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Chairman’s Chatter 

By Piet Strauss 

Dear members, 

The Winterton Star Party on Saturday 4 November was well attended by some 50 people from 

the Winterton area and a group of our Durban members. Some photos are contained elsewhere 

in this nDaba. The day time “Wagtail” event on 10 November was unfortunately not well 

supported. 

Dr Moumita Aich, a Research Scientist working on Cosmology at UKZN gave a very interesting 

presentation on Planets, near and far. If you were not at the meeting, you certainly missed out on 

an informative presentation. 

Our next meeting is the annual Year end Dinner; more details are contained at the end of the 

nDaba. 

Good news is that our batch of “Sky Guides” have arrived and you will be able to collect yours at 

the meeting. If you have not yet ordered or paid, talk to Debbie.  

Remember to dress “Astronomical” and bring some cash with you and enjoy a fun evening. 

At the first meeting in 

2019 (9 January), 

Mike will tell us more 

about what we will be 

able to see during 

next year. 

Wishing all our ‘nDaba 

readers a wonderful 

festive season, good 

holidays and the best 

for 2019. 

Piet. 
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The Superman Star 

By William Paolini 

In the early morning hours of December 13, 1934, a British astronomer noticed an astonishing 
thing: an extra third-magnitude star in the constellation Hercules. He had discovered Nova 
Herculis 1934, a fascinating 'cataclysmic variable' star that was covered by the popular media all 
over the world. In the U.S., this perplexing star captured the imagination of a young writer and 
amateur astronomer and his artist friend, both of whom were struggling to create the back story 
for a new comic-book character. It was a rare example of astrophysics influencing pop culture, 
with reverberations to the present day.  

When I first learned about the “Superman” star, a type of cataclysmic variable star, I was excited 
to chase it down with a telescope, and I was also excited about researching the popular and 
scientific literature of these fascinating stars. The more I investigated, the more I felt like I had 
stumbled upon a treasure trove of celestial gems to explore.  My reading revealed so many types 
of cataclysmic variables that I was giddy with excitement about an endless stream of fascinating 
objects with equally fascinating astrophysics to ignite my imagination. And having the spectacular 
eruption of one of these intriguing stars possibly being an inspiration behind a popular fictional 
superhero made the exploration all the more enticing.  

Our story begins in 1934 with amateur astronomer John Prentice, who, like many of us, enjoyed 
observing every chance he could get. The weather in England had been warmer than usual 
during the winter of 1934, and it was during one of those evenings that Prentice decided to take a 
short drive to a farm about four miles from Stowmarket to enjoy observing the Geminid meteor 
shower from the peace and quiet of a darker location.   
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… Superman Star 

In the early hours of December 13th, after taking a 
rest from his meteor observing, he gazed low 
toward the northeastern horizon and noticed that 
something was very wrong. Near the head of the 
constellation Draco and towards Hercules, he saw 
an unexpected 3

rd
 magnitude star that looked very 

much out of place. Its presence changed the 
familiar look of the Draco’s head that he’d come to 
know so well.  It did not take long for him to realize 
the importance of this sight, and he made haste to 
his car driving back to Stowmarket where he could 
phone his potential discovery of a new nova to the 
Greenwich Observatory so they could photograph it 
and obtain valuable spectral data.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The star was identified as DQ Herculis (Her), previously a dim 15

th 
magnitude star. A week after 

the discovery it increased in brightness to magnitude 1.4, then very slowly dimmed over the next 
90 days, and 30 days after that made a dramatic drop to well below naked eye brightness. Then 
in the next 45 days it reversed itself, increasing in brightness to the cusp of naked eye brightness. 
The nova received sizable scientific scrutiny over the coming months due to its uncharacteristic 
lengthy show in the evening skies. On July 3rd, 1934, Dr. Gerald Kuiper of the Lick Observatory 
in California noticed the nova surprisingly began to take on the appearance of a very close 
double star!  It was believed that this was likely from multiple condensations in the star’s 
atmosphere that had blown off in two directions during the eruption, and now slowly developed 
into a surrounding shell of gas.  
 
Today, this star is commonly referred to as Nova Herculis because of this extraordinary 
brightening in 1934. In the United States, Nova Herculis captured the public imagination as the 
news media capitalized on this spectacular celestial event. In the midst of all this media attention, 
writer Jerry Siegel and illustrator Joe Shuster were busily revising the concept of an original 
superhero character they first published in 1933. This character, whom they called Superman, 
was a villain with telepathic powers, but he was gaining no traction with the public. When Nova 
Herculis was putting on its show, Siegel and Shuster made multiple revisions of the character, 
eventually settling on a new version of Superman who was not a villain, but rather a hero 
involved in fighting everyday crime and working to make the world a better place.  

Nova 1934 Herculis before (left) and during its flare up (right).  
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… Superman Star 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Some have wondered what might have spurred the radical change of the character of Superman 
from villain to time traveler from the future (in an intermediate revision) then finally to an alien 
from a distant exploding world?  
 
In 2013, English professor Brad Ricca at Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland, Ohio 
provided us some evidence that suggests the creators of Superman may have been influenced 
by the conspicuous Nova Herculis event. Professor Ricca suggests that this celestial event, so 
prominent in the papers of the day, may have been a source of inspiration for changing the story 
line from a comic strip rendition of a time traveling human from Earth’s future to that of an alien 
from a distant planet called Krypton whose star exploded.  Some evidence for his assertion 
includes how the early conic strip’s language closely mimicked language used by the media 
describing Nova Herculis, and how Superman’s co-creator Jerry Siegel was himself quite 
interested in amateur astronomy and would likely have been attentive to the Nova Herculis event 
(Jerry spearheaded a neighborhood astronomy club when he was a teenager).  

Joe Shuster (seated) and Jerry Siegel, the creators of Superman, may have been 

influenced by media coverage of Noval 1934 Herculis.  
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… Superman Star 

Like all cataclysmic variables, DQ Her is a close binary star system where one star has 
exhausted all its fuel for nuclear fusion and has evolved into a highly dense white dwarf (see 
image at top of page). The other star is typically a low-mass main sequence red dwarf star, the 
most common type of star in our galaxy. Because the stars orbit each other in very close 
proximity, the strong gravitational field of the white dwarf siphons off material from the red dwarf 
star in a tear-drop shaped funnel of hot hydrogen gas that circles the white dwarf in an accretion 
disk that spirals down towards the white dwarf. 

