
O
ctober 2004

CANOPUS
M onth ly Ne w s le tte r of th e  Jo h anne s b u rg Ce nte r of A SSA

1

As tronom ical Expos ure  at th e  
Ros ebank  Rooftop M ark et

ASSA Jh b h oste d  an exh ib ition space  at th e  Rose bank  Rooftop Mark et on August 29 , 
w h e re  m em be rs sh owcase d  th e ir tele scope s (com m ercial and  self- built), th e  ATMers 
sh ow ed  off th e ir stuff and  gene ral inform ation about th e  Society and  its activitie s was 
given to all th at appeare d  intere ste d .  Th e  solar view ing proved  to b e  a good  
attraction and  th e  am ateur tele scope - m ak ing also grabb e d  q uite  a few  look e rs- on's 
attention.  A b ig th ank - you to all w h o contribute d !



D e ar Canopus Re ade r,

I am  ple ase d to say th at th is  m onth 's  
e dition is  a true  h om e grow n tom e  
full of astronom ical adve nture s, facts 
and figure s.

W e  re ad Vince 's  account of th e  
Tsw aing e xpe dition th at took  place  in 
August, w ith  its vivid de scription of 
th e  m e te oric de struction th at m ade  
it w h at it is  today.  A follow -up of 
th e  article  in th e  Se pte m be r e dition, 
it is  q uite  an e nte rtaining re ad.

Suth e rland w as invade d by a troupe  
of avid ASSA m e m be rs w h o vis ite d 
th e  SALT site , afte r trave lling 
th rough  our be autiful country by 
train.  Cath rine 's  re nde ring of e ve nts 

conjure s  up im age s of funfille d days 
w ith out h urry - I am  positive ly 
je alous...

Th e n w e  h ave  a bit of e xotica, w ith  
Ch ris ' trave logue  on h is  vis it to 
Flore nce , w h e re  h is  accide ntal 
discove ry of th e  local obse rvatory 
prove d to be  th e  h igh ligh t of h is  trip.

As a ch e rry on top th is  m onth , I am  
also ple ase d to announce  th at Ed 
Findlay w ill be  h osting a s e rie s  of 's k y 
talk s' for us, k ick ing off th is  m onth .  I 
th ink  a round of applause  w ould be  
in orde r for h is  e loq ue nce  in all 
th ings starry!

Cle ar s k ie s  all th e  w ay,

M arièn n e
PS - Since  I am  a H ubble -ite  for life , h e re  is  
Th e  Cone  Ne bula (NGC2264), one  of m y 
favourite s  - for your e ye s  only!  M
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W e  w e lcom e  
contributions from  
our re ade rs.  To 

subm it article s, s h ort 
storie s  or any ne w s of 
inte re st, ple ase  fax or 

e -m ail your 
contributions to th e  

e ditor.

D e adline  for 
contributions is  on 

th e  20th  of th e  
curre nt m onth  for th e  
ne xt m onth 's  e dition.

O pinions e xpre ss e d 
are  th ose  of 

individuals and not 
ne ce ssarily th at of 

ASSA, ASSA 
Joh anne sburg Ce nte r, 

th e  e ditor or 
com m itte e  m e m be rs 

of ASSA 
Joh anne sburg Ce nte r.

To tak e  a pe e k  at th e  
e le ctronic ve rs ion of 
th is  ne w sle tte r, surf 
to our w e bs ite  at 

w w w .assajh b.co.za

From  th e  e ditor
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12 ..... Mr. Murph y's  Law s
13 ..... Sym posium  Info
14 ..... Ge ntle m an in Fire nze
16 ..... Th e  Sk y th is  Month ;

Appe al to all radio-
astronom e rs

Local is  le k k er!



If you m is s  th e  sym posium  in O ctobe r, you w ill 
probably not ge t anoth e r ch ance  to h e ar such  a 
w onde rful group of e xpe rts in your life tim e .

Th e  ASSA sym posium  in O ctobe r w ill be  
offe ring a fe ast of e xce lle nt astronom y talk s, 
pre s e nte d by som e  of  th e  m ost q ualifie d 
astronom e rs in th e  country.

W e  are  ve ry privile ge d to h ave  th e  ne w  dire ctor 
of SAAO , D r Ph il Ch arle s, w h o only officially 
tak e s  ove r th e  pos ition at th e  be ginning of 
O ctobe r, as w e ll as D r Ian Glass, trave lling up 
from  Cape  Tow n spe cially for th e  sym posium . 
Also from  th e  Cape  w ill be  D r Pie te r Kotze  , 
from  th e  H e rm anus Magne tic O bse rvatory 
talk ing about th e  m agne tic prope rtie s  of th e  
e arth .

Th e n th e re  w ill be  a h ost of local spe ak e rs, 
pre s e nting pape rs on m any dive rs e  aspe cts of 
astronom y.  It w ill be  th re e  days of absorbing 
astronom y, and a ch ance  for you to ge t 
answ e rs to som e  of th ose  puzzling q ue stions 
you m ay h ave .

You w ill se e  th e  te le scope  th at discove re d 
Proxim a Ce ntauri, th e  26-m e te r radio 
te le scope  at H ARTRAO , and you w ill h e ar 
about som e  e xciting discove rie s  m ade  w ith  th e  
H e s s  te le scope .  You w ill le arn about black  
h ole s, galaxie s, m ira variable s and w h at 
h appe ne d afte r th e  large st k now n m e te orite  
im pact occurre d.  And m uch  m ore .

It prom is e s  to be  both  e nte rtaining and 
e ducating and a ch ance  to m e e t w ith  oth e r lik e  
m inde d am ate urs from  all corne rs of th e  
country.

Se e  you th e re ?

Ch airm an's Ch at
by Brian Frase r

W h at a feas t lie s  ah ead...

ASSA logo com petition 
announced

Th e  ASSA Council h as agre e d th at a 
com pe tition is  to be  h e ld to de s ign a ne w  
logo for th e  Socie ty.  Th e  logo s h ould be  
distinctive , uniq ue  and re pre s e ntative  of 
astronom y in South e rn Africa.  For m ore  
inform ation on th e  h istory of astronom y in 
South e rn Africa and th e  Socie ty's 
obje ctive s, vis it w w w .saao.ac.za/assa.  All 
m e m be rs are  invite d to subm it e ntrie s  
w h ich  m ay be  e -m aile d to 
m acie j@ ifr.sun.ac.za or poste d to ASSA 
Logo Com pe tition, PO  Box 9 , O bse rvatory 
79 35, South  Africa.

D e adline : To be  re ce ive d be fore  Nove m be r 
1, 2004.

Th e  w inning e ntry w ill be  announce d 
be fore  January 1, 2005 and th e  w inne r w ill 
re ce ive  a prize  to th e  value  of R250. 
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M em bers h ip Renew al
- Last Re m inde r

Ple ase  re m e m be r to re ne w  your m e m be rs h ip for 
2004-2005!
Form s are  available  on th e  w e bs ite , or 
from  Ch ris  Pe nbe rth y on re q ue st.
Norm al m e m be r: R125.00
Fam ily: R150.00
Minors, Pe ns ione rs &  Stude nts: R62.50
Joining fe e  for ne w  m e m be rs: R50.00
Note  th at th e  subscription pe riod corre s -
ponds to th e  Ce ntre 's  adm inistrative  ye ar, 
i.e . 1 July 2004 to 30 June  2005.

A teach e r was ask e d  by a pupil:
"Ma'am , th e  m an w h o built th e  first clock ...
H ow  d id  h e  k now  w h at tim e  it was?".



Th rough  m y 
look ing Glas s

by Ed Finlay

Th e  conste llation of 
Cygnus th e  Sw an is  w e ll 
place d for vie w ing 

around 15th  O ctobe r, s ituate d som e  24 
de gre e s  above  th e  h orison to  th e  north -w e st. 
At th e  h e ad of th e  sw an is  Albire o (Be ta Cygni), 
a 3rd m agnitude  star vis ible  to th e  nak e d e ye . A 
sm all te le scope  s h ow s a be autiful double  w ith  a 
s e paration of 34 arc s e conds. O ne  is  golde n 
ye llow  w ith  a m agnitude  of 3, and th e  
com panion is  blue is h  w ith  a m agnitude  of 5. 
Agne s Cle rk , in h e r book  H istory of Astronom y 
(copy in our library) says "pe rh aps th e  lovlie st 
e ffe ct of colour in th e  h e ave ns".

