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Chairman’s Chatter 

By Mike Hadlow 

Dear Members, 

After a summer of relatively poor viewing conditions, we are now into April, have passed the 

autumn equinox.  The days are getting shorter, the nights longer and we are moving into a more 

stable atmospheric period of clearer skies between the cold fronts that frequent the Western 

Cape winter rainfall area.  Hopefully, the winter rain will arrive in the Cape and the current 100 

year drought will be broken.   

Our March general meeting was well attended, 40 people including 3 visitors.  Our main speaker 

was Clinton Armitage, who gave us a summary of the various presentations from the ASSA 

National Symposium that was held in Cape Town on the weekend of 9 – 11 March 2018.  

 

The theme of the symposium was ‘Amateur Astronomy in the Digital Data Age - how Amateurs 

can do real Science.’ As summarised by Clinton, it is evident that most of us, as amateurs, can 

make a real contribution to astronomy by joining various organisations.  This is confirmed in the 

conclusion given in the Report Back of the ASSA Symposium by the organisers.  In this regard, 

the organisers  will be drawing up documents to be circulated to Centres and thus to active 

members who wish to either improve their own observing or other who might want to start, by 

maybe partnering with some established observers.  We will report back on these opportunities 

when ASSA National communicates this to us. 

 

Debbie Abel and Piet Strauss also gave their regular monthly presentations on NASA and the 

sky for the following month, respectively.  As previously indicated most of us are amateurs and 

we get our pleasure from observing the sky.  So, taking this and Piet Strauss’s challenge of a 

few months ago into consideration, we arranged a viewing on the evening/night of 24/25 March 

2018 at Murray Mackenzie’s farm in Cato Ridge.  The main object was to observe the shadows 

of Jupiter’s moons Ganymede and Io transiting Jupiter.  But we also had the members and 

visitors view the Big 5 of the African sky (we are going to query with the ASSA Deep Sky Section 

on whether the observers qualify to receive an Observing Certificate), and lastly, we saw 4 of the 

naked eye planets, Venus at dusk, Jupiter late evening and finally, Mars and Saturn after 

Scorpio rose just after midnight.  Thanks must go to Murray again for allowing us the opportunity 

of viewing with clear sky’s so close to Durban.  

As is usual our scheduled public viewing was cancelled due to rain, so we decided to carry it out 

on the following Friday.  It also rained!  Our next public viewing is to be on 13
th
 April 2018.  As a 

number of us will be in Sutherland that Friday, I ask you to contact Debbie Abel who will be 

arranging the viewing and will be assisted by Sheryl Venter.  As requested last month and at our 

last general meeting, I have had a number of the helpers for the public viewing stepping down for 

various reasons, which is putting a significant load on those remaining.  So if anyone is 

interested in assisting in the public viewing please contact me and we will arrange another 

course in using the society’s telescope in the dome and assisting with public viewing.  

We held our committee meeting on the 28
th
 March and as indicated last month, there are a 

number of important events, both locally and nationally, that we have to look forward to during 

the course of 2018.  
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… Chairman’s Chatter 

Not the least of which are: 

* Trip to Sutherland on the weekend of 13
th
 April.  For those of you that will be attending 

please pay the balance of your cost into our ASSA bank account. The details should have 

been forwarded to you by Logan.  

 

* We have our Guinness Book of Records star viewing event on 18 May 2018 at the Botanic 

Gardens.  The arrangements are on track with Logan having secured a number of 

volunteers at our last general meeting.  

 

* We have rescheduled the viewing at St Theresa’s School to the 8 June.  Sheryl would like 

some volunteers to assist.  It is possible that they will be as many as 90 children.  

 

*  We also have a stargazing evening at Athlone Primary School (Amanzimtoti) on Friday 11 

May. Maryanne will control the children with a presentation to them and Piet and I will take 

telescopes to keep the adults entertained. Any other volunteers? 

 

* Also, Marist Brothers School requested a braai and a star viewing evening last year but it 

had to be cancelled due to bad weather!  Maryanne is arranging another date sometime in 

June.  For that afternoon/evening and as we always do, we need some volunteers.  

 

Lastly, we are planning a trip to see the northern lights in September. But, this will only be 

possible if we have sufficient people. So, please if you are interested let Logan know. 

Our next general meeting will be held on 11 April 2018. Piet Strauss will be giving his talk on the 
next month’s sky and I will be giving a short report on our recent Big 5 viewing at Cato Ridge. 

The main speakers will be Prof. Petruccione from UKZN who 
will be giving us an update on the Planetarium project. 

Lastly, C. Creighton from UKZN will be giving us a 
presentation on HIRAX, The Hydrogen Intensity and Real-
time Analysis eXperiment (HIRAX).  Which is a radio 
telescope array that will map nearly all of the southern sky in 
radio continuum and neutral hydrogen line emission over a 
frequency range of 400 to 800 MHz. 

As stated last month, viewing for the next few weeks and 

months is likely to improve significantly as we move out of the 

summer rainfall period.  So check your Sky Guides, and 

follow ‘At The Eyepiece for April 2018 by Ray Field’ in this 

publication of the ‘nDaba and enjoy your viewing.         

Looking forward to seeing you all at our next in general 

meeting on 11
th
 April 2018.  

Wishing you clear skies and great viewing. 

Mike 
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The Jellyfish Nebula 
By Brian Ventrudo  

The Jellyfish Nebula (IC443), upper left, is a supernova remnant in the constellation Gemini. It 
lies adjacent to the emission nebula Sharpless 249, a star forming region, at lower right in this 
image. Image credit: Jeff Johnson at jeffjastro.com  
 
The Jellyfish Nebula, also called IC 443, is the sprawling remnant of a massive star that exploded 
as a supernova some 3,000 to 30,000 years ago in a gas-strewn patch of the Milky Way in the 
constellation Gemini.  As you can see in the above image by Jeff Johnson, the shock wave from 
the explosion produced the particularly intricate lacework of nebulosity that makes up the 
Jellyfish.  The nebula, which is about 5,000 light years away, is adjacent to a rich region of star 
formation called Sharpless 249. 
 
Astronomers have identified the dense remains of the star that exploded to form the Jellyfish 
Nebula.  It’s a neutron star, embedded towards one edge of the nebula, that radiates radio waves 
and X-rays as it spins rapidly and plows through a  cloud of interstellar gas at a speed of 800,000 
km/h.  The neutron star has a mass of about twice that of our Sun, but only spans the size of a 
small city.  So a teaspoon-sized sample of the neutron star has the mass of a small mountain. 
 

 

https://cosmicpursuits.com/author/cosmicpursuits/
https://jeffjastro.com
https://jeffjastro.com/dso/IC433_13Oct15.htm
https://cosmicpursuits.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/IC433_13Oct15_web.jpg
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… The Jellyfish Nebula 

Only a few stars per century in the Milky Way will end their lives as supernovae like the star that 
formed the Jellyfish Nebula.  But these exploding stars, along with smaller stars that eject their 
outer layers in a planetary nebula, make many of the chemical elements that are heavier than 
helium and nearly all the elements heavier than iron in the universe.  The copper, mercury, gold, 
iodine and lead that we find on Earth were forged in these violent stellar deaths billions of years 
ago.  Some of the heavy metals created in supernovae explosions, along with vast clouds of 
hydrogen and helium gas, will seed the formation of new stars and planets as a form of a galaxy-
wide recycling of old stars into new stars.  During this continuous cycle of star birth, death, and 
rebirth, new blisters of glowing gas light up the sky to call out the places where stars are born and 
where they will eventually come to an end.   
 