Just imagine what it would look like to see something like these close up! The two stars would be 
eclipsing each other twice in as little as an hour or two, and one of them would not be round, the 
other might look like it had a bright line across it if the accretion disk was edge on to the view, 
and that accreted matter could easily dominate the system being visually brighter than both stars 
together! The sudden increase in brightness of DQ Herculis and other cataclysmic variables is 
caused by flare-ups in the accretion disk or in matter accreted onto the surface of the white 
dwarf. In DQ Her, the strong magnetic field of the white dwarf disrupts the accretion and causes 
more complex brightening and fading in short periods of time. The star is one of a class of 
cataclysmic variables called intermediate polars. 

 

 

 

 

DQ Her is still out there, but it’s faded 
back to a very dim 15th magnitude. The 
star is located at Right Ascension 18h 
07m 30.3s and Declination 45º 51′ 33″. If 
you have a telescope under suitable 
skies capable of easily catching 
magnitude 14-15 stars (or smaller 
telescope with a good camera), then 
take some time to observe DQ 
Her.  Remember to observe DQ Her and 
stars like it not just with your eye, but 
also with your 
imagination.  Contemplating about how 
close these two small stars are, how 
impossibly fast they are rotating around 
each other, and how most of the light 
you are seeing may not be from either of 

the stars but from the matter being pulled off the red dwarf makes a formidable mental 
picture!  When you actively engage your “mind’s eye” in your observing, you will find that it will 
become more fun and far more rewarding.  And remember how this little star not only revealed a 
new subcategory of cataclysmic variables, but also how its spectacular eruption in 1934 may 
have influenced the storyline of one of the world’s greatest fictional superheroes – none other 
than Superman from the planet Krypton!  

Publisher’s Note: This article was adapted from the forthcoming book “The Star Chasers” by William Paolini. 
Copyright © 2018 by William Paolini. 

Location of the cataclysmic variable 

star DQ Her. Image credit: Sky and 

Telescope/IAU.  
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At The Eyepiece 
  December 2018 by Ray Field 

 
THE SUN will reach the summer solstice for 
the southern hemisphere on the 22nd. 
 
THE MOON will be NEW on the 7th, First 
Quarter on the 15th, FULL on the 22nd and 

Last Quarter on the 29th. 

 
The Moon is near Venus on the 3rd, Jupiter 
and Mercury on the 6th, Saturn on the 9th, 
Mars on the 15th, Uranus on the 18th, 
Aldebaran on the 21st and Regulus on the 
26th. 

 
MERCURY will be highest above the eastern 
horizon on the 15th before sunrise. Mercury 
is near Jupiter and the Moon on the 6th. 
 
VENUS is also visible before sunrise near 
Mercury at the beginning of the month. It will 
show phases like the Moon in a telescope. 
 
MARS, in Aquarius, is near the Moon on the 
15th and will be very close to Neptune and 
nearly overhead on the 7th. 
 
JUPITER, passing from Scorpius into 
Ophiuchus this month, is not favorably 
placed for observation. It is low over the east 
in the morning sky before sunrise. The Moon 
is near Jupiter and Mercury on the 6th. 
 
SATURN, in Sagittarius, is near the Moon on 
the 9th. It is not suitably placed for 

observation this month as it sets in the 
evening twilight.  

URANUS is a faint object near the border of 
Aires and Pisces this month.  The Moon is 

near it on the 18th. It is visible over the North Western horizon and a finder chart is given on page 79 of ASSA SKY 
GUIDE 2018. 

 
COMET 46P/WIRTANEN is visible in December as per the maps shown on pages 59 and 61 of ASSA SKY GUIDE 
2018. It passes below the constellations of Taurus and Orion and then goes on to get close to the bright star  
Capella in the constellation of Auriga, at the end of the month. This comet may become bright enough to be seen 
with the naked eye this month.  

METEORS. Two meteor showers are visible under favorable conditions this month:- 
 

1) The December Phoenicids reach a maximum ZHR of 05 per hour on the 06th and the time to watch for them is 
from 20h30m to 02h00m. The duration of the shower is from the 03rd to the 09th.  The radiant of this shower is from 
a point just to the right of the bright star Achernar. 
 
2) The Geminids are a major shower active from the the 04th to the 16th with a maximum ZHR of 50 per hour on the 
14th. The time to watch is from 23h30m to 03h00m. The radiant of this shower is low over the north east.  
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… At The Eyepiece 
THE STARRY SKY FOR DECEMBER. The Southern Cross is very low over the southern horizon and the bright star 
Achernar is well up over the south.  The Smaller Magellanic Cloud is about half way between Achernar and the  
South Celestial Pole. To the right of the Smaller Magellanic Cloud is the bright globular cluster 47Tuc or NGC 104, 
which is the second most prominent globular cluster in the sky, being outshone only by Omega Centauri. 
 
The constellation of Orion is high up over the north east and to the right of its belt is the brightest star in the sky, 
Sirius of Canes Major. Over the north west the faint,large "Square" of Pegasus is setting and to its right is the small 
"triangle" of the constellation of Aires the Ram with its brightest star Hamal. The topmost and faintest  
star of the little triangle is Gamma Arietes which is a spectacular double star in a telescope. To the left of Orion's 
Belt, the brightest star in Taurus, Aldebaran, orange in colour, is rising. 
 
References; ASSA SKY GUIDE 2018, Philip's Planisphere for 35 degrees south, Norton's Star Atlas 2000 and Stars 
of the Southern Sky edited by Mary Fitzgerald.  
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The Cover Image - Pleiades 

Imaged by John Gill 
 

The Pleiades (/ˈplaɪ.ədiːz, ˈpliːə-/), also known as the Seven Sisters and Messier 45, are an open star 
cluster containing middle-aged, hot B-type stars located in the constellation of Taurus. It is among the 
nearest star clusters to Earth and is the cluster most obvious to the naked eye in the night sky. 

The cluster is dominated by hot blue and luminous stars that have formed within the last 100 million 
years. A faint reflection nebulosity around the brightest stars was thought at first to be left over from 
the formation of the cluster (hence the alternative name Maia Nebula after the star Maia), but is now 
likely an unrelated foreground dust cloud in the interstellar medium, through which the stars are 
currently passing. 

