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Chairman’s Chatter 

By Mike Hadlow 

Dear Members, 

We are already into the third month of the year and although viewing conditions have not been 

that favourable, we have been relatively active over the last month.  

Our February meeting was well attended, with our main speaker being Logan Govender giving  

a talk on the Orion constellation, which is currently visible in the evening sky, and what other 

objects  can be viewed in close proximity to Orion.  As we are an observational society, following 

Logan’s presentation, let’s see how many deep sky objects we can identify close to Orion, and 

using Orion as a guide to view objects, both in the northern and southern skies.   

Also, don’t forget Piet Strauss’s challenge of last month to see how many planets we observe 

during the year. Personally, because I rose early to paddle the Dusi on 16
th
 17

th
 and 18

th
 and the 

mornings were so clear, I managed to see both Saturn and Jupiter in the early morning, close to 

Scorpio, and Venus and Mars in the evening.  Remember, as most of us are amateurs we get 

our pleasure from observing the sky. 

Our public viewing had to be postponed this month because of a gala being held on Friday the 

24
th
.  Hopefully we can reschedule it for 3 March. Our viewing of the partial solar eclipse on 

February 26 did not materialise due to cloudy weather although we were geared up for it, with 

telescopes eclipse viewers and a presentation to be given by Piet Strauss. 

The viewing of Venus near the moon during the day at Logan’s house on 1 March was not very 

successful.  We saw the Sun but no moon or Venus. The event was attended by 30 members 

who enjoyed  an excellent meal and good company.  

The first ASSA National Committee Meeting of the year was held via Skype on 21 February.  

Our national president Pierre de Villiers announce that he had been in contact with most of the 

clubs and centres around the country and was pleased to report that in general, the various 

societies and clubs are keen to have communication with ASSA and be involved with ASSA 

activities.  To this extent, we and all the other societies and clubs will submit quarterly reports to 

ASSA National summarising our activities during the year.  

 In addition, the ASSA National council members were requested to remind our members to use 

the ASSA National website and that on the ASSA National website, various publications are 

available for viewing, particularly MNASSA, which should be of interest to both amateur and 

professional astronomer members of the societies.  Furthermore, ASSA National announced 

that they will be holding a symposium in Cape Town in March 2018, whose theme is; 

Amateur Astronomy in the Digital Data Age, with the by-line, How Amateurs can do real 

Science.  More on this will be reported in nDaba later this year. 

As a result of a number of requests from various members of the Durban society and various 

members of the public we have decided to once again present the Basic Astronomy Course, 

which has successfully been presented twice before.  It will be a six week course of 12 modules 

presented by members of the society.  We are currently arranging available dates with the 

school and will let you know when at our next general meeting. 
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… Chairman’s Chatter 

As indicated previously, this year we would like to give our monthly presentation on the star 

constellations and neighbouring sky of that particular month so our speaker for the next general 

meeting will be Logan Govender  who will give us a presentation on  ‘Prominent Celestial Objects 

of the March Skies.” 

We are still looking for volunteers to give a presentation on the month of their birthday, on the 

star constellation of that month later this year.  

Looking forward to seeing you all at our next in general meeting on 8 March 2017.  

Wishing you clear skies and great viewing. 

Mike 

Our Story - Rinus and Ann Wiersma 

We met and were married in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe (Rhodesia) in 1975 and emigrated to Durban 

South Africa in 1981. 

It was around the various picnic fires in the Drakensberg that we became fascinated by, then 

developed an interest in astronomy.  Those amazing clear skies at night with their billions of 

twinkling stars intrigued us enough to make some enquiries.  A friend of ours had heard of the 

Durban Astronomical Society, and although we were going to join together, he never did due to a 

time factor.  We joined the astronomical society in 2010. Although we found that the weather 

conditions have made viewing of the stars difficult, we have found the monthly astronomical talks 

aimed at lay-people, wide-ranging in topic, informative and most enjoyable. 

Some of the society’s highlights for us have been the field trip to the SA Large Telescope in 

Sutherland, 2011.  The arranged talks, demonstrations and guided viewing by experts in the field 

of astronomy were amazing and really got us hooked.  

We had the opportunity to visit the old Observatory in Sydney, Australia in 2012.  It was here 

where they had some of Captain Cook’s astronomical equipment used for observing the 1769 

transit of Venus.  Although the observance of the transit of Venus was the reason for his being 

send to Tahiti in the Pacific Ocean by the Royal Society of London, his serendipitous (European) 

discovery of Australia made expedition worthwhile for the Society. 

Also on our 2012 trip we visited the Mount 

John Observatory (Canterbury University), 

South Island, New Zealand, where we had a 

really good viewing of the Southern Skies 

under freezing conditions. 

