John Visser 0823573091 John Gill 0833788797 Peter Foster 14/12/16 30/12/16 11/01/17 

David Ellinger 0837639519 Marcia George 0734288394 Mike Hadlow 11/01/17 27/01/17 08/02/17 

Mark Hardie   Kirsty Pirie   Kira Wisniewski 08/02/17 24/02/17 08/03/17 

Brian Finch  Debbie Abel 0833264084 Maryanne Jackson 08/03/17 24/03/17 12/04/17 

Chanu Chetty   Peter Foster 0826555445 John Gill 12/04/17 28/04/17 10/05/17 

Navi Naidoo 0844660001 O Rambilass 0837783931 John Visser 10/05/17 26/05/17 14/06/17 

Mike Hadlow   Kira Wisniewski 0741034724 Sheryl Venter 14/06/17 23/06/17 12/07/17 

M Jackson 0828827200 Brian Jackson 0828867100 - 12/07/17 23/07/17 09/08/17 

John Visser   John Gill 0833788797 - 09/08/17 18/08/17 13/09/17 

David Ellinger 0837639519 Marcia George 0734288394 - 13/09/17 22/09/17 11/10/17 

Mark Hardie   Kirsty Pirie   - 11/10/17 20/10/17 08/11/17 

Brian Finch   Debbie Abel 0833264084 - 08/11/17 17/11/17 15/12/17 

Chanu Chetty   Peter Foster 0826555445 - 13/12/17 15/12/17 10/01/18 

Public Viewing Roster 

RAFFLE TICKET DRAW 

Chairman Mike contacted the delighted if doubtful 

winner telephonically in the presence of the 

meeting.  

 

The winning ticket was drawn by Jordan Pillay.   

The ticket holder, who had only given her first 

name, is Nasreen.  