Lying 7 de gre e s  above  Be ta Cygni (to th e  
south ), in th e  conste llation of Vulpe cula, th e  
Little  D og, is  M27, th e  D um be ll Ne bula. Th is  is  
a plane tary ne bula, a s h e ll of gas puffe d off by a 
star late  in its life  and w as th e  first plane tary 
note d by M e ss ie r.  I w rote  in m y log book  th at it 
w as e asy to s e e  th rough  m y 8-inch  SCT, an 
oval, gre y in colour w ith  a pinch e d ce ntre . A 
broadband LPR filte r de fine s  it m ore  s h arply 
against th e  back ground dark  s k y.

Look  for th e  plane t Uranus 58 de gre e s  above  
th e  h orison in th e  conste llation of Aq uarius, 

som e  2 de gre e s  w e st and a little  south  of Sigm a 
Aq uarii. At m agnitude  5.8, m y-8 inch  SCT 
re ve ale d a cle ar, crisp, w e ll de fine d blue -gre e n 
but fe ature le ss  disc. W ith  an angular diam e te r 
of le ss th an 4 arc s e conds it w as a tiny dot in 
th e  fie ld of vie w  of th e  te le scope .

Ne ptune  lie s  som e  79  de gre e s  above  th e  
h orison - about 1 de gre e  w e st of 4th  
m agnitude  Th e ta in Capricorn. At m agnitude  
7.9  it w as a pale  blue -gre e n disc th rough  th e  8-
inch  scope . Its angular diam e te r is  about 2.3 
arc s e conds so it is  sm alle r th an Uranus.  Both  
th e s e  plane tary obse rvations w e re  m ade  at Tom  
Budge 's  place  ne ar H e nnops Rive r, so th e  s k y 
w as re asonably dark . Magnification on th e  8-
inch  w as 160x, any h igh e r and th e  obje cts 
be cam e  blurre d.

Look ing tow ards and sligh tly e ast of true  south , 
and about 40 de gre e s  above  th e  h orison is  th e  
conste llation of Tucana th e  Toucan, fore ve r 
s itting on its e gg re pre s e nte d by th e  sm alle r 
Mage llanic Cloud. Th is  is  a sate llite  galaxy of 
our M ilk y W ay and it is  not vis ible  w ith  th e  
nak e d e ye  from  th e  m ajor ce ntre s  of population 
due  to s e ve re  ligh t pollution.  From  a dark  s k y 
s igh t it is  a nak e d e ye  ob- je ct s ituate d a little  
le ss  th an 200,000 ligh t ye ars distant. It is  an 
irre gular galaxy and re s e m ble s a sm all blob of 
ligh t.

Lying closs to th is  galaxy, about 3 de gre e s  to 
th e  w e st is  th e  w onde rful globular clus- 47 

Tucanae . I can't 
m ak e  up m y m ind 
w h ich  is  th e  m ore  
spe ctacular, th is  or 
O m e ga Ce ntauri. It 
is  a ve ry conde nse d 
obje ct and m y 4-
inch  re fractor 
s h ow e d a granular 
ball of ligh t w h ile  th e  
8-inch  re solve d th e  
e dge s  into stars. 
Th e  Abbe  La Caille  
de scribe d it as "lik e  
th e  nucle us of a 
fairly brigh t com e t".

More  ne xt m onth ,

E d
4

Uranus captured in Infrared ligh t (H ubble)

Available from  w w w .h ubble.org



5

British  scie ntist spots Saturn's 
se cre ts

-Tim e s, Guardian
A ne w  ring of Saturn and a m yste rious ob-
je ct th at m ay be  a ne w  m oon h ave  be e n 
discove re d by a Britis h  scie ntist us ing 
ne w  im age s from  th e  Cass ini probe  cur-
re ntly orbiting th e  plane t. Th e  ring w as 
spotte d by Profe ssor Carl Murray of 
Q ue e n Mary Unive rs ity of London w h ile  
e xam ining picture s  tak e n by th e  space -
craft as it e nte re d orbit on July 1. D e tails 
of th e  discove rie s  w e re  announce d at th e  
Britis h  Association Fe stival of Scie nce  at 
th e  Unive rs ity of Exe te r.     

Aste roids could h ave  trigge re d cre -
ation of life

-Tim e s, Inde pe nde nt
Re s e arch  into a 15-m ile  im pact crate r in 
th e  Canadian Arctic h as re ve ale d th at th e  
e xtre m e  h e at ge ne rate d by an aste roid 
m ore  th an h alf a m ile  w ide  le ft be h ind 
rock s th at are  an ide al h abitat for prim it-
ive  life . Such  catastroph ic e ve nts can 
trigge r th e  form ation of am ino acids and 
oth e r organic com pounds th at are  th e  
bas ic building block s of life . W h e n th e s e  
are  flush e d into a h ot, w e t crate r w ith  th e  
righ t sort of rock conditions be com e  
pe rfe ct for th e  e m e rge nce  of living organ-
ism s, according to Ch arle s Cock e ll of th e  
Britis h  Antarctic Surve y.  

Lunar prob e  ush e rs in ion-e ngine  
age

- Tim e s, Guardian, D aily Te le graph
A Europe an space craft pow e re d by a Star 
Tre k -style  e ngine  h as be gun its final ap-
proach  to th e  Moon on a m is s ion to te st 
ne w  te ch nology th at could cut ye ars off 
th e  fligh t tim e  to oth e r plane ts. Sm art-1, 
w h ich  w ill e nte r orbit around th e  Moon 
on Nove m be r 15 and be gin ph otograph -
ing its dark  s ide  is  th e  m ost advance d 
probe  to be  fitte d w ith  an ion drive  
propulsion syste m . Th e  re volutionary 
th ruste rs are  te n tim e s  m ore  e ffi-
cie nt th an traditional rock e ts and are  
w ide ly conside re d to re pre s e nt th e  
future  of space  trave l.

Sh uttle  space  ce ntre  surve ys h ur-
ricane  dam age

- Ne w  Scie ntist
All th re e  re m aining space  s h uttle s 
w e ath e re d H urricane  France s w ith out ap-
pare nt dam age  afte r th e  cyclone  w e ak e ne d 
be fore  h itting th e  Florida coast south  of 
Cape  Canave ral. But th e  m ass ive  Ve h icle  
Ass e m bly Building took  h e avy dam age . 
About 1000 of its e xte rior pane ls - e ach  
m e asuring 1.2 by 3 m e tre s  - w e re  rippe d 
off th e  south  and e ast s ide s . Th is  is  th e  
w orst dam age  e xpe rie nce d by th e  Ke nne dy 
Space  Ce nte r s ince  its e stablis h m e nt in 
th e  19 60s, dire ctor Jim  Ke nne dy told re -
porte rs.

Inflatab le  space sh ip se t for te st 
fligh t

- Nature
An inflatable  life boat could one  day fe rry 
strande d astronauts back  to Earth  if a pro-
totype 's  te st fligh ts are  succe ssful. Th e  
re -e ntry ve h icle  w e igh s  just 130 k ilogram s 
and is  be ing de ve lope d to carry cargo 
back  from  th e  Inte rnational Space  Station. 
But its inve ntors, Re turn and Re scue  
Space  Syste m s Bre m e n, Ge rm any, w h ich  
h as built th e  craft w ith  colle ague s in Rus-
s ia, be lie ve  th at it could also le t astronauts 
bail out of th e  space  station or de liv-
e r robots to th e  surface  of Mars.

O dd signal from  a galaxy far far 
aw ay

 - Guardian, D aily Te le graph , Tim e s, D aily Mail
First contact, according to Ne w  Scie ntist 
m agazine . Th e  s ignal h as be e n obse rve d 
for only about a m inute , not long e nough  
to allow  astronom e rs to analyse  it in de -
tail. For s ix ye ars, th e  SETI@ h om e  
proje ct (Se arch  for Extra-Te rre strial Inte lli-
ge nce ) h as us e d program s running as 
scre e nsave rs on m illions of PCs w orldw ide  
to s ift s ignals pick e d up by th e  Are cibo 

te le scope  in Pue rto Rico. D avid Ande r-
son, th e  proje ct's dire ctor, said h e  
w as intrigue d by th e  s ignal but sce p-
tical.