The Durban Astronomical Society’s field trip to 

observe the Northern Lights in Norway is 

definitely our most priced field trip.  The 

Hurtigrüten Astronomical trip with the 10 days 

of fantastic lectures by Professor John Mason 

was the most fascinating, social, entertaining 

sightseeing tour we have ever had. 

Ann and I remain keen society members. 
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The Electric Guitar Cluster - NGC 2477 
By Brian Ventrudo  

 

 
NGC 2477 (left) and NGC 2451 (right) are one of the most beautiful pairs of star clusters in the 
sky Credit: J. Perez/ESO. 
 
 
We turn our gaze to the southern reaches of the constellation Puppis, south and east of the bright 
star Sirius and Canis Major, to examine two stunning star groups in a rich field of the Milky Way. 
 
The first stop is the star cluster NGC 2477.  Discovered by Nicolas de Lacaille (the ‘father of 
southern astronomy’) in 1752, this is a glorious star cluster, bright enough to be visible without 
optics from southern latitudes.  It’s a fantastic binocular object, but it’s best viewed at low-power 
with a small telescope where it fits in the same field of view as an adjacent star cluster, NGC 
2451. 
 
At a distance of 3,700 light years, NGC 2477 is one of the richest and densest of open star 
clusters and looks a little like the loose globular cluster M71 in the constellation Sagitta.  The 
cluster has an impressive 1,900 members and spans about 37 light years. It’s also an ancient 
cluster, about 1 billion years old, and likely has lost many members since its birth to gravitational 
perturbations from other stars and star clusters. 
 
NGC 2477 is great fun to observe.  Aside from its intrinsic beauty, it tricks the human brain into 
detecting many shapes and patterns.  To some observers, the cluster appears to have arms 
sticking out from its center, almost like a glittering celestial spider.  Others have noted its shape 
strongly resembles that of an electric guitar. 
 
 

http://cosmicpursuits.com/author/cosmicpursuits/
http://cosmicpursuits.com/906/lacaille-father-southern-astronomy/
http://cosmicpursuits.com/906/lacaille-father-southern-astronomy/
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… Electric Guitar 
 
Just 1.5º northwest of NGC 2477 lies the splendid star cluster NGC 2451.  This group of stars 
has been observed since the 17th century, but astronomers were never sure if it was a true 
cluster of associated stars.  A definitive study in 1994 revealed it is not: these stars are moving in 
different directions.  But astronomers did find 24 stars within 4

o
 of NGC 2451 that are moving 

together and which likely formed at the same time.  These stars, which are 700 light years away, 
form what’s now called the Puppis Moving Group, which is not the same as NGC 2451, although 
four of the group’s members belong to NGC 2451.  

The location of the southern star clusters NGC 2477 and NGC 2451 in the southern reaches of 
the constellation Puppis. 
 
 
While NGC 2451 has been demoted from its status as a 
star cluster, it remains a delight to observe.  The cluster 
surrounds a single bright yellow-orange star of magnitude 
3.6.  The star is visible with the unaided eye, and the 
related cluster forms a faint haze around the star. 
Binoculars reveal about 15-20 stars spread across 1.5

o
, 

some three times wider than the full Moon.  The smallest 
scope shows 20 more stars arranged in the shape of a 
scorpion with outstretched claws and a tail curving 
towards the north. 
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… Electric Guitar 
 
NGC 2451 and NGC 2477 are about 3

o
 northwest of ζ (zeta) Puppis and some 10

o
 southeast of η 

(eta) Canis Majoris in the dog’s tail. They both lie in the same low-power telescopic field of view 
as NGC 2451. 
 
The two clusters are easily as beautiful, if not more so, than the more famous pair of open 
clusters M46 and M47, also in Puppis but well to the north. But they are difficult for stargazers 
north of latitude 45ºN to see well because they are very low, at best, above the southern horizon. 
The further south you go, the better NGC 2477 and NGC 2451 will appear. 
 
 
NGC 2451 
 
captured by John 
Gill in November 
2015 from Durban 
 
Celestron 8” 
EdgeHD 
on AVX mount and 
Canon 600d 
 
30 Lights 
15 Bias/Darks/Flats 
ISO 1600 
30 seconds 
Processed in 
PixInsight 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

NGC 2477 captured by John Gill in November 2015 from Durban 
Celestron 8” EdgeHD on AVX mount and Canon 600d 
30 Lights, 15 Bias/Darks/Flats, ISO 1600, 30 seconds, Processed in PixInsight 
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At The Eyepiece 
March 2017 by Ray Field 

 

THE SUN reaches the Autumn Equinox for the Southern Hemisphere on the 20th. 

 

MOON is First Quarter on the 5th, FULL on the 12th, Last Quarter on the 20th and NEW on the 

28th.  The Moon is near Aldebaran and the Hyades and Pleiades on the the 5th, Regulus on the 

11th, Jupiter on the 14th, Saturn on the 20th and Mars on the 30th. 