 

The Jellyfish Galaxy 

From Wikipedia 
 

A jellyfish galaxy is a type of galaxy found in galaxy clusters. They are characterised by ram 
pressure stripping of gas from the affected galaxy by the intracluster medium, triggering 
starbursts along a tail of gas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Ram pressure stripping of gas from a galaxy 

in ESO 137-001.  

Jellyfish galaxy JO204 taken by 

ESO's MUSE instrument. 

A family portrait of 

Jupiter’s four 

largest moons.  

Jupiter has at least 

67 know moons 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Galaxy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Galaxy_cluster
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ram_pressure
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ram_pressure
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intracluster_medium
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Starburst_region
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ESO_137-001
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_Southern_Observatory
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At the Eyepiece 
  April 2018 by Ray Field 

 

THE MOON is Last Quarter on the 8th, NEW on the 16th, First Quarter on the 22nd and FULL on 

the 30th. 

The bright star Aldebaran in Taurus is occulted by the Moon early in the evening on the 19th and 

the bright star Regulus in Leo is occulted by the Moon on the evening of the 24th.  Jupiter is near 

the Moon on the 3rd and the 30th.  The Moon is near Mars and Saturn on the 7th, Mercury on 

the 14th and Venus on the 18th. 

 

MERCURY becomes a prominent object in the morning sky this month.  Mercury starts the 

month off low above the eastern horizon and then rises higher above the horizon as the month 

progresses.  It reaches its best morning apparition this year by the end of this month.  The Moon 

is near Mercury on the 14th. 

 

VENUS is the brilliant evening star this month.  It climbs higher above the horizon as the month 

progresses.  In a telescope it appears as a thin crescent.  The diagram on page 20 of ASSA SKY 

GUIDE shows its shape nicely.  The Moon is near Venus on the 18th. 

 

MARS is near SATURN this month.  They are both in Sagittarius, which is below the tail of 

Scorpius. These two planets rise about midnight.  The Moon is near Mars and Saturn on the 7th.  

Mars passes close to the fine globular cluster M22 on the 9th. 

 

JUPITER, in Libra near the head of Scorpius, is near the moon on the 3rd and the 30th.  For the 

movements of Jupiter's 4 brightest moons around it see page 20 of ASSA SKY GUIDE. 
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… At the Eyepiece 
METEOR SHOWERS.  The APRIL LYRIDS are active from the 16th to the 25th April, with a 

maximum on the 25
th
.  Their zenithal hourly rate is expected to be 15 per hour and the 

recommended time to watch is from 2 am to 5pm.  The radiant of the shower is near the very 

bright star VEGA in Lyra, the Harp.  Vega is about 25 degrees above the horizon for Durban and 

so you will need a clear northern horizon to see them. 

The PI PUPPIDS are also visible this month from the 18 to the 28th, but under poorer conditions.  
The time to observe is from 19hrs to 23hrs and the ZHR is expected to be less than 5 per hour.  
For more details on meteors see pages 86 and 87 in SKY GUIDE 2018. 
 
THE STARRY SKY:  By early evening the Southern Cross is rising over the south east followed 
by its pointers.  The bright star Achernar, which is opposite the South Celestial Pole to the 
Southern Cross, is setting in the south west. 

The bright part of the Milky Way containing the containing the Diamond Cross and The False 
Cross, rises up from the Southern Cross towards the bright star Canopus.  The two bright stars in 
Gemini are above the northern horizon, but low down.  Orion is getting lower over the northwest.   

Two bright globular clusters are visible towards the south.  They are 47 Tucanae between 
Achenar and the South Celestial Pole and Omega Centauri near the Southern Cross.  The super 
nova remnant ETA CARINA is in the region above the head of the Diamond Cross Theta Carina. 
Spica in Virgo is visible over the north east and to its left is Leo, The Lion, containing the bright 
star Regulus. 
 
References: 

2018 ASSA SKY GUIDE Africa South 
Philips' Planisphere for 35 S 
Norton's Star Atlas and Handbook. 
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The Cover Image - NGC 2467 

Scull and Crossbones Nebula 

Imaged by John Gill, text from Wikipedia 

NGC 2467 is a star-forming region, popularly known as the "Skull and Crossbones nebula," 
whose appearance has occasionally also been likened to that of a colorful mandrill.  It includes 
areas where large clouds of hydrogen gas incubate new stars. This region was one of the areas 
featured in the book Hubble’s Universe: Greatest Discoveries and Latest Images by Terence 
Dickinson.  
 
NGC 2467 had long been considered to be the nucleus of the Puppis I association. However, 
NGC 2467 does not represent a distinct open cluster; rather, it represents a superimposition of 
several stellar groups along the same approximate line of sight that have distinctly different 
distances and distinctly different radial velocities.  One of these is a young and very distant group 
beyond Puppis OB2, while another, nearer group with later type stars lies at a similar distance as 
Puppis OB1. 
 
The region is dominated by a massive young star, HD 64315, of spectral type O6. Two stellar 
clusters also exist in the area, Haffner 19 and Haffner 18.  H19 is a compact cluster containing a 
Strömgren sphere which is ionized by a hot B0 V type star.  H18 contains a very young star, 
FM3060a, that has just come into existence and still surrounded by its birth cocoon of gas.  The 
age of H19 is estimated to be 2 Myr, while the age H18 is somewhat controversial, some 
considering it to be as young as only 1 Myr.  The field contains other early-type stars such as 
HD 64568 whose relationship with the clusters is unclear. 
 
The H II region of NGC 2467 has 
been the target of various 
investigations to elucidate the 
process of star formation.  
Unresolved questions include 
understanding the degree to 
which the stars already formed in 
such regions, especially the 
massive O or B stars, can affect 
the future formation of stars in the 
region: Do these pre-existing 
stars trigger the formation of 
others? 
 
One such investigation was 
conducted using the Spitzer 
Space Telescope, which 
discovered 45 young stellar 
objects (YSOs), or protostars, in 
the region during its "cold" 
mission, i.e. before its supply of 
liquid helium ran out.  The YSO's 
are mostly along the edge of the 
HII region. 

NGC 2467 and surrounding area, from European 

Southern Observatory  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mandrill
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Hubble%E2%80%99s_Universe:_Greatest_Discoveries_and_Latest_Images&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Terence_Dickinson
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Terence_Dickinson
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Str%C3%B6mgren_sphere
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spitzer_Space_Telescope
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spitzer_Space_Telescope
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Protostar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liquid_helium
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_Southern_Observatory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_Southern_Observatory
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… Skull and Crossbones 

The concentrated distribution of these objects spatially correlated with the ionization fronts 
provides evidence for triggered star formation.  The newly forming ptotostars are concentrated in 
areas where the shock front driven in advance of the ionization front compresses the molecular 
gas. 
 