In th e  e nd, look s lik e  it could be  a 
false  alarm .  Agge ne e .
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Q: Is 
th e re  life  

beyond 
Earth ?
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TSW AING…
- an 'e ye  w itne ss' account

by Vince nt Ne ttm ann

Som e  220 000 ye ars ago, a m e te orite  w ith  a diam e te r of 
approxim ate ly 50 m e tre s, im pacte d Earth , trave lling at 
h ype r-ve locity - about 70 k m /se cond.

It is  difficult to im agine  w h at th e  e arly inh abitants of th e  
Tsw aing re gion w as confronte d w ith  on th at particular day 
(or nigh t)... Th e y m ost lik e ly w ould h ave  s e e n a sudde n 
e norm ous brigh tne ss  h igh  in th e  s k y, soon accom panie d by a 
de afe ning roar.  A fe w  s e conds late r, an im pact e xplosion of 
about 100 H iros h im a bom bs!!

In th e  im m e diate  are a, all life  form s, m uch  of th e  rock  at th e  
surface  and be drock  be low , and th e  m ajor part of th e  
m e te orite  w as instantly vaporis e d. Be drock  from  be low  and 
around th is  zone  spurte d out and ove rturne d, form ing a 
h uge  crate r cavity.  Eve ryth ing w h ich  h ad not be e n 
de stroye d by th e  e xplosive  s h ock  w ave , w as soon burie d by 
e je cta and th e  ove rturne d rock s of th e  crate r rim , som e  of it 
w h ich  w as stre w n as far as 3.5 k m  aw ay from  th e  im pact s ite .

An air blast, toge th e r w ith  th e  e xplosive  e ffe cts of th e  s h ock  
w ave , w as re sponsible  for re gional de struction.  W inds of 
m ore  th an 1000 k m /h our, stripping th e  surface  bare  of 
e ve ry living or grow ing organism  in a 30k m  radius, h ow le d 
th rough  th e  atm osph e re . Still furth e r out, tre e s  w as 
uproote d, and m iss ile -lik e  de bris  instantly k ille d any poss ible  
survivors w h o got in th e  w ay.

About 10 s e conds late r, it w as all ove r. As th e  dust and 
de bris  s e ttle d, a crate r som e  1.2k m  w ide  and about 400m  
de e p w as all th at w as le ft.

M ille nnia late r, on th e  w e e k e nd of 21 to 22 August 2004, 
anoth e r uniq ue  e ve nt h appe ne d at Tsw aing…   A group of 
e xplore rs, astronom e rs and oth e r 'fundi’s' in th e ir fie lds, 
w e nt on a joint fie ld e xpe dition to th e  are a.

Th e y cam e  to s e e  th e  e vide nce , and to e xplore  th e  s k ie s  
from  w h e nce  th e  bolide  fe ll. Th e y saw  and e xpe rie nce d th is, 
and a lot m ore …  Sh anta’s re port in last m onth s Canopus, 
says it all. (Th ank s for th e  h e lp and support and for a w e ll-
w ritte n and e nte rtaining contribution to our ne w sle tte r.  W e  
m ust do m ore  joint ESSA/ASSA outings).

Th e  e xpe dition found th e  are a to be  ve ry diffe re nt to w h at 
th e y w ould h ave  e xpe rie nce d 220 000 ye ars ago! A q uie t 
place  out in nature , w ith  gre at facilitie s  for th is  type  of 
e ve nt, now  e xists - just a bird w atch e r’s m orning w alk  aw ay 
from  a soda pan on th e  crate r floor.

Scope  for Sale
Ce le stron  Ne xStar 130GT for sale . 
As k ing price  is  R 6800.00  (R8200 ne w ) 
.  Th e  te le scope  is  now  6 m onth s old, 
and com e s w ith  all th e  standard 
acce ssorie s .  Anyone  inte re ste d in it can 
look  at it (in Pre toria, close  to th e  
Pre toria Ce ntre  m e e ting place ) be fore  
th e y purch ase  it.  But once  tak e n it is  "as 
is" (voe tstoe ts).  Th e  ow ne r h as not h ad 
any proble m s w ith  it, and e ve n trie d h is  
h and at tak ing ph otos w ith  th e  te le scope . 
Th e  only re ason for s e lling is  th at h e  
w ants a large r scope ...
If you ne e d any additional inform ation 
ple ase  contact Bruce  Z ange l on 
zange lbd@ state .gov or 083 423 9 653.

Lib rary Catalogue
Th e  library cle anup party on th e  
18th  of Se pte m be r w as a gre at 
succe ss. Nine  ASSA m e m be rs 
gath e re d w ith  th e  goal of 
cataloguing our library book s - 
no m atte r h ow  long it took . W e  
m ade  s h ort w ork  of it, and 
com ple te d th e  tas k  in a little  
unde r four h ours. Not a m om e nt 
too soon, I m igh t add - D ave  
w as com plaining of ISBN 
num be rs dancing in front of h is  
e ye s .  A couple  of inte re sting 
facts about th e  565 book s w e  
capture d:  O ur "star" auth or is  
Sir Patrick  Moore . H is  nam e  
appe ars as prim ary or sole  
auth or on no le ss th an 39  
book s, and as co-auth or of q uite  
a fe w  m ore . Th e  olde st book  in 
th e  catalogue  w as publis h e d in 
1850, nam e ly H e rsch e l's 
"O utline s of Astronom y".  Now  it 
be falls th e  th e  librarian to be at 
th e  catalogue  into a usable  form . 
Th is  involve s corre cting spe lling 
and oth e r e rrors, standardis ing 
th e  form at and publis h ing it in a 
us e ful form at. Pursuant to th is, a 
com ple te  catalogue  w ill be  
publis h e d online  for th e  be ne fit 
of th e  m e m be rs.



Saturday
Th e  Saturday m orning w as spe nt s e tting up 
cam p, follow e d by a w alk  to 'ground ze ro', 
and back  to Kgotla for lunch . (Th ank s to D ave  
and Joh n for s h aring your picnic lunch  w ith  
m e .)

A lazy afte rnoon for som e , th e  late  arrivals 
m ak ing ne w  frie nds w h ile  unpack ing th e ir 
ge ar, oth e rs  disappe are d along h ik ing trails 
and to th e  vis itors ce ntre .  Som e  w e nt off on 
bicycle s in diffe re nt dire ctions to do a bit of 
e xclusive  private  gam e  and bird w atch ing 
(Im pala, ze bra, k udu and e land).

Th e  ch ildre n w e nt for a slow  drive  along th e  
crate r rim  (a doze n of th e m  on th e  back  of m y 
1400 bak k ie ) to play by th e  rive r (try not to 
ge t m ud on a doze n ch ildre n’s s h oe s  ne ar 
w ate r...), follow e d by a 'sunse t gam e  drive ' on 
Saturday afte rnoon (ve rve t m onk e ys, im pala 
and bande d m ongoose  … m onge e s e ? 
… m ongii ?).  Th is  gave  th e  pare nts a s h ort 
tim e  to re lax and pre pare  an e arly m e al for th e  
'1st Tsw aing cub and brow nie  pack '.  W h ile  
th e  m oon w as s e tting, I e nte rtaine d th e m  w ith  
a slide  s h ow  and som e  te le scope  vie w ing. 
Th e ir O ooh !'s  And Aaah !'s  soon dre w  th e  
atte ntion of th e  ch atting, dining adults, and 
fortunate ly (as you w ill se e  late r), e ve ry-one  
joine d th e  q ue ue  to “le t m e  also s e e ...”

Th ank s to all around th e  frie ndly braai fire  for 
suppe r. (I w as busy e du-taining th e  Tsw aing 
staff m e m be rs and th e ir fam ilie s  during 
suppe rtim e , be ing fe d ch oice  tit-bits from  th e  
braai by th ose  joining th e  Tsw aing staff at th e  
te le scope s for som e  m ore  “le t m e  also s e e ...”)

I e njoye d pre s e nting m y 'Brie f tour th rough  
th e  space  and tim e  of our Unive rs e ' slide  
s h ow  to th is  audie nce  of frie ndly and 
inte re ste d (as w e ll as inte re sting) pe ople .

O n to th e  te le scope  vie w ing s e s s ion.  W e ll, 
says I to th e  pe ople , "astronom e rs also ofte n 
study clouds as w e ll you k now … ". Fortunate ly 
m ost got in anoth e r 'q uick  sq uizz' at a fe w  
obje cts be fore  it got too cloudy.  Late r, th e  
s k ie s  cle are d incide ntally to re ve al a 
spe ctacular m ilk y w ay just afte r m idnigh t.