 

MERCURY is in superior conjunction with the Sun on the 7th and will be too close to the Sun for 

observation. 

 

VENUS reaches inferior conjunction on the 25th and like Mercury will be too close to the Sun for 

observation this month.  Next month it will be visible in the morning sky.  The diagrams on page 

71 of Sky Guide give further information on the relative brightness and sizes of Mercury and 

Venus compared to Jupiter during the year as seen in a telescope of given magnification. 

 

MARS sets about 2 hours after the Sun and can be seen in the early evening over the western 

horizon.  It is fairly bright and its orange hue should aid identification. 

 

JUPITER Is well placed for observation most of the night this month.  It is in Virgo near Spica. 

Details of its 4 biggest moons are given on page 19 of SKY GUIDE.  The Moon is near Jupiter on 

the 14th. 

 

SATURN is in Sagittarius near the "Teapot" asterism and the tail of Scorpius this month.  To the 

naked eye it is visible as a bright yellowish "star".  Even a small telescope will show its surprising 

ring system.  Its brightest moon Titan is also visible in a small telescope.  The Moon is near 

Saturn on the 20th. 

 

URANUS is in Pisces and NEPTUNE is in Aquarius this month.  

 

METEOR SHOWERS.  Per ASSA SKY GUIDE the GAMMA NORMIDS are visible this month 

under unfavourable conditions due to their maximum activity date on the 13th being one day 

away from the FULL MOON.  The span of the shower is from the 25th of February to the 22nd of 

March and the time to watch is from midnight to  4hrs 30mins.  The maximum rate is expected to 

be less than 08 per hour. 

 

THE STARRY SKY for MARCH 2017. 
By 8 pm mid-month the Southern Cross is still low but rising over the south east.  Opposite the 
South Celestial Pole to it, the bright star Achernar and the bright globular cluster 47 Tuc are low 
above the south western horizon and getting lower.  ORION is still fairly well up over the north 
west but getting lower as the evening progresses.  Castor and Pollux, the two brightest stars in 
Gemini, are low over the north.  Canes Major, containing the bright star Sirius, is to the right of 
the belt of Orion.  It is well placed for viewing in the evening sky. 
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… At The Eyepiece 

Ray Field pointing out a star cluster in the night sky 

 

The bright, naked-eye, open cluster M44, known as the "Beehive" is above and to the right of 
Castor and Pollux.  It is halfway between the bright star Pollux and the bright star Regulus in 
Leo which is rising over the north east.  You will need a clear northern horizon to see M44 and 
binoculars will help. 
 
References:- ASSA SKY GUIDE 2017, Philips' Planisphere for 35 degrees south, Norton's Star 

Atlas 2000 and Stars of the Southern Sky by Sir Patrick Moore. 
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The Cover Image - Tarantula Nebula 
Image by John Gill, Text from Sky Portal 

 
NGC 2070, 30 Doradus - 
Tarantula Nebula 
 
The Tarantula Nebula, NGC 
2070, is a large H II region in the 
Large Magellanic Cloud.  It lies at 
the eastern end of the LMC's 
stellar bar. 

 
Also known as 30 Doradus, NGC 
2070 was originally thought to be 
a star, but in 1751 Nicolas Louis 
de Lacaille recognized its nebular 
nature.  The name "Tarantula" is 
most commonly used for this 
object, but the names "Great 
Looped Nebula" and "True 
Lovers' Knot" are also used; 
"Looped Nebula" goes back to John Herschel. 
 
NGC 2070 is the largest and brightest emission nebula in the Large Magellanic Cloud (LMC), 
and one of the largest emission nebulae known.  The Tarantula Nebula has an apparent 
magnitude of 8.  Considering its distance of about 160,000 light years, it is so bright that if it 
were as close to Earth as the Orion Nebula, the Tarantula Nebula would cast shadows. 
 
The nebula resides on the leading edge of the Large Magellanic Cloud, where the compression 
of the interstellar medium likely results in a very active star formation region.  In fact, it is the 
most active starburst region known in the Local Group of galaxies.  Although the Tarantula is 
roughly 100 times larger than the famous Orion Nebula, it is illuminated in the same way: by the 
ultraviolet radiation from a collection of hot, young, massive stars embedded within it. 
 
Several OB associations have been observed inside the Tarantula.  At its core lies the extremely 
compact cluster of stars R136a, which is a hotbed of Wolf-Rayet stars, and produces most of the 
energy that makes the nebula visible. 

 
Supernova 1987A 
occurred in the outskirts 
of the Tarantula Nebula.  
This was the closest 
supernova since the 
invention of the telescope 
- and a harbinger of what 
lies in store for many of 
the Nebula's stars. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Image Credit: R Jay GaBany  
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Not So Ancient Astronomer -  David Gill 
From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia 

 

 
 
Sir David Gill KCB FRS FRSE (12 June 1843 – 24 January 1914) was a Scottish astronomer who 
is known for measuring astronomical distances, for astrophotography, and for geodesy. He spent 
much of his career in South Africa. 
 