Computer simulations have shown that the Pleiades were probably formed from a compact 
configuration that resembled the Orion Nebula. Astronomers estimate that the cluster will survive for 
about another 250 million years, after which it will disperse due to gravitational interactions with its 
galactic neighbourhood 
 

Origin of name 
The name of the Pleiades comes from Ancient Greek. It probably derives from plein ("to sail") 
because of the cluster's importance in delimiting the sailing season in the Mediterranean Sea: "the 
season of navigation began with their heliacal rising". However, in mythology the name was used for 
the Pleiades, seven divine sisters, the name supposedly deriving from that of their mother Pleione 
and effectively meaning "daughters of Pleione". In reality, the name of the star cluster almost certainly 
came first, and Pleione was invented to explain it. 

 

Folklore and mythology 
The Pleiades are a prominent sight in winter in the Northern Hemisphere, and are easily visible out to 
mid-Southern latitudes. They have been known since antiquity to cultures all around the world, 
including the Celts, Hawaiians (who call them Makali i̒ ), Māori (who call them Matariki), Aboriginal 
Australians (from several traditions), the Persians, the Arabs (who called them Thurayya), the 

Chinese (who called them 昴 mǎo), the Quechua, the Japanese, the Maya, the Aztec, the Sioux and 

the Cherokee. In Hinduism, the Pleiades are known as Krittika and are associated with the war-god 
Kartikeya. They are also mentioned three times in the Bible. 

The earliest known depiction of the Pleiades is likely a Northern German bronze age artifact known 
as the Nebra sky disk, dated to approximately 1600 BC. The Babylonian star catalogues name the 
Pleiades MULMUL, meaning "stars" (literally "star star"), and they head the list of stars along the 
ecliptic, reflecting the fact that they were close to the point of vernal equinox around the 23rd century 
BC. The Ancient Egyptians may have used the names "Followers" and "Ennead" in the prognosis 
texts of the Calendar of Lucky and Unlucky Days of papyrus Cairo 86637. Some Greek astronomers 
considered them to be a distinct constellation, and they are mentioned by Hesiod's Works and Days, 
Homer's Iliad and Odyssey, and the Geoponica. Some scholars of Islam suggested that the Pleiades 
(ath-thurayya) are the "star" mentioned in Sura An-Najm ("The Star") of the Quran. In Japan, the 
constellation is mentioned under the name Mutsuraboshi ("six stars") in the 8th century Kojiki. The 
constellation is now known in Japan as Subaru ("to unite"). It was chosen as the brand name of 

Subaru automobiles to reflect the origins of the firm as the 
joining of five companies, and is depicted in the firm's six-star 
logo. 

Tech Specs:  APM APO 107/700 telescope on Celestron CGX mount 
and Canon 60Da Camera. 

 ZWO Optics for Auto-Guiding and processed in PixInsight. 

20 Lights @ ISO 100 for 360 seconds 

60 Bias & Flats and 30 Darks 
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Comet tails can be shaped by the Sun's 
magnetic field 

By Chelsea Gohd  

 
 
It turns out that the sun’s magnetic field can shape and push the dust of a comet’s tail, according 
to a revelation made possible by one young scientist’s innovative new image-processing 
technique. 
 

Comet Dust 
 
In 2007, scientists were elated when NASA’s STEREO spacecraft laid its “eyes” on Comet 
C/2006 P1, also known as Comet McNaught — named after astronomer Robert McNaught, who 
discovered the comet a year prior. Comet McNaught, which is part of a group called “the Great 
Comets,” was one of the brightest comets visible from Earth within the past 50 years. And 
scientists were lucky because, when STEREO, made up of twin satellites, was turned on, Comet 
McNaught passed right in front of it, creating a wealth of incredible data and images. 
 
Scientists found that the comet’s structured tail had distinct bands of dust stretching over 100 
million miles behind it. But how exactly this tail was broken up and structured in this way 
remained a bit of a mystery. But Oliver Price, a planetary science Ph.D. student at University 
College London’s Mullard Space Science Laboratory in the United Kingdom, has developed a 
new image-processing technique that revealed incredible new details about the comet. 

Comet McNaught streaks across the sky. ESO/Sebastian Deiries 

http://www.astronomy.com/authors/chelsea-gohd
https://www.nasa.gov/feature/goddard/2018/new-insights-on-comet-tails-are-blowing-in-the-solar-wind
https://www.nasa.gov/feature/goddard/2018/new-insights-on-comet-tails-are-blowing-in-the-solar-wind
http://blogs.discovermagazine.com/badastronomy/2007/01/18/incredible-comet-mcnaught-photo/#.W-Ni-2hKg2w
http://blogs.discovermagazine.com/badastronomy/2007/01/18/incredible-comet-mcnaught-photo/#.W-Ni-2hKg2w
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… Comet Tails 

 
 

An Advanced Technique 
 

With this new technique, Price was able to reveal incredible new information from the Comet 

McNaught data. Price was able to better show how dust behaves in a comet’s tail — how it 

breaks apart and clumps up. “When we observed McNaught, there was a lot of great data, but we 

had to find a way to put it all together in a usable format,” Price said in an email. “The comet dust 

comes from the nucleus, which is tens of miles wide, and spreads out to form a tail that is millions 

of miles wide, so it can be really hard to keep track of things! Our technique shows the data 

together from all the sources according to the most basic properties of the dust – the size of the 

dust, and when it was released from the nucleus. This lets can see exactly how each dust feature 

is changing.” 

 

With this new technique, Price was able to see how the sun’s magnetic field can have a profound 

impact on the dust’s behavior. Understanding the behavior of this dust could inform similar 

behaviors and processes in asteroids, moons, and even planets in the early solar system, 

according to a statement. 

