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Chairmanôs 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 wasnôt 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 chairmanôs 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 HondaïMrkosïPajduġ§kov§ 

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 
HondaïMrkosïPajduġ§kov§, 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 itôs 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.  Youôll need binoculars 
to see it, but itôs 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. 
Thatôs fairly close in cosmic terms and just 22x the Earth-Moon distance.  The precise size of the 
Comet 45/Pôs nucleus is uncertain, but itôs 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 
cometôs 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 itôs visible in the constellation Capricorn in the western sky after 
sunset.  For the rest of January, the comet is lost in the Sunôs 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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é 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 Pajduġ§kov§. 

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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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. 
 
Hondaôs 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:  ñTo 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.ò 
 
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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é Comet 

 
Comet 45/P HondaïMrkosïPajduġ§kov§ will not become a so-called ñGreat Cometò.  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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é 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. 