 

Life and work 
David Gill was born at 48 Skene Terrace in Aberdeen the son of David Gill, watchmaker and his 
wife Margaret Mitchell.  He was educated first at Bellevue Academy in Aberdeen then at Dollar 
Academy.  He spent two years at Aberdeen University, where he was taught by James Clerk 
Maxwell, and then joined his father's clock-making business. 
 
It would seem that Gill's interests lay elsewhere since after a few years he sold the business, and 
then spent time equipping Lord Lindsay's private observatory at Dun Echt, Aberdeenshire.  In 
1874, Gill joined the expedition to Mauritius to observe the transit of Venus.  Three years later he 
went to Ascension Island to observe a near approach of Mars and to calculate its distance.  
While carrying out these laborious calculations, he was notified of his appointment to the Cape 
Observatory, which, over the following 27 years he was to refurbish completely, turning it into a 
first-rate institution. 
 
Gill was a meticulous observer and had a flair for getting the best out of his instruments.  His 
solar parallax observations with a heliometer and his calculations of distances to the nearer 
stars, are testimony to his outstanding work.  He recruited Robert Innes to the Cape 
Observatory.Gill used the parallax of Mars to determine the distance to the Sun, and also 
measured distances to the stars.  He perfected the use of the heliometer.  He was Her Majesty's 
Astronomer at the Cape of Good Hope from 1879 to 1906.  He was a pioneer in the use of 
astrophotography, making the first photograph of the Great Comet of 1882, and one of the early 
proponents of the Carte du Ciel project. 

Sir David Gill   KCB FRS 

 

Born 
12 June 1843 
Aberdeen, Scotland 

Died 
24 January 1914 
(aged 70) 
London, England 

Resting place Aberdeen 

Nationality Scottish 

Occupation Astronomer 

Title 

FRS 
LL.D. 
CB 
KCB 

Awards 

Bruce Medal 
Valz Prize 
Gold Medal of the Royal 
Astronomical Society 
James Craig Watson 
Medal (1899) 
Commandeur de la 
Légion d'honneur 
Pour le Mérite 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Knight_Commander_of_the_Order_of_the_Bath
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fellow_of_the_Royal_Society
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fellow_of_the_Royal_Society_of_Edinburgh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aberdeen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dollar_Academy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dollar_Academy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aberdeen_University
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Clerk_Maxwell
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Clerk_Maxwell
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Gill_%28astronomer%29#cite_note-3
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Clerk_Maxwell
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Gill_%28astronomer%29#cite_note-3
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Lindsay,_26th_Earl_of_Crawford
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dunecht
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aberdeenshire_%28historic%29
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mauritius
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transit_of_Venus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ascension_Island
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mars
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cape_Observatory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cape_Observatory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Solar_parallax
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heliometer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_T._A._Innes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cape_Observatory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cape_Observatory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parallax
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sun
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Star
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cape_of_Good_Hope
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Astrophotography
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Comet_of_1882
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carte_du_Ciel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Knight_Commander_of_the_Order_of_the_Bath
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fellow_of_the_Royal_Society
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aberdeen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aberdeen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Astronomer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fellow_of_the_Royal_Society
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Legum_Doctor
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Order_of_the_Bath
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Order_of_the_Bath
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bruce_Medal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Valz_Prize
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gold_Medal_of_the_Royal_Astronomical_Society
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gold_Medal_of_the_Royal_Astronomical_Society
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Craig_Watson_Medal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Craig_Watson_Medal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commandeur_de_la_L%C3%A9gion_d%27honneur
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commandeur_de_la_L%C3%A9gion_d%27honneur
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pour_le_M%C3%A9rite
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:David_Gill.jpg
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… David Gill 
 
The invention of dry plate photography by Richard Leach Maddox made Gill realise that the 
process could be used to create images of the stars and to more easily determine their relative 
positions and brightness.  This led to a massive project in collaboration with the Dutch 
astronomer J.C. Kapteyn, and the compiling of an index of brightness and position for some half 
a million southern stars.  The work was published as Cape Photographic Durchmusterung in 3 
volumes between 1896 and 1900.  

 
Gill also played a leading role in the 
organising of the Carte du Ciel, an 
ambitious international venture aimed 
at mapping the entire sky.  He initiated 
the idea of a geodetic survey along the 
30th east meridian stretching from 
South Africa to Norway, resulting in the 
longest meridian yet measured on 
Earth. 
 