Sunday
Afte r Sunday bre ak fast (th ank s  Ch arle s and 
Adri for th e  invitation to join th e  'pack ' for a 
full-on big-bus h ve ld-bom a-boyscout 
bre ak fast), th e  e xploring type s w e nt off to 
e xplore  th e  Naam bu w e tlands trail, oth e rs  
w e nt m ountain bik ing, som e  staye d be h ind to 
re lax on de ck  ch airs or in h am m ock s, liste ning 
to th e  birds, re ading, e tc.

I m e t up w ith  th e  Sunday m orning group for 
anoth e r crate r w alk , e ve ryone  on tim e  and 
re ady to go.  Th e  list of subje cts cove re d w as 
a true  A to Z : arch ae ology, botany, ch e m istry, 
drilling and analysing crate r core  sam ple s, 
e agle s (H ie raae tus fasciatus, th e  African h aw k  
e agle , w h ich  is  te rritorial and m ate s for life ), 
factory ruins of salt and soda e xtraction 
plants, ge ology, h istory (from  Vre de fort 2023 
m illion ye ars ago to th e  K.T. e ve nt 65 m illion 
ye ars ago to salt m ining at Tsw aing until 
19 57), im pala spoor am ongst a h ost of oth e r 
spoor along th e  sand road, jum ping into 
sm e lly salty soda lak e s, k ilom e tre s  (about 7,5 
of th e m ), le pidoptary, m e te ors, Ne w ton, 
ornith ology, ph ys ics, q uantum  th e ory, 
re lativity, stars, TNT (about 30-40 
m e gatonne s of th e  stuff!), th e  Unive rs e , 
Vince nt (???), w ildlife , xim e nia caffra (th e  large  
sour plum  - not to be  confuse d w ith  pappe a 
cape ns is, th e  jack e t plum ), ye llow -bille d and 
gre y h ornbills and, zoology.  All som e  of th e  
subje ct m atte rs discuss e d during our 3,5 h our 
ram ble . O nce  again, a gre at group of pe ople  
to 'e du-tain'.

Th e n cam e  lunch  (th ank s  to all w h o fe d m e  
m ore  ch oice  tit-bits, as I w e nt from  table  to 
table  to say m y goodbye s), and th e n, all too 
soon, cam e  'pack  up and go tim e '…

A gre at tim e  w as h ad by all. A spe cial th ank s  
to D r. Robe rt de  Jong and h is  staff including 
W illiam  and Re gina for th e ir h ospitality, also 
to D ave  Gordon and Joh n Som e rs-Vine  &  Co. 
for bringing ASSA’s ne w  digital proje ctor 
along - w h at an ass e t to h ave ! Th ank s to 
e ve ryone  w h o participate d in th is  uniq ue  
e ve nt (atte nde d all in all by 66 pe ople  ove r 
th e  duration of th e  w e e k e nd). To ne w  frie nds 
m ade , and to e ve ry one  e lse , s e e  you at th e  
ne xt uniq ue  Tsw aing e ve nt.

W atch  th is space ! ... And k e e p space  w atch ing!
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Spring Tour to Suth erland
by Cath e rine  McKinnon

If you e njoy rapidly ch anging, w e ll fille d days of 
e xcite m e nt and inte re st you s h ould h ave  be e n 
on th is  trip.  O ur guide , Etie nne  Van Z yl, 
k now s South  African ve ry w e ll and h e  w as 
ade pt at ge tting us around via th e  m ost 
ple asurable , sce nic and, be lie ve  it or not, th e  
m ost e conom ical w ay, so th at th e re  w as m one y 
le ft for th e  re al fun th ings - in fact, w e  didn't 
m is s  a trick , nor a ch ance  to pot be e rs  or scoff 
braais and brunch e s .

W e  starte d at Joh anne sburg station’s Buffalo 
Bill w ith  a brunch .

Le cond ucteur crie   “En voiture  m e ss ie urs!” et 
tout le m ond e  se  m et ch e rch e r une  place .

O ve r th e  inte rcom  Sh os h oloza Me yl w is h e d 
th e  Astronom y Socie ty a good trip.   W e  w e nt 
via Ge rm iston and th e  s k ie s  be yond 
Bloe m fonte in w e re  ve ry dark  and w e  droole d 
ove r th e  SW  s k ie s  be fore  turning in.  At 
Noupoort th e  train stoppe d for 3 h ours in th e  
dark  due  to a pow e r failure .  Th is  w as 

s e re ndipitous as it e nable d us to s e e  ve ry 
be autiful Cape  sce ne ry in th e  daw n and 
th rough  th e  m ist.  Th is  w as afte r a ve ry long 
tunne l south  of Noupoort.   Th e n afte r 
Alice dale , w e  be gan w inding around Gam e  
country w h e re  Gary Playe r is  locating h is  golf 
course , follow e d by th e  Addo Ele ph ant Park  
w h ich  is  sce nic from  th e  train.  

Th e n on to th e  P.E. flats, and bliss  of bliss, th e  
s e a.  P.E. struck  us all w h o do not k now  it, as a 
ple asant surpris e  as it is  so cle an, ch e e rful and 
w e ll appointe d w ith  m any good apartm e nt 
h oliday flats and e nte rtainm e nt are as, and 
noth ing too garis h .  Th e  place  w as pre tty 
e m pty.  

W e  love d Bayw orld on th is  fre s h  day w h ich  
m ade  th e  dolph ins and s e al fris k y.  D olly, th e  
34 ye ar old fe m ale  dolph in, is  e xpe cting at th e  
e nd of Se pte m be r and is  be ing care fully 
m onitore d by h e r ow n gynae cologist and 
radiologist.  Sh e  and h e r partne r D om ino gave  
us an e nch anting s h ow .  W e  h ad to look  at th e  
aq uarium s at a ve ry q uick  pace  due  to tim e  
constraints.  Th e n w e  s k idde d th rough  th e  
Snak e  Park  and h ad a sm all taste  of th e  
Muse um , m ostly de vote d to s h ipping h istory in 
Algoa Bay and w e  clim be d th e  ligh th ouse .



Th e  ce ntre  of tow n is  a Tourist's  de ligh t as it is  
so w e ll k e pt.  Ple nty of m one y is  us e d to k e e p 
th e  buildings pristine .  W e  w e re  tak e n to th e  
Boe r W ar H ors e  M e m orial, a ge ntle  touch .

Th e  h igh ligh t of th e  day w as s itting outs ide  at a 
Re staurant ove rlook ing th e  pie r and s e a and 
unw inding in th e  am bie nce  of th e  e ve ning. 
Th e n w e  w e nt to th e  P.E. obse rvatory w h e re  
Nie lse n s h ow e d us th e ir old re fractor te le scope  
w h ich  h ad be e n originally at th e  Cape  Tow n 
obse rvatory.   It is  h ous e d in an obscure  
building in a public park , unde r a roll-off roof. 
W e  w e re  tre ate d to a fe w  pe e k s  at th e  scope , 
w h ich  w e re  acce ptable , as it w as a good nigh t 
for vie w ing.  It is  a sm all club, battling for 

m e m be rs h ip and h aving to go out into th e  
Gam e  re s e rve s outs ide  of P.E. to s e e  dark  s k ie s . 
Th e y appre ciate d our liais ing w ith  th e m .

W e  th an drove  to ‘Th e  W illow s’- and drove  w as 
not th e  w ord, as it w as dark  and w e  fe lt w e  h ad 
done  a U -turn back  to Kroonstad.  W h e n w e  
finally arrive d, a boom  block e d th e  e ntrance  as 
no one  w as on duty.  O h  boy, and no one  h ad 
e ate n suppe r.  Afte r m uch  h ooting and 
e ve ntually se tting off in de spair, w e  h appily 
e spie d a torch  and a life  form .  

Th e  re st is  h istory.  I collapse d in a bunk  be d, 
th e  oth e rs  w e nt I k now  not w h e re  to e at and 
th e n it w as m orning and th e  sound of th e  s e a 

w as h e ard.