 

“It’s been known for a long time that sunlight powers the dust tail – light hitting each dust particle 

pushes them out into the solar system,” Price said. “This result shows that the magnetic field of 

the sun can also affect the motion of dust and the shape of the dust tail. When the solar system 

was forming, it was basically one massive dust cloud, a bit like a comet tail. This means we have 

something else to think about when we consider how the dust in the early solar system was 

behaving.” 

https://www.nasa.gov/feature/goddard/2018/new-insights-on-comet-tails-are-blowing-in-the-solar-wind
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Astronomy In The Medieval Islamic World 
From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia 

 
 
Islamic astronomy comprises the astronomical developments made in the Islamic world, 
particularly during the Islamic Golden Age (9th–13th centuries), and mostly written in the Arabic 
language. These developments mostly took place in the Middle East, Central Asia, Al-Andalus, 
and North Africa, and later in the Far East and India. It closely parallels the genesis of other 
Islamic sciences in its assimilation of foreign material and the amalgamation of the disparate 
elements of that material to create a science with Islamic characteristics. These included Greek, 
Sassanid, and Indian works in particular, which were translated and built upon. 
 
Islamic astronomy played a significant role in the revival of Byzantine and European astronomy 
following the loss of knowledge during the early medieval period, notably with the production of 
Latin translations of Arabic works during the 12th century. Islamic astronomy also had an 
influence on Chinese astronomy and Malian astronomy. 
 
A significant number of stars in the sky, such as Aldebaran, Altair and Deneb, and astronomical 
terms such as alidade, azimuth, and nadir, are still referred to by their Arabic names. A large 
corpus of literature from Islamic astronomy remains today, numbering approximately 10,000 
manuscripts scattered throughout the world, many of which have not been read or catalogued. 
Even so, a reasonably accurate picture of Islamic activity in the field of astronomy can be 
reconstructed.  
 

History 
 

An 18th-century Persian astrolabe, kept at the 
Whipple Museum of the History of Science in 
Cambridge, England. 

A Large Persian Brass Celestial Globe with an 
ascription to Hadi Isfahani and a date of 1197 AH/ 
1782-3 AD of typical spherical form, the globe 
engraved with markings, figures and astrological 
symbols, inscriptive details throughout 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Astronomy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islamic_world
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islamic_Golden_Age
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arabic_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arabic_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Middle_East
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Central_Asia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Al-Andalus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arabic_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North_Africa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Far_East
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_India
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islamic_science
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islam
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greek_astronomy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sassanid_Empire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indian_astronomy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Byzantine_science
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Science_in_Medieval_Western_Europe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dark_Ages_(historiography)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Early_medieval_period
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Middle_Latin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Latin_translations_of_the_12th_century
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_astronomy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timbuktu_Manuscripts
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Star
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sky
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aldebaran
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Altair
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deneb
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alidade
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Azimuth
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nadir
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Arabic_star_names
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Astrolabe-Persian-18C.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Whipple_Museum_of_the_History_of_Science
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cambridge
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iran
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… Islamic Astronomy 
 
Ahmad Dallal notes that, unlike the Babylonians, Greeks, and Indians, who had developed 
elaborate systems of mathematical astronomical study, the pre-Islamic Arabs relied entirely on 
empirical observations. These observations were based on the rising and setting of particular 
stars, and this area of astronomical study was known as anwa. Anwa continued to be developed 
after Islamization by the Arabs, where Islamic astronomers added mathematical methods to their 
empirical observations. According to David King, after the rise of Islam, the religious obligation to 
determine the qibla and prayer times inspired more progress in astronomy for centuries.  
Donald Hill (1993) divided Islamic Astronomy into the four following distinct time periods in its 
history:  
 

Early Islam 
 
Following the Islamic conquests, under the early caliphate, Muslim scholars began to absorb 
Hellenistic and Indian astronomical knowledge via translations into Arabic (in some cases via 
Persian).  
 
The first astronomical texts that were translated into Arabic were of Indian and Persian origin. The 
most notable of the texts was Zij al-Sindhind, an 8th-century Indian astronomical work that was 
translated by Muhammad ibn Ibrahim al-Fazari and Yaqub ibn Tariq after 770 CE with the 
assistance of Indian astronomers who visited the court of caliph Al-Mansur in 770. Another text 
translated was the Zij al-Shah, a collection of astronomical tables (based on Indian parameters) 
compiled in Sasanid Persia over two centuries. Fragments of texts during this period indicate that 
Arabs adopted the sine function (inherited from India) in place of the chords of arc used in Greek 
trigonometry.  
 

Golden Age 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The House of Wisdom was an academy established in Baghdad under Abbasid caliph Al-Ma'mun 
in the early 9th century. From this time, independent investigation into the Ptolemaic system 
became possible. According to Dallal (2010), the use of parameters, sources and calculation 
methods from different scientific traditions made the Ptolemaic tradition "receptive right from the 
beginning to the possibility of observational refinement and mathematical restructuring". 
Astronomical research was greatly supported by the Abbasid caliph al-Mamun through The 
House of Wisdom. Baghdad and Damascus became the centers of such activity.  

The Tusi-couple is a mathematical 
device invented by Nasir al-Din al-Tusi in 
which a small circle rotates inside a 
larger circle twice the diameter of the 
smaller circle. Rotations of the circles 
cause a point on the circumference of 
the smaller circle to oscillate back and 
forth in linear motion along a diameter of 
the larger circle. 
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The caliphs not only supported this work financially, but endowed the work with formal prestige. 
The first major Muslim work of astronomy was Zij al-Sindh by al-Khwarizmi in 830. The work 
contains tables for the movements of the sun, the moon and the five planets known at the time. 
The work is significant as it introduced Ptolemaic concepts into Islamic sciences. This work also 
marks the turning point in Islamic astronomy. Hitherto, Muslim astronomers had adopted a 
primarily research approach to the field, translating works of others and learning already 
discovered knowledge. Al-Khwarizmi's work marked the beginning of nontraditional methods of 
study and calculations.  
 
In 850, al-Farghani wrote Kitab fi Jawani (meaning "A compendium of the science of stars"). The 
book primarily gave a summary of Ptolemic cosmography. However, it also corrected Ptolemy 
based on findings of earlier Arab astronomers. Al-Farghani gave revised values for the obliquity 
of the ecliptic, the precessional movement of the apogees of the sun and the moon, and the 
circumference of the earth. The book was widely circulated through the Muslim world, and even 
translated into Latin. 
 