Gill married Isobel Black in 1870, and 
she accompanied him to Ascension 
Island for his Mars observations.  On 
Gill's retirement in 1906, the couple 
moved to London, where Gill served for 
two years (1909–1911) as president of 
the Royal Astronomical Society before 
his death in 1914. He was buried in the 
grounds of St Machar's Cathedral, 
Aberdeen. 
 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dry_plate
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Leach_Maddox
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacobus_Kapteyn
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cape_Photographic_Durchmusterung
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Norway
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Astronomical_Society
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/St_Machar%27s_Cathedral
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Eugene Cernan 
the last man to walk on the Moon, dies aged 82 

 
 
After his final space mission, Eugene Cernan said he no longer belonged "solely to the Earth, but 
also to the universe."  23:19, UK,Monday 16 January 2017  
 

Astronaut Eugene Cernan, the last man to walk on the Moon, has died aged 82 in Texas, NASA 
has announced.  He was the commander of Apollo 17 which went to the Moon in December 
1972, joining a select band of American astronauts. 
 
Mr Cernan was the 11th person to walk on the surface of the Moon when he stepped from the 
lunar module Challenger.  During the mission's three days on the Moon, Mr Cernan and Mr 
Schmitt travelled more than 19 miles (30 km) in a lunar rover vehicle.  They 
gathered more than 220 pounds (100kg) of 
rocks during their 22 hours of exploring 
craters and hills. 
 
NASA administrator Charles Bolden said: 
"Gene's footprints remain on the Moon, and 
his achievements are imprinted in our 
hearts and memories."  . 
 
Mr Cernan had previously gone into space 
as the pilot of Apollo 10 and was a pilot on 
the Gemini IX mission.  The Apollo 10 flight 
flew to within eight miles of the surface of 
the Moon, a "dress rehearsal" for Neil 
Armstrong's historic Apollo 11 mission two 
months later.  
 

 Mr Cernan was the second American to walk in 
space on the Gemini IX mission in 1966. 
 
He was a former Navy test pilot who grew up in 
Chicago.  After he left NASA he helped start the Air 
One airline, worked as an energy and aerospace 
consultant, served as chairman of an engineering 
company and was a space commentator for ABC 
News. 
 
Mr Cernan died at a Houston hospital surrounded by 
his family.  Last month, John Glenn, the first American 
to orbit the Earth and one of the US's first astronauts, 
died aged 95. 
 

 

 

Eugene Cernan during his moonwalk in 
December 1972 

 

Cernan on board the lunar rover on the 

surface of the moon 

http://news.sky.com/story/first-american-to-orbit-the-earth-john-glenn-dies-aged-95-10688423
http://news.sky.com/story/first-american-to-orbit-the-earth-john-glenn-dies-aged-95-10688423
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Eugene%20Cernan%2C%20the%20last%20man%20to%20walk%20on%20the%20Moon%2C%20dies%20aged%2082&url=http%3A%2F%2Fnews.sky.com%2Fstory%2Feugene-cernan-the-last-man-to-walk-on-the-moon-dies-aged-82-10731702
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The Allure of Carbon Stars 
By Brian Ventrudo  

 
 

 
The carbon star R Leporis. Credit: Damian Peach 
 
 
For visual observers with small optics, the colors of the deep sky range from subtle to 
nonexistent. Galaxies and nebulae cast too little light to stimulate the color-sensing cone cells in 
our retinas, so they appear pale gray-white or, in the case of a bright planetary nebulae, gray-
green.  Bright stars are a little more colorful.  Betelgeuse appears clearly orange, even to the 
unaided eye, Rigel shines blue-white, and the showpiece double star Albireo in the constellation 
Cygnus shows off a blue-green primary and red-orange secondary in even the smallest 
telescope.  Otherwise, star colors are quite subtle, especially to new stargazers.  But there is one 
exception– carbon stars.  These deep ruby-red stars, which dredge up nuclear soot from their 
innards, give off a striking glow that’s easy to see in a small telescope.  See your first carbon star 
and you’ll want to see many more. 
 
Nearly all carbon stars are red giants that have run out of hydrogen fuel in their cores.  As the 
hydrogen became sparse, the core of the star compressed and grew much hotter, hot enough to 
start the process of nuclear fusion of helium into carbon and oxygen.  The hotter core causes the 
star’s outer layers to expand, and within these layers form convective currents that dredge up 
carbon and oxygen into the star’s outer layers like bubbles churning in a pot of stew.  In the cool 
outer layers of the star, carbon and oxygen atoms combine to form small molecules like C2, CH, 
and even SiC2. This material scatters blue light from inside the star  and passes red light 
unscathed resulting in an enhancement of the star’s already reddish-color.  This is the same 
process that reddens the sky during a sunrise or sunset in our sky. 
 