Afte r coffe e , and be ing inform e d by 
Ron, our Profe ssor of e nvironm e nt, 
biology and all oth e r re late d th ings, 
th at P E look s its be st in a re ar vie w  
m irror, w e  s e t off along joy of joys, 
th e  Garde n Route .  Th e re  are  ple nty 
of conife rous plantations w h ich  h ave  
unacce ptably usurpe d th e  original 
Tsits ik am a fore sts.  But th e re  are  still 
ge m s of pock e ts of fore st w h ich  
h ope fully w ill be  th e re  for future  
ge ne rations.  W e  w alk e d to Big Tre e  
and h e ard th e  e xotic birds.  W e  w e nt 
on th e  old National road w h ich  
w ound around th rough  e xq uis ite  
sce ne ry in th e  O utiniq ua Fore st. 
Th e  day's h igh ligh t w as to go to 
Storm s Rive r m outh , w h ich  w as lik e  
going to H e ave n.  H e re  w e  h ad a 
lunch  on th e  balcony re staurant 
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ove rlook ing th e  s e a and th e  rive r gorge , as it 
sw e pt out to th e  oce an.  W e  saw  dolph ins.  I 
h ad a plate  of re al succule nt fis h  and ch ips.

Th e n on th rough  all th e  ch oice  place s as far as 
W ilde rne ss  and th e n to Ge orge , w h ich  w e  h ad 
no tim e  to s e e .  W e  h ad about 15 m inute s to 
vie w  O uds h oorn, w h ich  w as de ligh tful and 
w ould m e rit a longe r stay.  W e  spe d on th rough  
th e  Mountains to Cango Mountain Re sort, 
w h e re  th e  sm e ll of th e  sm all Karoo w as lik e  a 
tonic.  W e  h ad a braai and look e d at stars until 
1 a.m . but h orrors, th e  bungalow s w e re  lit up 
w ith  park ing type  ligh ting.  W e  put th e  scope s 
at th e  back  of th e  bungalow  to avoid th e  ligh ts. 
Th at nigh t w as ch illy.

Th e  ne xt day w e  w e nt on to th e  Cango Cave s, 
w h ich , unle ss you go on th e  daring adve nture  
tour, is  ove rcrow de d and h ardly anyth ing.  W e  
w h ile d aw ay an h our or tw o, h aving a liq uid 
lunch  and th e n back  to O udtsh oorn via th e  
Cango W ildlife  Ranch  w h ich  w as ve ry care fully 
m aintaine d and th e  big cats a de ligh t (I can’t say 
th e  sam e  for th e  crocodile s), w h o stole  th e  
s h ow .  Th e  Ranch  ne e ds ple nty of funds to 
carry on.   Th e  snak e  e xh ibition w as also good. 
As e ve ning approach e d, w e  m ove d tow ards 
M e iring’s Poort via D e  Rust.

Th is  w as lik e  one  of th e  s e ve n w onde rs of th e  
w orld.  Th e re  is  just room  for th e  road to w ind 
its w ay th rough  th is  natural bre ak  in th e  
m ountains, cross ing th e  rive r som e th ing lik e  26 
tim e s.  Th e  rive r h as split its path  th rough  th e  
m ost folde d, ancie nt rock s im aginable .  It fe e ls 
lik e  be ing on som e  grote sq ue , w e ird plane t. 
Th e  road is  pre tty brand ne w , afte r re ce nt flood 
dam age  to th e  old road, w h ich  you can s e e  
w as h e d aw ay.  Th e y are  proud of th is  
e ngine e ring fe at and it is  all tourist frie ndly. 
Th e re  is  a place  to pull off and s e e  th e  Cape  
botany w h ich  is  h ous e d in a rondave l and 
lovingly labe lle d.  Th e  w ate rfall m ade  one  
h appy.  It w as ch illy dow n in th e s e  place s.

Push ing on to Prince  Albe rt, again one  of th ose  
touristy place s full of B& B’s, re staurants w ith  
brook y lace  e t al., typical of th e  Cape .  Th e y 
obviously k now  th at picture sq ue  place s 
ge ne rate  incom e .   W e  sle pt in a ve ry old 
fash ione d com fortable  h ouse , re ple te  w ith  m any 
be ds and a ple th ora of clutte r from  anoth e r age , 
and h e re  w e  m ade  a candle ligh t dinne r around 
th e  dining room  table , w ith  our braai.  W e  th e n 

did s k y vie w ing as th e  conditions w e re  be tte r 
h e re .  W e  saw  Albire o and th e  Androm a Galaxy, 
am ong oth e r th ings, and trie d to find Uranus - 
but w h o k now s if it w as. W e  found cupboards 
full of blank e ts and I h ad 8 to 10 on m y be d.

Ne xt m orning w e  s e t off to join th e  National 
road and turne d off at Matjie sfonte in to 
Suth e rland.  Th e  landscape  be gan to re pre s e nt 
a diffe re nt clim atic zone  w ith  h e ath e r and 
brus h , ye llow  at first and th e n pink  and w h ite  
spre ad out ove r vast are as.  W e  saw  th e  
Rogge ve ld com e  e ve r close r, it w as drie r and 
th e n up th e  pass to Suth e rland w h ich  ne stle s 
be ne ath  th e  roof of th e  Karoo, atop of w h ich  
are  th e  dom e s, w ith  th e  SALT dom e  glinting in 
th e  sun.  

W e  h ad a de licious lunch  at 'H alle y Se  Kom  Ee t' 
w h e re  you m igh t s e e  som e  oil paintings of th e  
k aroo.  W e  h ad to find Ble sfonte in, w h ich  if you 
ch e ck  on your m ap is  on th e  e dge  of th e  
Rogge ve ld e scarpm e nt and at th e  back  of 
be yond.  W h e n w e  finally arrive d to drop off 
our stuff, afte r trave ling on a dirt road, w e  w e re  
ne arly k nock e d out by th e  sm e ll of th e  flow e rs. 
No w onde r th e y spe ak  of th e  Suurve ld, it 
sm e lle d lik e  th e  barns w ante d m uck ing out.  W e  
did ge t us e d to th e  sm e ll e ve ntually.

Th e  te m pe rature  of th e  farm  w as not ne arly as 
cold as on th e  Suth e rland h igh land, w h e re  
bitte r w inds cut th rough  th e rm al unde rw e ar, 
th e rm al trouse rs, sock s, laye rs of je rs e ys, 
balaclavas and th ick  glove s.  Ye t e ve ryone  
w ante d to e xpe rie nce  th is  cold!  According to 
Nicol, our h ost, th e y are  full up on th e  farm  
w ith  gue sts in th e  w inte r.

Th e  s ite  of th e  te le scope s h as a 360° vista.  It 
w ould be  gre at to pan film  th is  in its e ntire ty as 
it is  so vast and e th e re al, a stunning s k yline  of 
varying m ountains be ne ath  one .  Th e re  are  just 
a fe w  e land grazing around w ith  5 or 6 dom e s 
on th e  h ill top.  Th e re  w e re  w ind spe e d vane s 
spinning in th e  cutting air.  Appare ntly a lot of 
th e  staff cle ar out of th e  place  at th e  w e e k e nds 
and h e ad for Cape  Tow n (to th aw  out!).  Th e  
M ilk y W ay just sw e e ps dow n to th e  h orizon 
unim pe de d.  Voila!

Th e n I spe ak  of th e  H oly Grail, SALT (w h at w as 
th e  pun about th e  Salt se lle r? forgotte n). W h e n 
w e  w e nt in and th e  dom e  w as ope ne d, th e y 
sw itch e d off all th e  ligh ts and th e re  w as th is  



h uge  h ole  of glitte ring s k y w ith  Scorpius 
pre dom inating.  A th rill w e nt dow n one 's  spine . 
Th e y w e re  te sting th e  optics, w ith  m e n up in 
th e  gantry w ith  torch e s . 

W h e n SALT is ope rational, no corpus w ill be  
allow e d in th e  te le scope , as th e  th e rm al 
curre nts are  affe cte d by body te m pe rature . 
W e  w e re  unable  to s e e  th e  m irrors, but did s e e  
th e  h ove rcraft-lik e  air balloons on w h ich  th e  
m irrors support syste m  m ove s.  W e  saw  m any 
im pre ss ive  look ing com pute r boxe s, and an 
e xam ple  of one  of th e  m irrors.  Som e  m irrors 
h ave  crack e d unfortunate ly, due  to stre s s  on 
th e m  from  th e  inte rch ange able  supporting 
struts, so th e  te ch nology h ad to be  re vis e d to 
pre ve nt th is .  Be cause  te ch nology is  e ve r 
progre ss ing SALT no longe r ne e ds 9 1 m irrors. 
Th e y can cut dow n on th is  
e xpe nse , as th e  ligh t gath e ring 
optics is  now  m ore  e fficie nt ove r 
a le ss e r span of m irrors.  D id our 
instructor say th at e ve n as th e  
te le scope  w as be ing constructe d, 
so th e  te ch nology w as be com ing 
outm ode d and re dundant? – 
w ords to th at e ffe ct.  Th e  optics 
are  th e  ‘e ye ’ of th e  te le scope  and 
are  th e  w ay to go, ge tting 
sm arte r all th e  tim e .