It has been estimated that H19, H18, and the S311 nebula (in which lies HD 64315) are about 
6.4 kpc (20900 ly), 5.9 kpc (19200 ly), and 6.3 kpc (20500 ly) away, placing them in the Perseus 
Arm of the Milky Way.  A significant discrepancy has existed between the distances to these 
features estimated kinematically versus distances estimated photometrically.  Regardless of 
these discrepancies, H19 and H18 may be considered to be a binary cluster. 
 

Tech Specs: 

Celestron 8” EdgeHD & 0.7 focal reducer 
on CGX mount and Canon 600d 
ZWO guide camera & scope 
Processed with PixInsight 
 
15 Lights @ ISO 100 for 600 seconds 
60 Bias & Flats and 18 Darks 
 
 
 
 
 

Hubble view of NGC 2467. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milky_Way
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Comets 

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia 

A comet is an icy small Solar System body that, when passing close to the Sun, warms and 
begins to release gases, a process called outgassing.  This produces a visible atmosphere or 
coma, and sometimes also a tail. These phenomena are due to the effects of solar radiation and 
the solar wind acting upon the nucleus of the comet.  Comet nuclei range from a few hundred 
metres to tens of kilometres across and are composed of loose collections of ice, dust, and small 
rocky particles.  The coma may be up to 15 times the Earth's diameter, while the tail may stretch 
one astronomical unit.  If sufficiently bright, a comet may be seen from the Earth without the aid of 
a telescope and may subtend an arc of 30° (60 Moons) across the sky.  Comets have been 
observed and recorded since ancient times by many cultures. 

Comets usually have highly eccentric elliptical orbits, and they have a wide range of orbital 
periods, ranging from several years to potentially several millions of years.  Short-period comets 
originate in the Kuiper belt or its associated scattered disc, which lie beyond the orbit of Neptune. 
Long-period comets are thought to originate in the Oort cloud, a spherical cloud of icy bodies 
extending from outside the Kuiper belt to halfway to the nearest star.  Long-period comets are set 
in motion towards the Sun from the Oort cloud by gravitational perturbations caused by passing 
stars and the galactic tide.  Hyperbolic comets may pass once through the inner Solar System 
before being flung to interstellar space.  The appearance of a comet is called an apparition. 

Comets are distinguished from asteroids by the presence of an extended, gravitationally unbound 
atmosphere surrounding their central nucleus.  This atmosphere has parts termed the coma (the 
central part immediately surrounding the nucleus) and the tail (a typically linear section consisting 
of dust or gas blown out from the coma by the Sun's light pressure or outstreaming solar wind 
plasma).  However, extinct comets that have passed close to the Sun many times have lost 
nearly all of their volatile ices and dust and may come to resemble small asteroids.  Asteroids are 
thought to have a different origin from comets, having formed inside the orbit of Jupiter rather 
than in the outer Solar System.  The discovery of main-belt comets and active centaur minor 
planets has blurred the distinction between asteroids and comets. 

As of November 2014 there are 5,253 known comets, a number that is steadily increasing as they 
are discovered.  However, this represents only a tiny fraction of the total potential comet 
population, as the reservoir of comet-like bodies in the outer Solar System (in the Oort cloud) is 
estimated to be one trillion.  Roughly one comet per year is visible to the naked eye, though many 
of those are faint and unspectacular.  Particularly bright examples are called "great comets". 
Comets have been visited by unmanned probes such as the European Space Agency's Rosetta, 
which became the first ever to land a robotic spacecraft on a comet, and NASA's Deep Impact, 
which blasted a crater on Comet Tempel 1 to study its interior. 

Etymology 
The word comet derives from the Old English cometa from the Latin comēta or comētēs.  That, in 
turn, is a latinisation of the Greek κομήτης ("wearing long hair"), and the Oxford English 
Dictionary notes that the term (ἀστὴρ) κομήτης already meant "long-haired star, comet" in Greek. 
Κομήτης was derived from κομᾶν ("to wear the hair long"), which was itself derived from κόμη 
("the hair of the head") and was used to mean "the tail of a comet". 
 

The astronomical symbol for comets is ☄ (in Unicode U+2604), consisting of a small disc with 
three hairlike extensions. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Small_Solar_System_body
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sun
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outgassing
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coma_(cometary)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Comet_tail
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Solar_radiation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Solar_wind
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Comet_nuclei
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Astronomical_unit
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orbital_eccentricity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orbital_period
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orbital_period
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Short-period_comet
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kuiper_belt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scattered_disc
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neptune
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Long-period_comet
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oort_cloud
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gravitational_perturbation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_nearest_stars#Future_and_past
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_nearest_stars#Future_and_past
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Galactic_tide
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hyperbolic_comet
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asteroid
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Extinct_comets
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Volatility_(chemistry)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main-belt_comet
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Centaur_(minor_planet)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asteroid#Terminology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Comet#cite_note-5
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oort_cloud
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Naked_eye
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_comet
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rosetta_(spacecraft)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deep_Impact_(spacecraft)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tempel_1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_English
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Latin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Latinisation_of_names
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Greek
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oxford_English_Dictionary
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oxford_English_Dictionary
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Astronomical_symbols
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unicode
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… Comets 

Physical characteristics 
Nucleus 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The solid, core structure of a comet is known as the nucleus.  Cometary nuclei are composed of 

an amalgamation of rock, dust, water ice, and frozen carbon dioxide, carbon monoxide, methane, 

and ammonia.  As such, they are popularly described as "dirty snowballs" after Fred Whipple's 

model.  However, some comets may have a higher dust content, leading them to be called "icy 

dirtballs".  Research conducted in 2014 suggests that comets are like "deep fried ice cream", in 

that their surfaces are formed of dense crystalline ice mixed with organic compounds, while the 

interior ice is colder and less dense.  

The surface of the nucleus is generally dry, dusty or 
rocky, suggesting that the ices are hidden beneath a 
surface crust several metres thick.  In addition to the 
gases already mentioned, the nuclei contain a variety of 
organic compounds, which may include methanol, 
hydrogen cyanide, formaldehyde, ethanol, and ethane 
and perhaps more complex molecules such as long-chain 
hydrocarbons and amino acids.  In 2009, it was confirmed 
that the amino acid glycine had been found in the comet 

dust recovered by NASA's Stardust mission.  
 
 In August 2011, a report, based on NASA studies of meteorites found on Earth, was published 
suggesting DNA and RNA components (adenine, guanine, and related organic molecules) may 
have been formed on asteroids and comets. 
 
The outer surfaces of cometary nuclei have a very low albedo, making them among the least 
reflective objects found in the Solar System.  The Giotto space probe found that the nucleus of 
Halley's Comet reflects about four percent of the light that falls on it, and Deep Space 1 
discovered that Comet Borrelly's surface reflects less than 3.0%; by comparison, asphalt reflects 
seven percent.  The dark surface material of the nucleus may consist of complex organic 
compounds.  Solar heating drives off lighter volatile compounds, leaving behind larger organic 
compounds that tend to be very dark, like tar or crude oil.  The low reflectivity of cometary 
surfaces causes them to absorb the heat that drives their outgassing processes. 