Red giant stars are common, but carbon stars are much less so because the mechanism the 
produces them lasts for a relatively short span in the star’s late life.  Carbon stars are also highly 
variable.  Their brightness can change by many magnitudes over the course of hundreds of 
days.  At peak brightness, many such stars are visible even in binoculars.  At their lowest, they 
fade to near invisibility in small optics.  The apparent ‘redness’ of the stars also varies with 
brightness and tends to be most pronounced in the middle to lower range of their brightness. 

http://cosmicpursuits.com/author/cosmicpursuits/
http://www.damianpeach.com/
http://cosmicpursuits.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/R-Leporis.png
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… Carbon Stars 
 

 
An image using millimeter-
wave telescopes of the carbon 
star TT Cygni (center) and a 
surrounding shell of CO 
molecules. The outer shell has 
a radius of 1/4 light year. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
One of the brightest and best-known carbon stars lies to the south of the feet of Orion in the 
constellation Lepus, the Hare. The star is cataloged as R Leporis, but it’s more commonly known 
as Hind’s Crimson Star or the Vampire Star because of its deep blood-red color (see image at 
top). You can find the star about 3° west of the blue-white star μ (mu) Leporis or Neshmet. When 
the star is within a few magnitudes of peak brightness, it’s easily discernible by its color relative 
to other stars in the field of view. 
 
The Vampire Star lies about 1,100 light years away, which makes it one of the closest carbon 
stars. It’s highly variable, ranging in brightness over a 420-day period from magnitude 5.5, nearly 
bright enough to see without optics, to magnitude 11.7, faint enough to require a 6″  telescope to 
see. R Lep is nearing the end of its life as it burns the rest of its fuel in a shell around its core and 
begins to cast off its dusty and gaseous outer layers in a planetary nebula. In a few tens or 
hundreds of thousands of years, the core of the star will remain as a dim, hot, bluish-colored 
white dwarf. 
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… Carbon Stars 

The carbon star R Leporis (in red circle) lies south of Orion and about 3 degrees west of the star 
Neshmet (mu Leporis) 
 
 
The outer layers of the star are cool, just 2300 K, and highly dynamic, with strong winds blowing 
around molecules made of hydrogen, carbon, and oxygen atoms.  In the sooty outer shell of the 
star, a powerful maser (a microwave laser) has self-assembled and blasts intense microwaves 
into space.  The star is an astrophysicist’s dream. 
 
When observing carbon stars like R Lep, you may experience the rather wonderful Purkinje effect 
in which the star appears to grow brighter the longer you stare at it.  This makes it hard to 
accurately estimate the true brightness of the star, but it’s great fun for casual observers of 
carbon stars. 
 
If you want to get an estimate of the current brightness of R Lep, go to the light-curve generator 

at the American Association of Variable Star Observers (AAVSO), enter the name ‘R Lep’ in the 

top line, then hit ‘Plot Data’.  You’ll get a plot of estimated brightness of the star over the past 200 

days. 

https://www.aavso.org/lcg
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Junocam Project 
 
Clyde Foster, the ASSA Shallow Sky director, sent us this annotated photograph of Jupiter 
which he took early this morning as part of the Junocam project, in which amateur astronomers 
assist NASA. 
 
Later on today, (2nd February 2017) the NASA Juno spacecraft, which is currently in an 
elongated, 53 day, orbit around Jupiter, will go through a close approach (Perijove) to the 
planet.  Its distance from Jupiter in its current orbital configuration varies from 4 200 km to 8,1 
million km.  This will be Perijove 4(PJ4).  The Junocam project is a Pro-Am collaboration 
between NASA and the amateur astronomical community whereby amateur images are used to 
generate global maps of the planet prior to Perijove close approaches.  These are then used to 
identify specific features on the planet that are selected for imaging as the spacecraft flies over 
that region. 
 
I specifically scheduled the attached image this morning to capture the region of Jupiter that the 
Juno probe will fly over later today, and have highlighted a number of the features that have 
been identified and selected for imaging by the Junocam camera on board the spacecraft. 
Within the next week or so, we should be seeing some spectacular images of these features 
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SpaceX Successfully Launches Rocket 
After Saturday Setback 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Private rocket firm SpaceX has successfully launched a rocket carrying a cargo ship for the 
International Space Station following the postponement of take-off on Saturday because of 
technical problems.  Witnesses said the rocket was only briefly visible before making its way into 
the clouds.  The launch was made from the Kennedy Space Center in Florida. 
 
The rocket booster successfully landed nine minutes after taking off.  The touchdown is part of 
the company's strategy of returning rockets to earth so they can be reused rather than jettisoning 
them in the ocean after a single launch.  Moments after the rocket landed, the SpaceX Dragon 
supply ship successfully reached orbit, prompting cheers inside the SpaceX Mission Control 
room.  The Dragon is now making its way to the International Space Station, and is expected to 
arrive on Wednesday. 
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… SpaceX 
 
On 14 January SpaceX resumed flights by launching a Falcon 9 vehicle from the Vandenberg 
Air Force Base on the California coast.  It was the first mission by the company since one of its 
vehicles exploded on the launch pad in September.  
 