At th e  vis itors’ instruction are a 
w e  saw  a 3D  m ode l of th e  
instrum e nt prior to s e e ing th e  
re al te le scope , a re al h e lpful tool.  A lot of 
oth e r astronom y w as h e re by s im plifie d and le ft 
no one  in a state  of am biguity.  W e  saw  a 
m ode l of Crux and th e  Pointe rs in cross 
s e ction, and h ow  it is  s e e n from  our point of 
vie w .  Th e re  w as an e xam ple  of Mrs Ple s in a 
glass case . Ron our h um ourist, told Profe ssor 
Tony Jone s, w h o s h ow e d us round, th at ye s, h e  
h ad m e t pe ople  lik e  th at.

Inte rnational astronom e rs book  a slot at 
Suth e rland on one  of th e  te le scope s, but it is  a 
'dog's body', pe rch e d up in th e  obse rvatory, 
w h o doe s th e  w ork .  Th e  data is  re laye d to 
w h om e ve r, in th e ir w arm  h om e , via th e  
com pute r.  Th is  doe s  not s e e m  too arduous, 
but is  far from  ch alle nging, so to spe ak .  Th e  
Japane s e  and Ge rm ans h ave  th e ir ow n dom e s 
to th e m s e lve s and re lay back  to th e ir base . 
Th e  e ngine e ring fe at of SALT struck  one  as on 
a par w ith  th e  Ch anne l tunne l or th e  Appollo 

m iss ions, as it is  a m ountain m oving act of 
faith , but ve ry care fully m onitore d by e ve ry 
e xpe rt in h is  fie ld.

W e  vie w e d th e  h e ave ns th rough  th e  e x Cape  
te le scope  in one  of th e  sm alle r dom e s.  Prof. 
Jone s re q ue ste d th e  scope  to be  put on Pavo 
6752 and as k e d us w h at w e  h ad s e e n.  Most of 
us said a fuzzy w h isp.  Ron said an e ye ful of 
m ascara.  Th e  uppe r w inds spoile d th e  vie w ing. 
W e  trie d th e  Aq uarius ne bula w ith  th e  sam e  
e ffe ct.  W e  w e re  told th at an Englis h  
astronom e r h ad spe nt h is  tim e  at Suth e rland 
vie w ing Tucana 47 only, w h ich  w e  trie d.  Th e  
ne xt nigh t in our ow n te le scope s th e  m agic of it 
le nt cre de nce  to such  a pass ion.  Th e n w e  saw  
th e  Sw an ne bula and w e re  ge tting into th e  
sw ing of th ings but of course  it w as tim e  to 

pus h  on (drat), and drive  back  
ove r th e  rugge d road to 
Ble sfonte in.

H ave  you e ve r h e ard of a th re e  
course  m e al be ing k e pt for 11 
pe ople  afte r 10 o’clock  at nigh t? 
W h e n w e  got back , th e re  w e re  
th e  candle s be h ind th e  curtains 
and tw o table s s e t for us.  W e  
h ad tuna paté and th e n traditional 
k aroo lam b w ith  all th e  trim m ings, 
follow e d by a caram e l pudding 
and h om e  m ade  custard.  Afte r 
th at w e  all gaze d at th e  be autiful 
nigh t.

Th e  ne xt day w as th e  be st, spe nt re laxing. 
Punny w as th e  orde r th e re afte r.  W h e n w e  
scram ble d an ostrich  e gg, Ron said to th e  s h e ll 
as h e  put it into th e  dustbin “Alack  poor Yorick  
I k ne w  h im  w e ll”, or “w e ll spotte d” for th e  
le opard patte rne d coffe e  m ugs be ing k e pt in 
orde r.  W e  ph otograph e d th e  sunspots th rough  
a m ylar filte r on th e  te le scope  and th e  
ope ration w as pronounce d “spot on”.   W h e n it 
cam e  to th e  e tym ological k ingdom  our frie nd 
w as ‘lik e  a sch oolboy in a sw e e ts h op’.   H e  
e njoye d pulling up e ndle ss rock s  and e xplaining 
in loving de tail th e  e norm ous varie ty of inse cts, 
scorpions, s k ink s  and lizards.  Th e re  w as a 
ge om e tric tortois e  th at th e  dog brough t in, and 
calle d a pork  pie .  Th e  flow e r nam e s h e  didn’t 
k now .  “W e  h avn’t be e n introduce d”, but for 
th e  re st h e  w as an e ncyclope dia and 
ph otograph e d som e  bugs afte r putting th e m  
into th e  fridge  for a w h ile .

11
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M urph y's  Law  for As tronom ers
* Law  of Se le ctive  Gravitation:

Sm all ite m s (e .g. lock ing scre w s) w ill land in th e  
place  from  w h ich  th e y are  m ost difficult to re trie ve ; 
h e avy ite m s (e .g. counte rw e igh ts) w ill land w h e re  
th e y cause  th e  m ost pain and/or dam age . (U sually 
"and".)

* Law  of Se le ctive  O b se rvation:
Th e  ne xt supe rnova w ill occur in a galaxy th at you 
obse rve d on th e  pre vious cle ar nigh t.

* Law  of Se le ctive  De clination:
Th e  m ost inte re sting astronom ical e ve nt of th e  ye ar 
w ill occur at a de clination th at is  be low  th e  h orizon 
of your obse rving s ite .

* Law  of Se le ctive  Ve ge tation:
Th e  ne igh bour's  tre e  alw ays m igrate s to pre cis e ly 
th e  righ t place  to occult your targe t obje ct.

* Sod's Law  (Astronom e r's variant of):
A droppe d optic w ill alw ays land surface -s ide  dow n, 
unle ss it is  e ith e r cappe d or droppe d for th e  e xpre ss  
purpose  of proving th is  law .

* Law  of Ine vitab le  Sh rink age :
Anyth ing cut to s ize  (e .g. solar film ) w ill be  too 
sm all.

* Law  of Te m porary Loss:
A lost ite m  (e .g. LPR filte r) w ill stay lost until it is  
e ith e r re place d or no longe r re q uire d.

* Law  of Ave rte d Vision:
Th e  brigh te st m e te or of th e  nigh t w ill occur be h ind 
you, vis ible  only to th e  pe ople  to w h om  you are  
talk ing at th e  tim e . (Th is  is  true  for all obse rve rs, 
including th ose  to w h om  you w e re  talk ing.)

* Lunar Radiation Principle :
D e e p Sk y obse rve rs w ill find th at th e  cle are st nigh ts 
are  around Full Moon, w h e n th e  lunar radiation is  
sufficie nt to drive  off th e  clouds and h aze .

* Dayligh t Conundrum :
W ith  th e  uniq ue  e xce ption of total solar e clipse s, 
th e  ye ar's  te n m ost inte re sting astronom ical e ve nts 
w ill occur w h e n th e  Sun is  above  your h orizon, 
unle ss it is  raining.

In th e  e ve ning w e  h ad our star party 
and th e  h igh  point of th is  w as to s e e  
th e  Ple iade s  com e  up as a tiny 
Auroral glow  on th e  Easte rn h orizon 
at about 1 a.m .