In addition to Alfraganus's findings, Egyptian Astronomer Ibn Yunus was actually the first 
Astronomer to really find valid fault in Ptolemy's calculations about the planet's movements and 
their peculiarity in the late 10th century. Ptolemy calculated that Earth's wobble, otherwise known 
as precession, varied 1 degree every 100 years. Ibn Yunus contradicted this finding by 
calculating that it was instead 1 degree every 70 years. This was impossible to believe, however, 
since it was still thought that the Earth was the center of the universe. Ibn Yunus and Ibn al-
Shatir's findings were part of Copernicus's calculations to figure out that the sun was the center of 
the universe.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The period when a distinctive Islamic system of astronomy flourished. The period began as the 
Muslim astronomers began questioning the framework of the Ptolemaic system of astronomy. 
These criticisms, however, remained within the geocentric framework and followed Ptolemy's 
astronomical paradigm; one historian described their work as "a reformist project intended to 
consolidate Ptolemaic astronomy by bringing it into line with its own principles." 
 
Between 1025 and 1028, Ibn al-Haytham wrote his Al-Shukuk ala Batlamyus (meaning "Doubts 
on Ptolemy"). While maintaining the physical reality of the geocentric model, he criticized 
elements of the Ptolemic models. Many astronomers took up the challenge posed in this work, 
namely to develop alternate models that resolved these difficulties. In 1070, Abu Ubayd al-Juzjani 
published the Tarik al-Aflak. In his work, he indicated the so-called "equant" problem of the 
Ptolemic model. Al-Juzjani even proposed a solution for the problem. In Al-Andalus, the 
anonymous work al-Istidrak ala Batlamyus (meaning "Recapitulation regarding Ptolemy"), 
included a list of objections to the Ptolemic astronomy.  

An illustration from al-Biruni's 
astronomical works, explains the different 
phases of the moon. 
 
 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muhammad_ibn_M%C5%ABs%C4%81_al-Khw%C4%81rizm%C4%AB
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alfraganus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apogee
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ibn_Yunus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ibn_al-Shatir
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ibn_al-Shatir
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ptolemaic_system
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paradigm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ibn_al-Haytham
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geocentric_model
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abu_Ubayd_al-Juzjani
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Al-Biruni


 

Page  16 

… Islamic Astronomy 

 

Later period 

 
Notable astronomers from the later medieval period include Mu'ayyad al-Din al-'Urdi (c. 1266), 
Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (1201–74), Qutb al-Din al Shirazi (c. 1311), Sadr al-Sharia al-Bukhari (c. 
1347), Ibn al-Shatir (c. 1375), and Ali al-Qushji (c. 1474). 
 

In the late 13th century, Nasir al-Din al-Tusi created the Tusi Couple, as pictured above. The 
model would later be viable to Copernicus's understanding of these movements in his work during 
the Renaissance period.  
 
In the fifteenth century, the Timurid ruler Ulugh Beg of Samarkand established his court as a 
center of patronage for astronomy. He himself studied it in his youth, and in 1420 ordered the 
construction of an observatory, which produced a new set of astronomical tables, as well as 
contributing to other scientific and mathematical advances.  
 
 

Influences in East Asia 

 
China 

 
 

Islamic influence on Chinese astronomy was 
first recorded during the Song dynasty when 
a Hui Muslim astronomer named Ma Yize 
introduced the concept of 7 days in a week 
and made other contributions.  
 
Islamic astronomers were brought to China in 
order to work on calendar making and 
astronomy during the Mongol Empire and the 
succeeding Yuan Dynasty. The Chinese 
scholar Yeh-lu Chu'tsai accompanied 

Genghis Khan to Persia in 1210 and studied their calendar for use in the Mongol Empire. Kublai 
Khan brought Iranians to Beijing to construct an observatory and an institution for astronomical 
studies.  
 
Several Chinese astronomers worked at the Maragheh observatory, founded by Nasir al-Din al-
Tusi in 1259 under the patronage of Hulagu Khan in Persia. One of these Chinese astronomers 
was Fu Mengchi, or Fu Mezhai. In 1267, the Persian astronomer Jamal ad-Din, who previously 
worked at Maragha observatory, presented Kublai Khan with seven Persian astronomical 
instruments, including a terrestrial globe and an armillary sphere, as well as an astronomical 
almanac, which was later known in China as the Wannian Li ("Ten Thousand Year Calendar" or 
"Eternal Calendar").  
 
He was known as "Zhamaluding" in China, where, in 1271, he was appointed by Khan as the first 
director of the Islamic observatory in Beijing, known as the Islamic Astronomical Bureau, which 
operated alongside the Chinese Astronomical Bureau for four centuries. Islamic astronomy 
gained a good reputation in China for its theory of planetary latitudes, which did not exist in 
Chinese astronomy at the time, and for its accurate prediction of eclipses.  
  

Layout of the Beijing Ancient Observatory  
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Some of the astronomical instruments constructed by the famous Chinese astronomer Guo 
Shoujing shortly afterwards resemble the style of instrumentation built at Maragheh. In particular, 
the "simplified instrument" (jianyi) and the large gnomon at the Gaocheng Astronomical 
Observatory show traces of Islamic influence. While formulating the Shoushili calendar in 1281, 
Shoujing's work in spherical trigonometry may have also been partially influenced by Islamic 
mathematics, which was largely accepted at Kublai's court. These possible influences include a 
pseudo-geometrical method for converting between equatorial and ecliptic coordinates, the 
systematic use of decimals in the underlying parameters, and the application of cubic 
interpolation in the calculation of the irregularity in the planetary motions.  
 
Hongwu Emperor (r. 1368-1398) of the Ming Dynasty (1328–1398), in the first year of his reign 
(1368), conscripted Han and non-Han astrology specialists from the astronomical institutions in 
Beijing of the former Mongolian Yuan to Nanjing to become officials of the newly established 
national observatory.  
 
That year, the Ming government summoned for the first time the astronomical officials to come 
south from the upper capital of Yuan. There were fourteen of them. In order to enhance accuracy 
in methods of observation and computation, Hongwu Emperor reinforced the adoption of parallel 
calendar systems, the Han and the Hui. In the following years, the Ming Court appointed several 
Hui astrologers to hold high positions in the Imperial Observatory. They wrote many books on 
Islamic astronomy and also manufactured astronomical equipment based on the Islamic system.  
The translation of two important works into Chinese was completed in 1383: Zij (1366) and al-
Madkhal fi Sina'at Ahkam al-Nujum, Introduction to Astrology (1004).  
 