Nucleus of 103P/Hartley as imaged during 
a spacecraft flyby. The nucleus is about 
2 km in length. 

Comet 81P/Wild exhibits jets on light side 
and dark side, stark relief, and is dry. 

Comet Borrelly exhibits jets, but has no surface ice. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rock_(geology)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ice
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carbon_dioxide
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carbon_monoxide
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Methane
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ammonia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fred_Whipple
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fried_ice_cream
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organic_compound
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organic_compound
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Methanol
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hydrogen_cyanide
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Formaldehyde
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethanol
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethane
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hydrocarbon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amino_acid
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glycine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dust
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stardust_(spacecraft)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/NASA
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meteorite
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Earth
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/DNA
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/RNA
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adenine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guanine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organic_molecule
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asteroid
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Albedo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Giotto_(spacecraft)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Space_probe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Halley%27s_Comet
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deep_Space_1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/19P/Borrelly
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asphalt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organic_compound
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organic_compound
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Volatility_(chemistry)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chemical_compound
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Petroleum
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outgassing
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Comet_Hartley_2.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/103P/Hartley
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/81P/Wild
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/19P/Borrelly
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… Comets 

Comet nuclei with radii of up to 30 kilometres (19 mi) have been observed, but ascertaining their 
exact size is difficult.  The nucleus of 322P/SOHO is probably only 100–200 metres (330–660 ft) 
in diameter.  A lack of smaller comets being detected despite the increased sensitivity of 
instruments has led some to suggest that there is a real lack of comets smaller than 100 metres 
(330 ft) across. Known comets have been estimated to have an average density of 0.6 g/cm

3
 

(0.35 oz/cu in).  Because of their low mass, comet nuclei do not become spherical under their 
own gravity and therefore have irregular shapes. 
 
Roughly six percent of the near-Earth asteroids are thought to be extinct nuclei of comets that no 
longer experience outgassing, including 14827 Hypnos and 3552 Don Quixote. 
 
Results from the Rosetta and Philae spacecraft show that the nucleus of 67P/Churyumov–
Gerasimenko has no magnetic field, which suggests that magnetism may not have played a role 
in the early formation of planetesimals.  Further, the ALICE spectrograph on Rosetta determined 
that electrons (within 1 km (0.62 mi) above the comet nucleus) produced from photoionization of 
water molecules by solar radiation, and not photons from the Sun as thought earlier, are 
responsible for the degradation of water and carbon dioxide molecules released from the comet 
nucleus into its coma. Instruments on the Philae lander found at least sixteen organic compounds 
at the comet's surface, four of which (acetamide, acetone, methyl isocyanate and 
propionaldehyde) have been detected for the first time on a comet.  

Coma 

The streams of dust and gas thus released form a huge 
and extremely thin atmosphere around the comet called 
the "coma".  The force exerted on the coma by the Sun's 
radiation pressure and solar wind cause an enormous 
"tail" to form pointing away from the Sun.  
 
The coma is generally made of H2O and dust, with water 
making up to 90% of the volatiles that outflow from the 
nucleus when the comet is within 3 to 4 astronomical 
units of the Sun.  The  H2O parent molecule is destroyed 
primarily through photodissociation and to a much smaller 
extent photoionization, with the solar wind playing a minor 
role in the destruction of water compared to 
photochemistry.  Larger dust particles are left along the 
comet's orbital path whereas smaller particles are pushed 
away from the Sun into the comet's tail by light pressure. 

Properties of some comets 

Name Dimensions (km) Density (g/cm
3
) Mass (kg)  

Halley's Comet 15 × 8 × 8 0.6 3×10
14

  

Tempel 1 7.6 × 4.9 0.62 7.9×10
13

  

19P/Borrelly 8 × 4 × 4 0.3 2.0×10
13

  

81P/Wild 5.5 × 4.0 × 3.3 0.6 2.3×10
13

  

67P/Churyumov–Gerasimenko 4.1 × 3.3 × 1.8 0.47 1.0×10
13

  

Hubble image of Comet ISON   

shortly before perihelion  
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Although the solid nucleus of comets is generally less than 60 kilometres (37 mi) across, the 
coma may be thousands or millions of kilometres across, sometimes becoming larger than the 
Sun.  For example, about a month after an outburst in October 2007, comet 17P/Holmes briefly 
had a tenuous dust atmosphere larger than the Sun.  The Great Comet of 1811 also had a coma 
roughly the diameter of the Sun.  Even though the coma can become quite large, its size can 
decrease about the time it crosses the orbit of Mars around 1.5 astronomical units from the Sun. 
At this distance the solar wind becomes strong enough to blow the gas and dust away from the 
coma, and in doing so enlarging the tail.  Ion tails have been observed to extend one 
astronomical unit (150 million km) or more. 
 
Both the coma and tail are illuminated by the Sun and may become visible when a comet passes 
through the inner Solar System, the dust reflects Sunlight directly while the gases glow from 
ionisation.  Most comets are too faint to be visible without the aid of a telescope, but a few each 
decade become bright enough to be visible to the naked eye.  Occasionally a comet may 
experience a huge and sudden outburst of gas and dust, during which the size of the coma 
greatly increases for a period of time.  This happened in 2007 to Comet Holmes. 
 
In 1996, comets were found to emit X-rays.  This greatly surprised astronomers because X-ray 
emission is usually associated with very high-temperature bodies.  The X-rays are generated by 
the interaction between comets and the solar wind: when highly charged solar wind ions fly 
through a cometary atmosphere, they collide with cometary atoms and molecules, "stealing" one 
or more electrons from the atom in a process called "charge exchange".  This exchange or 
transfer of an electron to the solar wind ion is followed by its de-excitation into the ground state of 
the ion by the emission of X-rays and far ultraviolet photons. 
 

Tails 

In the outer Solar System, comets remain frozen and 
inactive and are extremely difficult or impossible to 
detect from Earth due to their small size.  Statistical 
detections of inactive comet nuclei in the Kuiper belt 
have been reported from observations by the Hubble 
Space Telescope, but these detections have been 
questioned.  As a comet approaches the inner Solar 
System, solar radiation causes the volatile materials 
within the comet to vaporize and stream out of the 
nucleus, carrying dust away with them. 

 
The streams of dust and gas each form their 
own distinct tail, pointing in slightly different 
directions. The tail of dust is left behind in the 
comet's orbit in such a manner that it often 
forms a curved tail called the type II or dust tail.   
 
At the same time, the ion or type I tail, made of 
gases, always points directly away from the 
Sun because this gas is more strongly affected 
by the solar wind than is dust, following 
magnetic field lines rather than an orbital 
trajectory.  

Diagram of a comet showing the dust trail (or 
antitail), the dust tail, and the ion gas tail, which is 
formed by the solar wind flow. 