Th e  last m orning w e  w e re  tak e n to 
th e  e dge  of th e  e scarpm e nt and saw  
as far as th e  Ce darbe rg, a vast 
stre tch  of biblical-lik e  w ilde rne ss. 
Alth ough  th e  flow e rs w e re  so good, 
w e  w e re  appare ntly not s e e ing th e m  
at th e ir be st, w h ich  h appe ns late r in 
th e  ye ar.  Th e  flow e rs w e re  lik e  Van 
D yk  carpe ts, so e xtravagant in th e ir 
colours.   No ph otograph  doe s th e m  
justice . A rare  bus h  w as pre s e rve d in 
a fe nce  and it is  uniq ue  and cannot 
grow  anyw h e re  e lse .  Afte r brunch  
w e  s e t off for Matjie sfonte in.   D id 
you k now , som e  pe ople  don’t dark e n 
th e  portal of a m use um  door, th e y 
go straigh t to th e  pub?  Th at m e ant 
th e y m is s e d a good 45 m inute s of 
Britis h  colonial h istory, but I suppose  
th e y don’t w ant to k now  any m ore . 
(W h y did th e  sun not s e t on th e  
Britis h  Em pire ? Be cause  God 
couldn’t trust th e  Britis h  in th e  
dark ...)  Afte r w e  h ad boarde d th e  
train w ith  our baggage  and 
te le scope s, w e  collapse d w ith  m irth  
and h ad noth ing be tte r to do but 
drink  and laugh  aw ay th e  afte rnoon.

Th is  trip took  10 pe rsons and 8 days 
w ith out m ajor h itch , so th is  m ust be  
th e  golde n m e an for accide nt fre e  
e xcurs ions.  Th e re afte r th e  actuarial 
com putation for at le ast one  m ajor 
h itch  to occur m ust incre ase  
e xpone ntially.  Th us, critically 
balance d w as our trip.  Th e  w e ath e r 
playe d fair, th e  s k ie s  w e re  w e ll 
be h ave d, nobody fe ll out w ith  
anyone  e lse  (or th e y zippe d th e ir 
fe e lings if th e y did).  For th is  rare  
ach ie ve m e nt w e  m ust th ank  Etie nne  
van Z yl, w h o s h ould do th is  on a full 
tim e  bas is  and h e  h as th e  flair for it. 
W e  h ad a five  star e xcurs ion for th e  
sm alle st am ount of m one y fe as ible .

Tak e  a bow  Sir!    M erci b eaucoup!
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Sym pos ium  20 0 4 
Program m e

Venue : W ar M em orial, Jh b

Th ursday 14th  O ctob e r 2004

09 :00 Re gistration and W e lcom e

09 :30 D r Ke lvin Ke m m
Star W ars and Little  Gre e n M e n 
in th e  Karoo.

10:15 D r Ian Glass - SAAO
Re ce nt Studie s  of M ira and Se m i-

Re gular Variable s
11:00 Te a
11:30 D r Barbara Cunow  - UNISA

Stars and D ust in Galaxie s
12:15 Magda Stre ich e r - am ate ur

D e e p Sk y O bse rvations (Afr)
13:00 Lunch
13:45 Prof D e rck  Sm its - UNISA

D e te rm ining th e  Prim ordial 
H e lium  Abundance

14:30 D r O k k ie  de  Jage r - PU for CH O
Th e  H ESS gam m a-ray 
obse rvatory

15:15 Te a
15:45 Tim  Coope r - am ate ur PTA

Analysis  of Com e t Brigh tne ss  
from  SA obse rvations

16:15 Jacq ue s  van D e lft - am ate ur 
astronom e r Bloe m
Solar Activity &  Clim atic Ch ange

20:00 Spe cial Sh ow  at th e  Plane tarium

Friday 15th  O ctob e r 2004
09 :00 Te a/Coffe e /Re gistration
09 :30 D r Ph il Ch arle s - D ire ctor SAAO

Black  H ole  Mass e s  in Galactic 
X-ray Binarie s

10:15 D r Pie te r Kotze  - H e rm anus 
Magne tic obse rvatory
Living on a giant m agne t

11:00 Te a/Group Ph oto
11:30 D r Roge r Gibson - W its 

Ge oscie nce s
D e e p Im pact in SA - th e  
Vre de fort Catastroph e  and its 
e nvironm e ntal conse q ue nce s

12:15 Brian Frase r/Tim  Coope r - 
am ate urs
A W  Robe rts - Th e  m an and h is  
obse rvations

13:00 Lunch
13:45 D r Barbara Cunow  - UNISA

Saturn ove r th e  ye ars
14:15 Magda Stre ich e r: Cyril Jack son 

O bse rvatory
14:35 Ch ris  M iddle ton - am ate ur

Se arch  for EXO  plane ts
15:10 Te a
15:40 Joh an Sm it - am ate ur Pta

H istory on Exploration of Mars
16:10 Em m anue l Pe trak ak is  - Mpto

Inca Arch ae oastronom y
20:00 Star Party Snack s/D rink s  Jh b 

obse rvatory  - 26-inch  te le scope

Saturday 16th  O ctob e r
10:30 Me e t at Broe de rstroom  

O bse rvatory
10:45 Brian Frase r

Th e  Frank lin Adam s te le scope  
and it's  contribution to astronom y

11:15 Tour of th e  facilitie s
12:00 Braai
13:30 Trave l to H ARTRAO
14:00 D r M ik e  Gaylard - H ARTRAO

Th e  H ARTRAO  facility and 
w h at it doe s

14:30 Radio astr 2
T B A

15:00 Radio astr 3
T B A

15:30 Tour of th e  facilitie s



Travelogue
-- An Incide ntal Visit to th e
O b se rvatory in Flore nce  --

 by Ch ris  Ste w art

In June  th is  ye ar, I h ad th e  good fortune  to at-
te nd a confe re nce  in Rom e  for w ork . Since  it 
w ould h ave  be e n a s h am e  to fly all th at w ay 
only to s it ins ide  a building lik e  I do e ve ry w ork -
ing day of m y life , I approach e d m y boss about 
tak ing a fe w  days le ave  w h ile  ove r th e re . Th ank -
fully, h e  w as am e nable . As it h appe ns I h ave  a 
frie nd in Flore nce  (Fire nze  in Italian) w h om  I 
h ad not s e e n for s e ve ral ye ars; th e  tim ing 
turne d out to be  pe rfe ct for a vis it to h e r. So 
off I w e nt.

Th e  confe re nce  its e lf w as inte re sting, th ough  
grue lling. In som e  fre e  tim e  I m anage d a m ara-
th on w alk about of Rom e , sacrificing sle e p and 
s h oe  le ath e r w h ile  building bliste rs upon 
bliste rs. But as soon as th e  confe re nce  close d, 
I h e ave d off to Rom a Te rm ini, th e  big train sta-
tion. W ith  e xq uis ite  
tim ing, I m anage d to 
ge t a tick e t for th e  
h igh -spe e d train to 
Fire nze  de parting a 
bare  5 m inute s late r. A 
bit of a rus h  to find it, 
and no soone r h ad I 
s e ate d th an th e  train 
pulle d off. Tire d 
th ough  I w as, th e  
sce ne ry w as m arve l-
lous to obse rve  as it 
flash e d by at 
som e th ing ove r 
200k m /h . Re m ark ably, 
e spe cially in Tuscany, it 
h ad a ve ry South  Afric-
an fe e l at tim e s, righ t 
dow n to th e  ubiq uitous 
Acacia tre e s .

An h our and a h alf's journe y brough t us to Fire n-
ze , w h e re  Claudia w aite d. D e ftly sw ooping 
th rough  th e  traffic, w h ich  sw arm e d w ith  lite rally 
a m yriad scoote rs, s h e  took  us to h e r flat in th e  
h ills outs ide  th e  city. A w onde rful fe w  days e n-
sue d, catch ing up on old tim e s, s igh ts e e ing, 
vis iting a re m ark able  da Vinci m use um  th at fe a-
ture d re plicas of h is  m ach ine s, buying a fe w  

gifts and socialis ing w ith  stude nts and acq uaint-
ance s from  around th e  w orld. Th e  tim e  flash e d 
by, w ith  sle e p be ing strictly a low -priority activ-
ity.

O n th e  Friday, h aving orie nte d m yse lf by th e n, I 
w e nt w alk about alone . Trave rs ing th e  w h ole  
city, cross ing th e  Arno rive r and h e ading up th e  
m ountains ide  took  m e  w ay off th e  tourist m ap. 
But I h ad a h unch ... Sure  e nough , at th e  top of 
th e  h ill, th e re  w as th e  Tow e r of Galile o. Unfor-
tunate ly close d for re novations, but vis ible  from  
outs ide , it is  an im pre ss ive  and intriguing e di-
fice . A bit m ore  snooping around, and be tw e e n 
th e  h igh -w alle d villas, th e re : I caugh t a glim pse  
of w h at I w as re ally look ing for - th e  dom e s of 
th e  O ss e rvatorio di Arce tri. But h ow  to find m y 
w ay in? 