In 1384, a Chinese astrolabe was made for observing stars based on the instructions for making 
multi-purposed Islamic equipment. In 1385, the apparatus was installed on a hill in northern 
Nanjing.  
 
Around 1384, during the Ming Dynasty, Hongwu Emperor ordered the Chinese translation and 
compilation of Islamic astronomical tables, a task that was carried out by the scholars 
Mashayihei, a Muslim astronomer, and Wu Bozong, a Chinese scholar-official. These tables 
came to be known as the Huihui Lifa (Muslim System of Calendrical Astronomy), which was 
published in China a number of times until the early 18th century, though the Qing Dynasty had 
officially abandoned the tradition of Chinese-Islamic astronomy in 1659. The Muslim astronomer 
Yang Guangxian was known for his attacks on the Jesuit's astronomical sciences.  
 
Korea 

 
In the early Joseon period, the Islamic calendar 
served as a basis for calendar reform owing to 
its superior accuracy over the existing Chinese-
based calendars. A Korean translation of the 
Huihui Lifa, a text combining Chinese 
astronomy with Islamic astronomy works of 
Jamal ad-Din, was studied in Korea under the 
Joseon Dynasty during the time of Sejong in 
the 15th century. The tradition of Chinese-
Islamic astronomy survived in Korea up until 
the early 19th century.  

Korean celestial globe based on the Huihui 

Lifa. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guo_Shoujing
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guo_Shoujing
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gnomon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaocheng_Astronomical_Observatory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaocheng_Astronomical_Observatory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_calendar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spherical_trigonometry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mathematics_in_medieval_Islam
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mathematics_in_medieval_Islam
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Equator
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecliptic_coordinate_system
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Decimal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cubic_interpolation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cubic_interpolation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hongwu_Emperor
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nanjing
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hongwu_Emperor
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Han_Chinese
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hui_people
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hui_people
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Astrolabe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nanjing
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ming_Dynasty
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hongwu_Emperor
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zij
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Mashayihei&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Wu_Bozong&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Mashayihei&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Huihui_Lifa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Qing_Dynasty
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yang_Guangxian
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseon_Dynasty
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islamic_calendar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Huihui_Lifa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_astronomy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_astronomy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jamal_ad-Din_(astronomer)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Korea
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseon_Dynasty
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sejong_the_Great
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Huihui_Lifa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Huihui_Lifa


 

Page  18 

… Islamic Astronomy 

Observatories 

 
 

 

The first systematic observations in Islam are reported 
to have taken place under the patronage of al-Mamun. 
Here, and in many other private observatories from 
Damascus to Baghdad, meridian degrees were 
measured, solar parameters were established, and 
detailed observations of the Sun, Moon, and planets 
were undertaken.  
 
In the 10th century, the Buwayhid dynasty encouraged 
the undertaking of extensive works in astronomy, such 
as the construction of a large-scale instrument with 
which observations were made in the year 950. We 
know of this by recordings made in the zij of 
astronomers such as Ibn al-Alam. The great 
astronomer Abd Al-Rahman Al Sufi was patronised by 
prince Adud o-dowleh, who systematically revised 
Ptolemy's catalogue of stars. Sharaf al-Daula also 
established a similar observatory in Baghdad. Reports 
by Ibn Yunus and al-Zarqall in Toledo and Cordoba 
indicate the use of sophisticated instruments for their 
time.  

 
It was Malik Shah I who established the first large observatory, probably in Isfahan. It was here 
where Omar Khayyám with many other collaborators constructed a zij and formulated the Persian 
Solar Calendar a.k.a. the jalali calendar. A modern version of this calendar is still in official use in 
Iran today.  
 
The most influential observatory was however founded by Hulegu Khan during the 13th century. 
Here, Nasir al-Din al-Tusi supervised its technical construction at Maragha. The facility contained 
resting quarters for Hulagu Khan, as well as a library and mosque. Some of the top astronomers 
of the day gathered there, and from their collaboration resulted important modifications to the 
Ptolemaic system over a period of 50 years.  

 

 

 

Medieval manuscript by Qutb al-Din al-Shirazi 
depicting an epicyclic planetary model. 

The Ulugh Beg Observatory in 
Samarqand. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Al-Mamun
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Damascus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baghdad
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meridian_(geography)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sun
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Planets
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buwayhid
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zij
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Ibn_al-Alam&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abd_Al-Rahman_Al_Sufi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adud_o-dowleh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ptolemy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Star
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sharaf_al-Daula
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ptolemy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baghdad
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ibn_Yunus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Al-Zarqall
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ibn_Yunus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Al-Zarqall
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malik_Shah_I
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isfahan_(city)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Omar_Khayy%C3%A1m
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iranian_calendar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iranian_calendar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iran
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hulegu_Khan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nasir_al-Din_al-Tusi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maragha
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hulagu_Khan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ptolemaic_system
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Qutb_al-Din_al-Shirazi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ulugh_Beg_Observatory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samarqand


Page 19 

 

… Islamic Astronomy 
 
In 1420, prince Ulugh Beg, himself an astronomer and mathematician, founded another large 
observatory in Samarkand, the remains of which were excavated in 1908 by Russian teams.  
And finally, Taqi al-Din Muhammad ibn Ma'ruf founded a large observatory in Ottoman 
Constantinople in 1577, which was on the same scale as those in Maragha and Samarkand. The 
observatory was short-lived however, as opponents of the observatory and prognostication from 
the heavens prevailed and the observatory was destroyed in 1580. While the Ottoman clergy did 
not object to the science of astronomy, the observatory was primarily being used for astrology, 
which they did oppose, and successfully sought its destruction.  
 

Instruments 

 
 
 
 
Our knowledge of the instruments used by Muslim astronomers 
primarily comes from two sources: first the remaining 
instruments in private and museum collections today, and 
second the treatises and manuscripts preserved from the 
Middle Ages. Muslim astronomers of the "Golden Period" made 
many improvements to instruments already in use before their 
time, such as adding new scales or details.  
 

Celestial globes and armillary spheres 
Celestial globes were used primarily for solving problems in 
celestial astronomy. Today, 126 such instruments remain 
worldwide, the oldest from the 11th century. The altitude of the 
sun, or the Right Ascension and Declination of stars could be 
calculated with these by inputting the location of the observer 
on the meridian ring of the globe.  
 