Typical direction of tails over a 
comet's orbit near the Sun 
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The streams of dust and gas each form their own distinct tail, pointing in slightly different 
directions.  The tail of dust is left behind in the comet's orbit in such a manner that it often forms a 
curved tail called the type II or dust tail.  At the same time, the ion or type I tail, made of gases, 
always points directly away from the Sun because this gas is more strongly affected by the solar 
wind than is dust, following magnetic field lines rather than an orbital trajectory.  On occasions - 
such as when the Earth passes through a comet's orbital plane, a tail pointing in the opposite 
direction to the ion and dust tails called the antitail may be seen. 
 
The observation of antitails contributed significantly to the discovery of solar wind.  The ion tail is 
formed as a result of the ionisation by solar ultra-violet radiation of particles in the coma. Once 
the particles have been ionized, they attain a net positive electrical charge, which in turn gives 
rise to an "induced magnetosphere" around the comet. The comet and its induced magnetic field 
form an obstacle to outward flowing solar wind particles. Because the relative orbital speed of the 
comet and the solar wind is supersonic, a bow shock is formed upstream of the comet in the flow 
direction of the solar wind. In this bow shock, large concentrations of cometary ions (called "pick-
up ions") congregate and act to "load" the solar magnetic field with plasma, such that the field 
lines "drape" around the comet forming the ion tail. 
 
If the ion tail loading is sufficient, the magnetic field lines are squeezed together to the point 
where, at some distance along the ion tail, magnetic reconnection occurs. This leads to a "tail 
disconnection event".  This has been observed on a number of occasions, one notable event 
being recorded on 20 April 2007, when the ion tail of Encke's Comet was completely severed 
while the comet passed through a coronal mass ejection.  This event was observed by the 
STEREO space probe.  In 2013, ESA scientists reported that the ionosphere of the planet Venus 
streams outwards in a manner similar to the ion tail seen streaming from a comet under similar 
conditions." 
 

Jets 
 
Uneven heating can cause newly generated gases to 
break out of a weak spot on the surface of comet's 
nucleus, like a geyser.  These streams of gas and dust 
can cause the nucleus to spin, and even split apart.  In 
2010 it was revealed dry ice (frozen carbon dioxide) can 
power jets of material flowing out of a comet nucleus. 
Infrared imaging of Hartley 2 shows such jets exiting and 
carrying with it dust grains into the coma. 
 

Orbital characteristics 
Most comets are small Solar System bodies with 
elongated elliptical orbits that take them close to the Sun 
for a part of their orbit and then out into the further 
reaches of the Solar System for the remainder.

[71]
 

Comets are often classified according to the length of 
their orbital periods: The longer the period the more 
elongated the ellipse. 

 

Short period 
Periodic comets or short-period comets are generally defined as those having orbital periods of 
less than 200 years.  They usually orbit more-or-less in the ecliptic plane in the same direction as 
the planets.  Their orbits typically take them out to the region of the outer planets (Jupiter and 
beyond) at aphelion; for example, the aphelion of Halley's Comet is a little beyond the orbit of 
Neptune.  

Gas and snow jets of 103P/Hartley 
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Comets whose aphelia are near a major planet's orbit are called its "family".  Such families are 
thought to arise from the planet capturing formerly long-period comets into shorter orbits. 
At the shorter orbital period extreme, Encke's Comet has an orbit that does not reach the orbit of 
Jupiter, and is known as an Encke-type comet.  Short-period comets with orbital periods less 
than 20 years and low inclinations (up to 30 degrees) to the ecliptic are called traditional Jupiter-
family comets (JFCs).  Those like Halley, with orbital periods of between 20 and 200 years and 
inclinations extending from zero to more than 90 degrees, are called Halley-type comets (HTCs). 
As of 2017, only 87 HTCs have been observed, compared with 567 identified JFCs. 
 
Recently discovered main-belt comets form a distinct class, orbiting in more circular orbits within 
the asteroid belt.  Because their elliptical orbits frequently take them close to the giant planets, 
comets are subject to further gravitational perturbations.  Short-period comets have a tendency 
for their aphelia to coincide with a giant planet's semi-major axis, with the JFCs being the largest 
group.  It is clear that comets coming in from the Oort cloud often have their orbits strongly 
influenced by the gravity of giant planets as a result of a close encounter.  Jupiter is the source of 
the greatest perturbations, being more than twice as massive as all the other planets combined. 
 
These perturbations can deflect long-period comets into shorter orbital periods.  Based on their 
orbital characteristics, short-period comets are thought to originate from the centaurs and the 
Kuiper belt/scattered disc - a disk of objects in the trans-Neptunian region - whereas the source 
of long-period comets is thought to be the far more distant spherical Oort cloud (after the Dutch 
astronomer Jan Hendrik Oort who hypothesised its existence).  Vast swarms of comet-like bodies 
are thought to orbit the Sun in these distant regions in roughly circular orbits.  Occasionally the 
gravitational influence of the outer planets (in the case of Kuiper belt objects) or nearby stars (in 
the case of Oort cloud objects) may throw one of these bodies into an elliptical orbit that takes it 
inwards toward the Sun to form a visible comet.  Unlike the return of periodic comets, whose 
orbits have been established by previous observations, the appearance of new comets by this 
mechanism is unpredictable. 
 

Long Period 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Long-period comets have highly eccentric orbits and 
periods ranging from 200 years to thousands of years. 
An eccentricity greater than 1 when near perihelion does 
not necessarily mean that a comet will leave the Solar 
System.  For example, Comet McNaught had a 
heliocentric osculating eccentricity of 1.000019 near its 
perihelion passage epoch in January 2007 but is bound 
to the Sun with roughly a 92,600-year orbit because the 
eccentricity drops below 1 as it moves further from the 
Sun. The future orbit of a long-period comet is properly 

obtained when the osculating orbit is computed at an epoch after leaving the planetary region 
and is calculated with respect to the center of mass of the Solar System.  By definition long-
period comets remain gravitationally bound to the Sun; those comets that are ejected from the 
Solar System due to close passes by major planets are no longer properly considered as having 
"periods".  The orbits of long-period comets take them far beyond the outer planets at aphelia, 
and the plane of their orbits need not lie near the ecliptic.  Long-period comets such as Comet 
West and C/1999 F1 can have aphelion distances of nearly 70,000 AU with orbital periods 
estimated around 6 million years. 

Orbits of Comet Kohoutek (red) and the Earth 
(blue), illustrating the high eccentricity of its orbit 
and its rapid motion when close to the Sun. 
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Single-apparition or non-periodic comets are similar to long-period comets because they also 
have parabolic or slightly hyperbolic trajectories when near perihelion in the inner Solar System. 
However, gravitational perturbations from giant planets cause their orbits to change.  Single-
apparition comets have a hyperbolic or parabolic osculating orbit which allows them to 
permanently exit the Solar System after a single pass of the Sun.  The Sun's Hill sphere has an 
unstable maximum boundary of 230,000 AU (1.1 parsecs (3.6 light-years)).  Only a few hundred 
comets have been seen to reach a hyperbolic orbit (e > 1) when near perihelion that using a 
heliocentric unperturbed two-body best-fit suggests they may escape the Solar System. 
 