Elon Musk, the founder of SpaceX, wants his company to be at the forefront of the race 
involving several companies to deploy satellite-based internet services over the next few years.  
The company also has a long queue of customers all waiting for a ride to orbit - including 
America's civil space agency (NASA), the US military and multiple outfits in the commercial 
sector.  But September's launch pad mishap was a spectacular reminder of just how 
unpredictable rockets can be sometimes.  

Saturn By Cassini's Wide-Angle Camera 
And The Hexagon Explained 

 
The image was captured in infrared light on April 4, 2014.  The northern polar hexagon shows 
up so clearly here!  The image processing was made by one of our PL friends, Maksim 
Kanitsev. Thanks for sharing, Maksim. This is beautiful work! Credit: NASA/JPL-Caltech/Space 
Science Institute/Maksim Kakitse 

 
 
 
 
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-38613275
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-37247077
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The huge, mysterious hexagon at Saturn's north pole may finally have an explanation.  The 
bizarre hexagonal cloud pattern was first discovered in 1988 by scientists reviewing data from 
NASA's Voyager flybys of Saturn in 1980 and 1981, but its existence was not confirmed until 
NASA's Cassini spacecraft observed the ringed planet up-close years later. 
 
Nothing like the hexagon has ever been seen on any other world. The structure, which contains 
a churning storm at its center, is about 20,000 miles (32,000 kilometers) wide, and thermal 
images show that it reaches roughly 60 miles (100 km) down into Saturn's atmosphere.  
 
Scientists have bandied about a number of explanations for the hexagon's origin. For instance, 
water swirling inside a bucket can generate whirlpools possessing holes with geometric 
shapes. However, there is of course no giant bucket on Saturn holding this gargantuan 
hexagon.   
 
Voyager and Cassini did identify many features of this strange hexagon that could help explain 
how it formed. For example, the points of the hexagon rotate around its center at almost 
exactly the same rate Saturn rotates on its axis. Moreover, a jet stream air current, much like 
the ones seen on Earth, flows eastward at up to about 220 mph (360 km/h) on Saturn, on a 
path that appears to follow the hexagon's outline.  
 
Now researchers have developed a model they suggest matches the hexagon's features better 
than previous attempts.  "With a very simple model, we have been able to match many of the 
observed properties of the hexagon," study lead author Raúl Morales-Juberías, a planetary 
scientist at the New Mexico Institute of Mining and Technology, told Space.com.  

… Saturn By Cassini  

http://www.space.com/23835-cassini-snaps-new-views-of-saturn-s-hexagon-video.html
http://www.space.com/48-saturn-the-solar-systems-major-ring-bearer.html
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… Saturn By Cassini 
 
The scientists ran computer simulations of an eastward jet flowing in a curving path near 
Saturn's north pole.  Small perturbations in the jet — the kind one might expect from jostling 
with other air currents — made it meander into a hexagonal shape.  Moreover, this simulated 
hexagon spun around its center at speeds close to that of the real one. 
 
The scenario that best fits Saturn's hexagon involves shallow jets at the cloud level, study team 
members said.  Winds below the cloud level apparently help keep the shape of the hexagon 
sharp and control the rate at which the hexagon drifts. 
 
Different models, such as ones that involve deeper winds or do not take winds lower down into 
account, do not match Saturn's hexagon well.  For instance, they might result in a six-pointed 
star, or shapes with more or less than six points, or six pairs of storms arranged in a hexagonal 
pattern. 
 
Morales-Juberías would now like to compare this new research with models from other 
research teams to see how these findings hold up.  He and his colleagues detailed their 
findings in June in the journal Astrophysical Journal Letters. 

http://www.space.com/10348-saturn-mysterious-hexagon.html
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Venus and Moon Daytime Viewing 

By Logan Govender 

The day dawned bright and beautiful without a single cloud in the sky on the first day of March. 
A gentle breeze eased the intensity of the vehement sun.  Telescopes were set up; masking 
tape borrowed to put filters in place; the SABC television crew and the print media readied 
themselves with “Star Wars” type equipment.  An hour earlier than scheduled all eyes were 
trained on high in great and exigent excitement. 

But Venus which usually blazes in glory 
in the night sky as though in competition 
with all around her, held herself aloof, 
bashfully retreating behind a curtain of 
intense light.  The moon, no more than a 
tiny sliver in concert with Venus hid 
away too.  Soon the ever dependable 
Durban clouds gathered.  

Before long the gathered assembly 
drifted indoors. Disappointed perhaps? 
Then why were there smiles and 
abundance and the chatter of 
satisfaction in the air? 

The fragrance of the breyanis proved 
stronger than the lure of the 
recalcitrant planet and great fun was 
had by all. Some lingered until lunch 
merged into dinner and still the 
breyani would not run out.  