An armillary sphere had similar applications. No early Islamic 
armillary spheres survive, but several treatises on "the 

instrument with the rings" were written. In this context there is also an Islamic development, the 
spherical astrolabe, of which only one complete instrument, from the 14th century, has survived.  
 

Astrolabes 

 
Brass astrolabes were a Hellenistic invention. The first Islamic astronomer reported as having 
built an astrolabe is Muhammad al-Fazari (late 8th century). Astrolabes were popular in the 
Islamic world during the "Golden Age", chiefly as an aid to finding the qibla. The earliest known 
example is dated to 927/8 (AH 315).  
 
The instruments were used to read the time of rise of the Sun and fixed stars. al-Zarqali of 
Andalusia constructed one such instrument in which, unlike its predecessors, did not depend on 
the latitude of the observer, and could be used anywhere. This instrument became known in 
Europe as the Saphea.  
 

Mechanical calendar 

 
Abu Rayhan Biruni made an instrument he called "Box of the Moon", which was a mechanical 
lunisolar calendar, employing a gear train and eight gear-wheels. This was an early example of a 
fixed-wired knowledge processing machine.  
 

Work in the observatorium of Taqi al-Din. 
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Sundials 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Muslims made several important improvements to 
the theory and construction of sundials, which they 
inherited from their Indian and Greek predecessors. 
Khwarizmi made tables for these instruments which 
considerably shortened the time needed to make 
specific calculations.  
 
Sundials were frequently placed on mosques to 
determine the time of prayer. One of the most 
striking examples was built in the 14th century by 
the muwaqqit (timekeeper) of the Umayyad Mosque 
in Damascus, ibn al-Shatir.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Quadrants 

 
Several forms of quadrants were invented by Muslims. Among them was the sine quadrant used 
for astronomical calculations, and various forms of the horary quadrant, used to determine time 
(especially the times of prayer) by observations of the sun or stars. A center of the development 
of quadrants was ninth-century Baghdad.  
 

Equatoriums 

 
The Equatorium is an Islamic invention from Al-Andalus. The earliest known was made in the 
11th century. It is a mechanical device for finding the positions of the moon, sun, stars and 
planets, without calculation using a geometrical model to represent the celestial body's mean and 
anomalistic position.  
 

The Timbuktu Manuscripts showing both 
mathematics and astronomy. 

Ibn al-Shatir's model for the appearances of 
Mercury, showing the multiplication of epicycles 
using the Tusi-couple, thus eliminating the 
Ptolemaic eccentrics and equant. 
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Astronomers spot one of the oldest stars in the 
entire universe 

And the 13.5-billion-year-old red dwarf just so happens to reside right here in the Milky Way. 
By Jake Parks 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

One of the oldest stars in the universe is quietly hiding out in the Milky Way some 2,000 light-
years from Earth.  
 
According to a new study published in The Astrophysical Journal, the tiny, 13.5-billion-year-old 
red dwarf contains barely any heavy elements at all, suggesting it formed out of a nearly pristine 
cloud of material leftover from shortly after the Big Bang. Furthermore, because the small star is 
just one-seventh the mass of the Sun and is made of primordial matter, it’s making astronomers 
reconsider the demographics of the very first stars.  

Ancient ancestors 
 

The first stars to form in the universe likely flicked on around 200 million years after the Big Bang. 
These early stars were forged out of the material that was available to them at the time — mostly 
hydrogen, some helium, and a touch of lithium.  
 
As these stars lived out their lives, they converted their starter elements into progressively 
heavier elements, which astronomers call “metals.” Eventually, some of these early stars 
exploded as supernovae, which spewed their trapped metals out into the cosmos. Then, the next 
batch of stars formed from the resulting, slightly metal-enhanced clouds. On and on this went, 
with each successive generation of stars enriching the next with more and more metals. 
 
“Our Sun likely descended from thousands of generations of short-lived massive stars that have 
lived and died since the Big Bang,” said lead author Kevin Schlaufman of Johns Hopkins 
University in a press release. “However, what’s most interesting about this star is that it had 
perhaps only one ancestor separating it and the beginnings of everything.” 
 
 

The newfound star is not only 
one of the oldest stars in the 
universe, but also one of the 
most metal-poor stars known. 
An artist’s concept of a small 
red dwarf star is shown 
above. 
 

http://www.astronomy.com/authors/jake-parks
http://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.3847/1538-4357/aadd97
http://www.astronomy.com/news/2018/03/fingerprinting-the-very-first-stars
https://physics-astronomy.jhu.edu/directory/kevin-schlaufman/
http://www.gemini.edu/node/21108
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… Oldest Star 

 

It’s small. So what? 
 
Although finding a star that’s been around since shortly after the Big Bang is undoubtedly 

fascinating, the small stature of the old, metal-poor star (succinctly named 2MASS J18082002-

5104378 B) is equally intriguing.  

 

In general, astronomers think the universe’s first stars were extremely massive, and lived quite 

short lives. In fact, until the late 1990s, many researchers thought that the early universe could 

only form massive stars.  

 

But that view has slowly evolved over the years as simulations have become increasingly 

sophisticated. For example, a Japanese study in 2012 carried out simulations that showed the 

formation of low-mass stars in the early universe could potentially be triggered by nearby 

supernova explosions.  

 

Although astronomers are not exactly sure how tiny 2MASS J18082002-5104378 B formed, “this 

discovery tells us that the very first stars in the universe didn’t have to all be massive stars that 

died long ago,” said astrophysicist Andrew Casey of Monash University to ScienceAlert. “These 

ancient stars could form from very small amounts of material, which means some of those relics 

from soon after the Big Bang could still exist today. That gives us a new viewpoint for star 

formation in the early universe!” 

 

 
 
 

https://arxiv.org/abs/1203.0820
https://arxiv.org/abs/1203.0820
https://www.sciencealert.com/tiny-ancient-metal-poor-star-in-the-milky-way-could-be-one-of-the-oldest-in-the-universe
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The Month Ahead 

MEETINGS:  

The next meeting will be on Wednesday 12 December 2018 @ 19:30. This will be the year-end 
dinner.  Remember to book and bring your own refreshment and glasses.  

MNASSA:  

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

download your free monthly copy.  