No comets with an eccentricity significantly greater than one have been observed, so there are 
no confirmed observations of comets that are likely to have originated outside the Solar System. 
Comet C/1980 E1 had an orbital period of roughly 7.1 million years before the 1982 perihelion 
passage, but a 1980 encounter with Jupiter accelerated the comet giving it the largest 
eccentricity (1.057) of any known hyperbolic comet.  Comets not expected to return to the inner 
Solar System include C/1980 E1, C/2000 U5, C/2001 Q4 (NEAT), C/2009 R1, C/1956 R1, and 
C/2007 F1 (LONEOS). 
 
Some authorities use the term "periodic comet" to refer to any comet with a periodic orbit (that is, 
all short-period comets plus all long-period comets), whereas others use it to mean exclusively 
short-period comets.  Similarly, although the literal meaning of "non-periodic comet" is the same 
as "single-apparition comet", some use it to mean all comets that are not "periodic" in the second 
sense (that is, to also include all comets with a period greater than 200 years). 
 
Early observations have revealed a few genuinely hyperbolic (i.e. non-periodic) trajectories, but 
no more than could be accounted for by perturbations from Jupiter. If comets pervaded 
interstellar space, they would be moving with velocities of the same order as the relative 
velocities of stars near the Sun (a few tens of km per second).  If such objects entered the Solar 
System, they would have positive specific orbital energy and would be observed to have 
genuinely hyperbolic trajectories. A rough calculation shows that there might be four hyperbolic 
comets per century within Jupiter's orbit, give or take one and perhaps two orders of magnitude. 
 
The Oort cloud is thought to occupy a vast 
space starting from between 2,000 and 
5,000 AU (0.03 and 0.08 ly) to as far as 
50,000 AU (0.79 ly) from the Sun.  Some 
estimates place the outer edge at between 
100,000 and 200,000 AU (1.58 and 3.16 ly).  
The region can be subdivided into a spherical 
outer Oort cloud of 20,000–50,000 AU (0.32–
0.79 ly), and a doughnut-shaped inner cloud, 
the Hills cloud, of 2,000–20,000 AU (0.03–
0.32 ly).  
 
The outer cloud is only weakly bound to the 
Sun and supplies the long-period (and 
possibly Halley-type) comets that fall to inside 
the orbit of Neptune. The inner Oort cloud is 
also known as the Hills cloud, named after J. 
G. Hills, who proposed its existence in 1981.  
Models predict that the inner cloud should 
have tens or hundreds of times as many 
cometary nuclei as the outer halo; it is seen as 
a possible source of new comets that resupply the relatively tenuous outer cloud as the latter's 
numbers are gradually depleted. The Hills cloud explains the continued existence of the Oort 
cloud after billions of years.

 

The Oort cloud thought to surround the Solar 
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Exocomets 
Exocomets beyond the Solar System have also been detected and may be common in the Milky 
Way.  The first exocomet system detected was around Beta Pictoris, a very young A-type main-
sequence star, in 1987.  A total of 10 such exocomet systems have been identified as of 2013, 
using the absorption spectrum caused by the large clouds of gas emitted by comets when 
passing close to their star. 

 
Effects of comets & connection to meteor showers 

 
 
 

As a result of outgassing, comets leave in their wake 
a trail of solid debris too large to be swept away by 
radiation pressure and the solar wind.  If the Earth's 
orbit sends it through that debris, there are likely to 
be meteor showers as Earth passes through.  The 
Perseid meteor shower, for example, occurs every 
year between 9 and 13 August, when Earth passes 
through the orbit of Comet Swift–Tuttle. Halley's 
Comet is the source of the Orionid shower in 
October. 
 
 
 

Comets and impact on life 
Many comets and asteroids collided with Earth in its early stages.  Many scientists think that 
comets bombarding the young Earth about 4 billion years ago brought the vast quantities of 
water that now fill the Earth's oceans, or at least a significant portion of it. Others have cast doubt 
on this idea.  The detection of organic molecules, including polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons, in 
significant quantities in comets has led to speculation that comets or meteorites may have 
brought the precursors of life  - or even life itself  - to Earth.  In 2013 it was suggested that 
impacts between rocky and icy surfaces, such as comets, had the potential to create the amino 
acids that make up proteins through shock synthesis.  In 2015, scientists found significant 
amounts of molecular oxygen in the outgassings of comet 67P, suggesting that the molecule may 
occur more often than had been thought, and thus less an indicator of life as has been supposed. 
 
It is suspected that comet impacts have, over long timescales, also delivered significant 
quantities of water to the Earth's Moon, some of which may have survived as lunar ice.  Comet 
and meteoroid impacts are also thought to be responsible for the existence of tektites and 
australites. 
 

Fear of comets 
Fear of comets as acts of God and signs of impending doom was highest in Europe from AD 
1200 to 1650.  The year after the Great Comet of 1618, for example, Gotthard Arthusius 
published a pamphlet stating that it was a sign that the Day of Judgment was near.  He listed ten 
pages of comet-related disasters, including "earthquakes, floods, changes in river courses, hail 
storms, hot and dry weather, poor harvests, epidemics, war and treason and high prices".   By 
1700 most scholars concluded that such events occurred whether a comet was seen or not. 
Using Edmund Halley's records of comet sightings, however, William Whiston in 1711 wrote that 
the Great Comet of 1680 had a periodicity of 574 years and was responsible for the worldwide 
flood in the Book of Genesis, by pouring water on the Earth.  

Diagram of Perseids meteors 
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His announcement revived for another century fear of comets, now as direct threats to the world 
instead of signs of disasters.  Spectroscopic analysis in 1910 found the toxic gas cyanogen in the 
tail of Halley's Comet, causing panicked buying of gas masks and quack "anti-comet pills" and 
"anti-comet umbrellas" by the public. 
 

Fate of comets, departure (ejection) from Solar System 
If a comet is traveling fast enough, it may leave the Solar System.  Such comets follow the open 
path of a hyperbola, and as such they are called hyperbolic comets.  To date, comets are only 
known to be ejected by interacting with another object in the Solar System, such as Jupiter.  An 
example of this is thought to be Comet C/1980 E1, which was shifted from a predicted orbit of 7.1 
million years around the Sun, to a hyperbolic trajectory, after a 1980 close pass by the planet 
Jupiter. 
 

Volatiles exhausted 
Jupiter-family comets and long-period comets appear to follow very different fading laws.  The 
JFCs are active over a lifetime of about 10,000 years or ~1,000 orbits whereas long-period 
comets fade much faster.  Only 10% of the long-period comets survive more than 50 passages to 
small perihelion and only 1% of them survive more than 2,000 passages.  Eventually most of the 
volatile material contained in a comet nucleus evaporates, and the comet becomes a small, dark, 
inert lump of rock or rubble that can resemble an asteroid.  Some asteroids in elliptical orbits are 
now identified as extinct comets. Roughly six percent of the near-Earth asteroids are thought to 
be extinct comet nuclei. 
 