Th e  little  stre e ts w e re  a m aze  and I h ad com e  
at it from  th e  back  e nd. Pe rs e ve rance  paid off 
and I soon found m yse lf in th e  w onde rful cool 
of th e  air-conditione d library building. Ve ry 
ple asant afte r th e  stink ing h e at outs ide , I can 
te ll you.

In th e  true  tradition of ch utzpah , I introduce d 
m yse lf to tw o w om e n w ork ing in an office  of 
th e  library, w h o w e lcom e d m e  w arm ly. W h ile  
th e y sum m one d th e  D ire ctor of th e  facility, I 
pok e d around th e  library. It w as inte re sting to 
s e e  th e  range  of inform ation, spanning lan-
guage s, culture s, scie ntific dom ains and le ve ls 
from  am ate ur to arcane . An e ntire  book case  
w as de vote d to publications on an am ate ur 
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le ve l, of w h ich  m any ove rlap w ith  favourite s  
from  m y ow n colle ction - be ing instantly re cog-
nisable . Soon D ottore  Marco Salvati appe are d. 
A gracious m an, h e  w as ve ry curious to m e e t an 
"astronom e r from  South  Africa", and q uite  sur-
pris e d to find an am ate ur w as th e  vice -ch airm an 
of th e  Ce ntre  in Joh anne sburg. I am  grate ful to 
h im  for tak ing tim e  out of h is  busy sch e dule  to 
give  m e  a pe rsonal ad h oc tour of th e  facility 
and a th um bnail de scription of its h istory.

Th e  tour include d a vis it to th e  roof, w h e re  one  
h as a panoram ic vista, probably th e  ve ry be st 
vie w  across th e  city and into th e  h ills on th e  op-
posite  s ide . (I re alis e d just h ow  far I h ad 
w alk e d!) O ff to one  s ide  stood th e  Tow e r of Ga-
lile o. Be h ind th e  obse rvatory, one  just could 

s e e  th e  roof of th e  villa w h e re  Gallile o h ad be e n 
h e ld unde r h ous e  arre st for m any ye ars. Th e  
s e ns e  of h istory w as profound. (Incide ntally, th e  
obse rvatory roof w as in fact th e  vantage  point 
from  w h ich  th e  Sk y &  Te le scope  tour group ob-
s e rve d th e  re ce nt Ve nus transit.) Th e  m ain 
building h as a dom e  at e ach  e nd. Th e s e  are  
now  unoccupie d, as th e  facility w as re dire cte d 
to astroph ys ics som e  tim e  ago. Th is, in practical 
te rm s, m e ans Solar obse rvations.

Th e  obse rvatory its e lf is  large ly an office  block  
th e s e  days, w h e re  th e  staff pursue  th e ir re s e arch  
and de ve lop instrum e ntation for Solar ph ys ics. 
O nce  constructe d, th is  instrum e ntation is  te m -
porarily installe d in th e  Solar Tow e r on th e  
grounds. Th e re  it is  ch e ck e d out and re fine d 
prior to be ing s h ippe d off to obse rvatorie s  in 
th e  fie ld - typically to place s lik e  La Palm a in th e  
Canary Islands, w h e re  th e re  is  a large  Europe an 
astronom ical facility.

O n m y w ay out, I pass e d th e  Solar tow e r, as 
w e ll as a fair-s ize d dom e  th at h ouse s  a 12" te le -
scope  for us e  by th e  am ate ur frate rnity. In 
discuss ion, it cam e  out th at alth ough  th e  astro-
nom ical com m unity th e re  is  structure d a little  
diffe re ntly to ASSA, it is  also fairly close  k nit 
and th e re  is  good collaboration. It w as gratify-
ing to s e e  th at th e  profe ss ionals support 
am ate ur astronom y and re cognis e  th e  contribu-
tions th at am ate urs m ak e . 

Much  as I e njoye d th e  re st of m y stay in Italy, 
w ith  its m any m e m orable  e xpe rie nce s, th e  vis it 
to th e  obse rvatory stood out as a h igh ligh t. As I 
le ft it, w inding m y w ay dow n th e  h illside  along 
an ave nue  and across th e  city, I th ough tfully 
com pare d m y s igh ts and e xpe rie nce s. So m uch  
in Flore nce  is  of h istorical s ignificance , th e  ve ry 
course  of civilisation h aving be e n influe nce d by 
its incide nts or re s ide nts. Pe rh aps it doe s not 
loom  as large  in th e  annals of m ainstre am  h is -
tory as Rom e , but in m any w ays th is  w as w h e re  
m ank ind took  th e  first re al ste ps to discove ring 
its true  place  in th e  unive rs e .  I couldn't h e lp 
fe e ling th at m y vis it w as tantam ount to a pilgrim -
age .

Th e  ne xt day h e ralde d th e  long tre k  h om e  - 
train to Rom e  (w h e re  I took  tim e  to find a book  
on te le scope s in Italian, just for th e  ch alle nge ), 
re gional je t to Z urich  and th e nce  to Joh anne s-
burg. Now  it is  ove r, but th e  m e m ory linge rs.

Re ad m ore  about th e  obse rvatory at
15

Top: Th e  Solar Tow e r, Fire nze

Le ft: O ne  of th e  obse rvatory's dom e s w ith  th e  
Tow e r of Galile o in th e  back ground



October S k ie s
dd h h
 3 16   Ve nus 0.2 S of 

Re gulus
 5 19    M e rcury in supe rior 

conjn.
 5 21   Moon at apoge e
 6 11   LAST Q UARTER
 7 11   Saturn 5.4 S of 

Moon
10 20  Ve nus 3.9  S of Moon
11 15  M e rcury 2.9  N of 

Spica
12 20  Jupite r 1.7 S of 

Moon

13 09   Mars 1.4 S of Moon
14 03  NEW  MO O N &  

Eclipse
14 15  M e rcury 0.4 S of 

Moon &  O ccn.
17 23  Moon at pe rige e
20 22  FIRST Q UARTER
21 21  Ne ptune  5.3 N of 

Moon
23 08  Uranus 4.0 N of 

Moon
24 05  Ne ptune  stationary
28 04  FULL MO O N &  

Eclipse

Novem ber S k ie s
dd h h
 2 18  Moon at apoge e
 3 20  Saturn 5.4 S of Moon
 4 20  Ve nus 0.6 N of Jupite r
 5 06  LAST Q UARTER
 8 10  Saturn stationary
 9  16  Jupite r 1.0 S of 

Moon   O ccn.
10 02  Ve nus 0.2 N of 

Moon   O ccn.
11 05  Mars 0.4 N of Moon 
  O ccn.
11 11  M e rcury 2.2 N of 

Antare s
11 23  Uranus stationary
12 15  NEW  MO O N
14 04  M e rcury 0.7 N of 

Moon   O ccn.

14 16  Moon at pe rige e
16 08  Ve nus 4.2 N of Spica
18 03  Ne ptune  5.3 N of 

Moon
19  06  FIRST Q UARTER
19  14  Uranus 4.0 N of 

Moon
20 14  M e rcury gre ate st 

e long. E(22)
21 21  M e rcury 10.8 S of 

Pluto
25 20  M e rcury gre ate st 

brilliancy
26 20  FULL MO O N
30 08  M e rcury stationary
30 12  Moon at apoge e

Local Tim e s  of Ris e  and Set for th e  M ajor Planets
October &  Novem ber 20 0 4
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Lunar Eclipse : On 28 October 2004, th e  Moon enters th e  um bra at 
03:14, totality starts at 04:23, m id - eclipse  is at 05:04 and  totality 
end s at 05:44. Th e  Moon sets at 05:53 b efore  leaving th e  um bral 
sh adow.  A ch allenging watch  for all th e  nigh t owls!

Attention!
All Radio Astronom e rs!
Me m be rs th at w ould be  in-
te re ste d in starting an 
am ate ur radio astronom y 
group can s e nd an e -m ail 
to Bjorn Magnuss e n:

m agnuss e n@ te lk om sa.ne t

H e  is  appe aling to m e m -
be rs w ith  radio astronom y 
e xpe rie nce  to s h are  th e ir 
k now le dge  and contribute  
in s e tting up am ate ur radio 
te le scope s.

Site  Location:  Long + 28 de g. 
 Lat -26 de g.  Local Tim e  UT + 2 h