Our thanks to the SABC TV crew, the 
print media, the astronomers who as 
usual readily hefted their unwieldy 
scopes with unfailing kindness, 
Ooma Rambilaas, Anne Wiersma 

and Chanu Chetty whose contributions 
in kind to made the event a success, 
Logan Naidoo and Steve Arumugam 
who slaved away in the kitchen but 
above all our ever gracious caterer, 
Thavi Chetty who as usual seduced the 
gathering with his sumptuous fare in 
competition with the elusive Venus. 

 

Images by Dave Ellinger 
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The Month Ahead 

MEETINGS:  

The next meeting will be on Wednesday 8th March @ 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 

 8th February 2017 

 

Present: 34 Members and 5 visitors attended. 

Apologies: Peter Dormehl, Farouk Amod, Kirin & Preha Mohambery tendered their apologies. 

Welcome: Chairman Mike welcomed everyone.  

Minutes of the Previous Meeting: Proposed for adoption by Debbie Abel, seconded by Dr 
Stuart Hogg and accepted by the meeting. 

Secretary’s Report: PO Box rental payment due.  

A letter of thanks had been sent to Dr Don MacGillvray to thank Lindsay Stevens for the 
donation of an Orion Go-to Telescope. 

The Botanic Gardens Trust have confirmed that the Gardens are available for our use on the 
18

th
 August to stage the Guinness Record breaking attempt to assemble the largest number of 

people watching the stars simultaneously. 

Dr Rinus Wiersma, Peter Dormehl and Piet Strauss had volunteered present talks at the 
forthcoming Basic Astronomy Course.  

Treasurer’s Report:  Richard Rowland reported on the bank balances as follows:  
Current Account  R 43 732.00 
Savings    R 27 500.00 
Telescope Fund R 51 156.00 
Cash on Hand  R   2 200.00 
 
Rock Star Party: 
Debbie Abel urged members to book early as accommodation was at a premium.  

Members were reminded of the Partial Solar Eclipse to be viewed on St Henry’s School Grounds 

on the 26
th
 February. A talk to be given by Piet Strauss and John Visser would commence at 

16:00. The eclipse was expected to begin at 17:07 

Members were invited to lunch at Logan Govender’s home on th1 01
st
 March for the daytime 

viewing of Venus. 

Observatory: Mike Hadlow, Dave Ellinger & Marcia were scheduled to do duty during 24
th
 

February public viewing. 

The Science Report was done by Debbie Abel and Piet Strauss presented the highlights for the 

month of February.  

Logan Govender presented the main talk on the Celestial objects around the constellations 

Orion and the Southern Cross. 

The meeting ended at 20:45. 
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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 
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Matatane River Lodge 

27th April – 1 May 2017 

Join us for a rock-star party in the bush. 

This is an extra-long weekend, incorporating 2 public holidays: Thursday 27th to Monday 1st (4 

nights, 5 days). It is a combined trip inviting the 4 Wheel Drive Club (the bush), the KZN 

Geological Society (the rocks) and the Durban Branch of the Astronomical Society of Southern 

Africa (the stars). Dr Riaan Botha will guide geological drives / walks to various interesting 

geological features in the area while some of the amateur (but very clued up) astronomers will 

bring their telescopes along for evening viewing. I have already put in the requisition for terrific 

weather. 

It will be new moon on 26th so nice and dark & miles from nowhere; fingers crossed for no cloud. 

You don’t need a telescope to see the stars; eyes and binoculars can do the job too so bring a 

good pair of binocs (doubles for those birds). Mars and Jupiter will be loitering about then so 

maybe you’ll get to see some of Jupiter’s moons. 

The rock-star side of things will be very informal – there is no fixed programme and folks are free 

to come and go, join us or not, cruise the reserve, go game viewing or bird watching, swim, sit 

under a tree and veg, whatever. 

They have 7 open plan chalets – 1 double bed + 2 singles (all in one room) with a bathroom 

(there is only a curtain as the bathroom door so ideally you need to know the people you are 

sharing with well).  Bed linen is provided – bring own towels.  Use the communal kitchen and 

other facilities.  Non-designated camp sites accommodate caravans or tents. There are some 

electrical connections. You are welcome to camp for shorter periods over the weekend if you 

can’t get away for the full time. 

Email bookings to Debbie.Abel@nashuaisp.co.za with your contact number. Once availability of 

a chalet has been confirmed a 50% deposit secures your booking; deposits paid by 28 February, 

balance of payment for chalets by 31 March 2017. 

Please indicate your intention to camp as soon as possible – if there is a big response from the 3 

groups we may need to limit numbers. Full camping fees to be paid by 31 March 2017. 

Contact Debbie (cell 083 326 4084) 

with queries. 

All payments made to : 

Four Wheel Drive Club of SA 

First National Bank 

Branch Code 220426 

Account No. 62065808150 

Reference : Matatane + name 

Email proof of payment to 

Debbie.Abel@nashuaisp.co.za 

 