… More about comets next month 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cyanogen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Halley%27s_Comet
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perturbation_(astronomy)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/C/1980_E1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hyperbolic_trajectory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asteroid
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Comet#cite_note-120
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Members Moments 

 

Setting up at the 

Murray Mackenzie 

Star Party - to view the 

Big 5 and also to view 

two of Jupiters moons, 

Io and Ganymede as 

they transit the planet. 

While waiting for sundown, 

(and having a sundowner) 

we had a chance to see 

Venus low on the horizon. 

Uranus was very close to 

Venus, but too small and 

faint to see with the naked 

eye and Mercury was just 

below the horizon. 

Photos by Mike Caine. 

The gathering of the scopes 
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… Members Moments 

Some members and visitors that gathered to see the Big 5 of the African sky 

 

Mike Hadlow’s sky cannon. 

 

 

 

The Big 5 of the African Sky 

1 - Omega Centauri (globular cluster) 

2 - Eta Carinae (bright nebula) 

3 - Southern Pleiades (open cluster) 

4 - Coalsack (dark nebula) 

5 - The Milky Way (part of our galaxy) 

As a bonus we saw 4 naked-eye planets - 

Venus, Jupiter, Mars and Saturn 

The extra bonus was seeing the transit of two 

of Jupiters moons, Io and Ganymede. 
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Stephen Hawking 

By Marelise van der Merwe 

Stephen Hawking, visionary scientist, died at his home on 14 March, aged 76. Here’s why we will 
remember him:  
 

I regard the brain as a computer which will stop working when its components fail. There is no 
heaven or afterlife for broken down computers; that is a fairy story for people afraid of the dark. – 

Stephen Hawking 
 

Stephen William Hawking, theoretical physicist, cosmologist, astronomer, mathematician and 
best-selling author, died peacefully at home on 14 March 2018, his family said. They did not give 
details of his death, simply saying they would “miss him forever”. 
He had battled motor neurone disease since the age of 21. 
 
Hawking was born on 8 January 1942, precisely 300 years after Galileo, in Oxford, England. His 
parents, though not wealthy, both attended Oxford University, having met in London shortly after 
the start of World War II. Due to the danger of bombings, the family relocated to Oxford so that 
Hawking’s mother, Isobel, could give birth in greater safety. She had three other children: two 
younger girls, Philippa and Mary, and an adopted son, Edward. 
 
When Hawking was eight, his father became head of the parasitology division at the National 
Institute for Medical Research, and the family moved to St Albans, north of London. The family 
was known locally for their eccentricity, their habit of travelling in a converted taxicab, and usually 
being seen buried in various books. They lived in a dilapidated, cluttered “three-storey fixer-upper 
that never quite got fixed”. 
 
Hawking wanted to study mathematics at Oxford, despite his father’s wish that he study medicine. 
Mathematics was not available, however. According to Hawking’s website: “After three years and 
not very much work, he was awarded a first-class honours degree in natural science.” In October 
1962, he arrived at the Department of Applied Mathematics and Theoretical Physics (DAMPT) at 
the University of Cambridge, wanting to begin research in cosmology, since there was nobody 
working in that field in Oxford at the time. Within three years, he had gained a PhD with his thesis 
titled Properties of Expanding Universes, become a research fellow, and by 1969, become Fellow 
for Distinction in Science at Gonville & Caius college. 
 
But in 1963, life threw him a curve ball. At just 
21, he was diagnosed with a rare early-onset 
slow-progressing form of amyotrophic lateral 
sclerosis (ALS),and given two years to live. 
 
“My expectations were reduced to zero when I 
was 21,” he said in a later interview. 
“Everything since then has been a bonus.” 
Hawking defied the odds and lived to 76, 
receiving the occasional critique for not being 
more vocal as a disability-rights activist 
(though he did consent to his children taking 
part in the ice-bucket challenge for ALS on his 
behalf). He argued instead that he wished to 
be regarded as “a scientist first, popular 
science writer second, and, in all the ways 
that matter, a normal human being with the 
same desires, drives, dreams, and ambitions 
as the next person”. 

https://www.biography.com/people/stephen-hawking-9331710
https://www.biography.com/people/stephen-hawking-9331710
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… Stephen Hawking 
 
Nor did he wish to be typecast; instead offering a scathing take-down of public expectations. "I fit 
the part of a disabled genius,” he said. “At least, I'm disabled – even though I'm not a genius like 
Einstein ....The public wants heroes. They made Einstein a hero, and now they're making me a 
hero, though with much less justification.” 
 
After his diagnosis, Hawking’s career streaked ahead. In 1966, his essay Singularities and the 
Geometry of Space-time won the Adams Prize; two years later, he moved to the Institute of 
Astronomy. By 1973, he returned to the DAMTP, and published his first academic book, The 
Large-Scale Structure of Space-Time, with George Ellis. In the 1970s, he was elected a Fellow of 
the Royal Society and Sherman Fairchild Distinguished Scholar at the California Institute of 
Technology, became a Reader in Gravitational Physics at DAMTP and progressed to Professor 
of Gravitational Physics and later, Lucasian Professor of Mathematics (1979). By 1988, he had 
published A Brief History of Time, which would sell over 10-million copies. 
 
It was also following his diagnosis that his 
relationship with first wife Jane Wilde 
blossomed. Wilde, who wrote two books about 
her relationship with Hawking – Music to Move 
the Stars and Travelling to Infinity: My Life with 
Stephen – had three children with Hawking: 
Robert, Lucy, and Timothy. The couple were 
married until 1990. Although Wilde had herself 
had a romance of sorts with organist Jonathan 
Hellyer Jones – which Hawking said he did not 
object to, as long as she continued to love him – 
it was Hawking’s decision to leave the marriage 
to pursue a relationship with one of his nurses, 
Elaine Mason, to whom he was married for 11 
years. 
 
 
There were concerns that Mason 
was abusing Hawking physically and 
emotionally; she was described as “controlling 
and manipulative”, with daughter Lucy calling 
the police after Hawking developed cuts and 
bruises that could not be explained, as well as a 
fractured wrist. Hawking publicly denied any 
abuse and Mason was not charged, though the 
couple later divorced, and he resumed a closer 
relationship with Jane and his children. 
 
 
In 2014, Wilde’s second book was made into 
the award-winning film The Theory of 
Everything which – despite Hawking’s assertion 
that he “did not read biographies about himself” 
– he did drily review. His first verdict: it needed 
more science. His second verdict: 
“Unfortunately,” he said, “Eddie (Redmayne, 
who portrayed him in the film) did not inherit my 
good looks”. 
 