NIGHTFALL: 

Fantastic astronomy magazine. Available from the ASSA website. 

MEMBERSHIP FEES & BANKING:  

Members - R 170  Family Membership - R 200  Joining Fee - R 35  

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.  

POSTAL ADDRESS: 

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

CONTACT US: 

Chairman:  Piet Strauss (+27) 83 703 1626 

Vice Chairlady & Treasurer: Debbie Abel (+27) 83 326 4084 

Secretary: Brian Finch (+27) 82 924 1222 

Observatory Director: Mike Hadlow (+27) 83 326 4085 

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

Publicity & Facebook: Brett Harding (+27)  72 964 0962 

Out-Reach: 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 

Out-Reach & Events Co-Ordinator: Sheryl Venter (+27) 82 202 2874 

Librarian: Clair Odhav (+27) 83 395 5160 

Special Projects: Corinne Gill (+27) 84 777 0208 

‘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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ASSA Durban - Minutes of the Meeting 

14 November 2018 

Welcome: Chairman Piet Strauss welcomed all attendees. 

 

Present: 31 members and 2 visitors. 

 

Apologies: 7 Apologies received as per attendance book. 

 

Confirmation of previous minutes:  Minutes of 10 October 2018 meeting, proposed by Mike 

Hadlow, seconded by Oomar Rambillas, and approved. 

 

Matters arising from previous minutes:  Nil.  

 

Treasurer`s Report: Financial Balances as follows : 

                        Current a/c   R 75 000 

                        Savings a/c  R 30 000 approx.                       

                        Cash on hand  R   1 800 

 

36 members have still not paid their 2018/19 subscriptions. Reminders have been sent. The 

Chairman stressed the benefits of membership (Yearend supper, nDaba etc) and indicated that 

membership will, very reluctantly, be terminated where subscriptions remain unpaid at 30 

November. Sky Guides 2019 will be available to members shortly at R80 each. Golf shirts (R150) 

Caps etc now available from Treasurer. 

 

Special Projects:  Planetarium - No further update 

Basic Astronomy Course to be run in March/April 2019. Names to Logan Govender please. 

Astrophotography Courses, both basic and advanced, proposed for early 2019. 

Outreach Events :  Disappointment at the lack of support for the Wagtail Event ( 9/10 November) 

was expressed. Winterton Event reported as very successful in spite of far from ideal weather 

( approx. 50 attendees including 8 members). It was also reported that the annual Sustainable 

Living event will not be held in 2019. 

Observatory:  9 November public viewing held with 3 x visitors. Next viewing 7 December.  

Training of volunteers to be delayed until completion of Basic Astronomy Course in 2019. 

 

Publicity:  P.R./Press course successfully held on 10 November with 6 attendees.    

Publicity sub-committee considering use of Social Media for communication etc with members. 

General:   Yearend supper on 12 December, free to members (R50 non-members, who are 

most welcome). BOOKING ESSENTIAL TO ENSURE ADEQUATE CATERING. BYO + glasses 

please.  Vintage Calendar to be auctioned via American Auction. BRING CASH!! 

Speakers :  Debbie Abel gave her usual NASA Report and Mike Hadlow reported on the 

November/ December/ January Sky.  Our main speaker was Mounita Aich, from UKZN Westville, 

who gave a most interesting presentation on the identification and characteristics of Exoplanets.  

The meeting closed at about 21:30 followed by tea/coffee.  
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Name Phone Name Phone Assistant New Moon Public Viewing 

Brian Finch 082 924 1222 Debbie Abel 083 326 4084 Mike Hadlow 9 October 2018 12 October 2018 

John Gill 083 378 8797 Ooma Rambilass 083 739 3178 Susan Knight 7 November 2018 9 November 2018 

Maryanne 
Jackson 082 882 7200 Johnny Visser 082 357 3091 

Ooma 
Rambilass 7 December 2018 7 December 2018 

                           

Public Viewing Roster 

THE BIG 5 OF THE AFRICAN SKY  

The magnificent southern sky is a starry realm 

richly sown with a treasury of deep-sky objects: star 

clusters, bright and dark gas clouds, and galaxies.  

From this (sometimes bewildering) array five 

specimens of each class of object have been 

selected by a special Deep-Sky Task Force and are 

presented here as the celestial Big Five.  

The representative of open star clusters is the 

Southern Pleiades. First amongst the globular 

star clusters is the overwhelming Omega Centauri. 

Bright nebulae are represented by the majestic Eta 

Carinae Nebula. The mysterious dark nebulae 

are represented by the Coal Sack. And the most 

splendid galaxy of them all is our own Milky Way 

Galaxy.  

Your mission is to observe each of these beautiful 

objects and report back on what you have 

witnessed.  

All submitted observations will be carefully 

evaluated and feedback will be given. The names 

of all participants will be acknowledged on the 

ASSA website. Observing certificates will be 

awarded only on merit and are issued by the Deep-

Sky Section of the Astronomical Society. Have fun, 

and keep looking up!  
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Members Moments 

 

Winterton Star Party.  

Corinne Gill, 

Elizabeth and Johnny 

Visser enjoying some 

refreshments and 

waiting for nightfall. 

Dr. Moumita Aich, from UKZN Westville , who gave a most 
interesting presentation on the identification and 

characteristics of Exoplanets. 
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Members Moments 

 

 Our chairman, Piet Strauss, setting up a few 

scopes for the outreach star party in 

Winterton.  Fantastic skies from 21:00 till early 

morning.  We were able to see the LMC and 

the SMC without a scope. 

At the November public viewing, a  

young astronomer getting her first 

glimpse of Saturn.   

The Winterton gang! 
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Pre-Loved Astronomical Equipment 

 

Contact Amith Rajpal 083 335 8800  

Amith.Rajpal@coretecit.co.za 

Retail Price is over R 23 000  Asking Price: R 17 500 

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 

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). 

Green Laser Pointers 

50mW — R 350 each 

Contact Piet  083 703 1626 
on WhatsApp or SMS. 

Will also be available at next 
ASSA meeting. 

Tasco 46-114500 
Diameter = 114mm 
Focal Length = 1000mm 
Coated optics 
Extra eyepieces 
hasn’t been used much  
Paid R 4 500  
 
Asking Price R 2 000 
 
Hoddy Hudson 

Christmas Special—only R 350 each 
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