 
 

Hawking taking a zero-gravity flight 

in a reduced-gravity aircraft, 2007 

https://www.vanityfair.com/news/2004/06/hawking200406
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2015/may/16/jane-hawking-there-were-four-of-us-in-marriage-stephen-hawking-theory-of-everything
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reduced-gravity_aircraft
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Flying To The Sun 

Here's how you can apply 
 

 Parker Solar Probe spacecraft will be sent within four million miles of the sun 

 It will collect vital information on the life of stars and dangerous solar flares 

 Nasa is including a memory card on board loaded with people's names 
The agency has now opened submissions to fly your name aboard the craft 
 
NASA wants to fly your name to the sun 
aboard a ground-breaking probe it is 
sending into the star's atmosphere.  The 
agency is inviting people to include their 
name on a microchip aboard its Parker 
Solar Probe, which is launching on a 
historic research mission in July. 
The probe will fly closer to the sun than any 
spacecraft before it to collect vital 
information about the life of stars and their 
'weather', including solar flares.  Nasa has 
opened submissions to fly your name 
aboard the craft, and all you need to be 
included is your name and email address. 
 
Applications are open until April 27, 2018, 
ahead of the craft's planned launch from Cape Canaveral, Florida on July 31.  In a video 
publicising Nasa's 'hot ticket' project, Star Trek actor William Shatner said: 'The first-ever 
spacecraft to the sun, Nasa's Parker Solar Probe, will launch this year on a course to orbit 
through the heat of our star's corona, where temperatures are greater than one million degrees.   
 
'The spacecraft will also carry my name to the sun, and your name, and the names of everyone 
who wants to join this voyage of extreme exploration.' 
 
To add your name to the Parker Solar Probe (PSP)'s memory card, go to Nasa's 'hot ticket' web 
page http://parkersolarprobe.jhuapl.edu/The-Mission/Name-to-Sun and enter your name, 
surname and email address. 

'hot%20ticket'%20web%20page
'hot%20ticket'%20web%20page
http://parkersolarprobe.jhuapl.edu/The-Mission/Name-to-Sun
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The Month Ahead 

MEETINGS:  

The next meeting will be on Wednesday 11 April 2018 @ 19:30 and the main speaker will be C. 
Creighton presenting a talk on H.I.R.A.X. 

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 155  Family Membership - R 170  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) 83 326 4085 

Vice Chairlady & Events Co-ord & Librarian: Debbie Abel (+27) 83 326 4084 

Secretary: Brian Finch (+27) 82 924 1222 

Treasurer: Richard Rowland (+27) 82 920 3377  

Publicity & Media Liaison: Logan Govender (+27) 83 228 6993 

Publicity & Media Liaison: Sihle Kunene (+27) 83 278 8485 

Equipment Curator & Teas: Robert Suberg  (+27) 73 232 4092 

School Liaison, Meet & Greet: Maryanne Jackson (+27) 82 882 7200 

Publicity, Media Liaison, Meet & Greet: Sheryl Venter (+27) 82 202 2874 

Speakers and Observations: Piet Strauss (+27) 83 703 1626 

‘nDaba Editor, Webmaster & Facebook: John Gill (+27) 83 378 8797  

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

Emails can be sent to AstronomyDurban@gmail.com 
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Welcome:  Chairman Mike Hadlow welcomed another large attendance. 

 

Present:  37 members and 3 visitors. 

 

Apologies: 6 Apologies received as per attendance book. 

 

Confirmation of previous minutes:  Minutes of 14 February 2018 meeting proposed by Farouk 

Amod, seconded by Stuart Hogg and approved. 

 

Matters arising from previous minutes:  Nil. An obituary of Andrew Gray (Honorary member and 

Founder of ‘nDaba) was conducted by L.G. prior to this item. 

 

Secretary`s Report:  Routine matters only. 

 

Treasurer`s Report: Financial Balances as follows: 

Current a/c R 108 703  ( payments received for Sutherland trip).  

Savings a/c R   28 717 

Cash on hand R     4 597 

Telescope Fund R   65 158 

4 x Sky Guides still available for purchase from the Treasurer.  

 
Special Projects:       

 Planetarium:  Presentation by Prof. Petruccione  scheduled for April General Meeting. 

 
 Guinness Record viewing attempt:  L.G. gave details of the attempt and `obtained` various  

 volunteers. The required support of all members and friends was stressed. 

 

 Sutherland trip:  w/e 13 April - 16 April  —  4 x vacancies still available. 

 

 Northern Lights Tour :  costs and alternatives will be available shortly. 

 

Observatory: No public viewing so far this year due to inclement weather. Public viewing 

scheduled 16 March postponed to 23 March due to forecast bad weather. Further volunteers 

required for operation of telescope, training will be provided. Names to Treasurer please. 

 

Publicity and General:  Nil 

 

Speakers: Debbie Abel gave her usual NASA report back and made mention of the August Star 

Party planned for South Coast.  Piet Strauss then gave an obituary on the distinguished life of 

Prof. S. Hawking, followed by a review of the March/April sky.  Clinton Armitage, together with 

the Chairman, gave a report back on their attendance at the recent Symposium held in Cape 

Town.  

 

The meeting closed at about 21:30 for coffee & tea and biscuits.                     

ASSA Durban - Minutes of the Meeting 

14 March 2018 
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Public Viewing Roster 

 

Debbie Able - 083 326 4084     Sheryl Venter - 082 202 2874 

New moon - 16 April 2018        Public viewing - 13 April 2018 
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Pre-Loved Astronomy Equipment 

Al Kirkiridis is selling a 60mm Tasco 
refractor, bought mid 1960’s. He is prepared 
to accept R1000 or nearest cash offer 

Contact details are:   

Tel: 031 2662823  Cell: 082 2186938 

Email: alkirkiridis@iafrica.com 

 

 

 

 

Harry Prando  is selling his 

Meade ETX-70AT telescope.  It is 
well travelled but in excellent 
condition and in full working 
order. It’s a great starter scope.  I 
am asking R 2500, but without 
question this is negotiable. 

Cell  number is 072 2602725 

  

 

Green Laser Pointers 

50mW — R 450 each 
Contact Piet on 083 703 1626 on WhatsApp or SMS. 

Will also be available at next ASSA meeting. 
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Pre-Loved Astronomical Equipment 

Celestron 6SE. 

 

I still have all of the original packaging. Telescope is in excellent condition (Optically and mechanically) 
and is still used for Astrophotography and outreach projects. The imaging cameras for Astrophotography 
are not included in the package. 

The telescope runs on an external 12v supply, either using an AC adapter (not included) or a 12v cigarette 
lighter port (cable included). 

 

There is also a form of backup power supply in the telescope which consists of 8 AA batteries (not 

included in the original purchase of your telescope but I have included them with the charger. 8x 

2600mAH AA batteries). I use this as a fail-safe in the event that the external power cord gets unplugged 

accidentally so that the scope will remain on and tracking. 

Standard items (included): 
1. Original 2" Steel tripod. 
2. 1.25" Diagonal. 
3. 1.25" 25mm ELux Eyepiece. 
4. Red Dot Finder. 
5. Tripod Spreader. 
6. Cover for Corrector Plate 
7. Optical Tube Assembly 
8. Fully GoTo 6SE mount  

Plus loads of extra equipment 

Contact Amith Rajpal 083 335 8800  

Amith.Rajpal@coretecit.co.za 

Retail Price is over R 23 000. 

Asking Price: R 17 500. 

  


