& South Downs Mercury s

Issue: 408 - August 2008

The monthly newsletter of South Downs Astronomical
Editor: John Simper

Society

No meeting this month - the next will be on Fridays" September.
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In the News:

Good news, at last, about the future of JodrefikB&®n
9" July the owner of the facility, Manchester Univsrs
announced that funding for the eMerlin network,chities
together radio dishes across the UK, is now ingfacthe
next two years, and will include a contributionrfrahe
STFC. Beyond that, draft funding plans are in pland
will be finalised by the time eMerlin is operatidrdirected
towards securing the long term future of the obakemy.

ThelInternational Herald Tribunef June 27 reported
that three teams of scientists are suggesting ttat
lopsided shape of Mars may well be a result of the
cataclysmic impact of a Pluto-size meteor seveitiabts

of years ago. They
suggest that the lowlands
of the Northern
Hemisphere are a single
gigantic impact crater -
the largest crater in the
solar system. "The early
solar system was a pretty
exciting place,” said
Francis Nimmo, an
associate professor of earth and planetary scieatce
Univ. of California, and the lead author of onetlofee
scientific papers appearing Mature. "There were big
collisions happening fairly frequently, and thosélisions
affected what the planets ultimately ended up logkke."
About the same time, more than four billion ye@s Barth
is believed to have been hit by a Mars-size objebich
created the Moon.

NASA has announced the final dates for spacelshutt
m|SS|ons in 2009 and 2010, ending nearly threediaf
manned spaceflight that
began with the flight of
Columbia on 12 April 1981.
The remaining missions (2
this year, 5in 2009 and 3 in
2010) include a visit to the
Hubble Space Telescope on
8" October this year to
upgrade/replace  existing
equipment, and seven
missions to the International
Space Station. The final
fllght is planned to be by Endeavour and is slabddt off
on May 31, 2010 carrying a scientific experimersgglpad
to the ISS.

Ever wondered how a Neutron Star differs fromachl|

Hole? Paraphrasing recent articles on a US webdbase
newspaper and in a Goddard Space Flight Center news
release, the difference seems pretty straightfatwar
Neutron stars are formed when stars of betweent&bou
and 10 Solar masses undergo supernova explosiahs an
throw off most of their outer material. The remami
protons and electrons collapse under the actiamafity
and fuse together to form a dense ball of neutd®hgical
neutron star mass is about 1.4 times the mase &fith and
with a diameter of about 10 miles.
Current theories point to a maximum neutron stasad
about three Solar masses; a neutron star biggertitis
upper limit will collapse under the action of grigyi
eventually preventing anything, including light,orfin
escaping, creating a black hole.

Eleven papers describing findings from the Messeng

fly-by of Mercury appear in the

current issue of the journal

Science The capture of many

high quality overall images

(such as that of the Caloris

Basin, opposite) together with

more detailed images of the

surface crustal fractures and

cliffs first imaged by Mariner 10

have enabled refinement of the

estimate of the shrinkage of the

planet due to internal cooling. Estimates now sagtje
decrease in diameter to be
perhaps as much as 3 miles.
New features discovered also
include an apparently extinct
volcano (opposite) some 60
miles in diameter that, perhaps,
last erupted 3 billion years ago.
Another finding is the detection
of a large, perhaps still molten,
core that accounts for about
60% of the planet's mass. And
last but not least, an analysis of

charged atoms originating from the planet surfageeh

identified water, raising the possibility thatxits as ice in

the shaded parts of craters in the polar regions.

How to Contact us:

Editor - by email atsueandjohn88@btinternet.com
Or by telephone: 01483 200286

Society - by email viawww.southdownsas.org.uk



A SUMMER ENTERTAINMENT

To help pass one of those long summer evenings, how
about switching off the internetsettle back into a
comfortable chair, perhaps a stimulating cool drpik on
your thinking cap and try the following quiz?

Lots of easy questions sprinkled with some a litdeder
and some where you might have to dig deep intoethos
memory banks. Please do give it a try, and try toot
"google" too much - you'll surprise yourself by howch
you have stored away in those little grey cells!

There will be a mystery prize for the most correcentry
from those received by the editor by 4th September.

Part 1: Abbreviations & Definitions

How many arc-seconds in a degree?

What does Syzygy describe?

What is the term for an anti-clockwise orhitiody?
What does QUASAR stand for?

What is hyperopia?

How many Light Years in a Parsec?

How long is a Galactic Year (to nearest 5 %ykars)?
. What is the radio astronomy unit of signal sijitaf?

Part 2: Who & What?

9. What is an Almucantar?

10. Who was the first American woman in space?

11. What did Jocelyn Bell discover?

12. Who was the author of "The Steady State Thé&ory"
13. Giotto was designed to study what?

14. Who wrote "Three Laws" to describe his/herifigd?
15. John Wheeler popularised what astronomical2erm
16. What centenary was remembered on 30 June 2008?

Part 3. Which & Where?

17. Which is the largest moon in the Solar System?

18. Which element is named after our Moon?

19. Where (City) did Galileo first make telescope
observations?

20. Which Monarch founded the Greenwich Observ&tory
21. Where is Comet Shoemaker-Levy 9 now?

22. Which planet was the symbol of Tlahuizcalpautéi?
23. Where was the largest meteorite strike in tK@ U

24. Comet Halley gives rise to which two meteonghis?

Part 4. When & Why?

25. Why does the day sky appear blue viewed frorthEa
26. The Apollo 11 Moon landing was when (month/year
27. When was "first light" at Jodrell Bank raditetscope?
28. When was the Earth formed (to neare8tygars)?

29. Why, or When, does a "Blue Moon" occur?

30. In what year was Pluto discovered?

31. Why are some comet names now prefixed with "P"?
32. In which year did Yuri Gagarin first orbit tearth?
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Part 5: The Solar System

33. Which planet has the shortest day?

34. By what process does the Sun generate lighheat?
35. Which planetary moon is known to be volcanicall
active?

36. What is the name of the largest Dwarf planet?

37. Which planet has a cloud feature called "Sat@te
38. Which of the eight planets is the densest?

39. To nearest year, how long is the Sunspot Cycle?
40. From which area do long-period comets originate

Part 6: Our Galaxy & Local Group

41. Which star is closest to our Solar System?

42. Name the visible remnants of the supernoveD6#2
43. In which constellation is the star Sirius |l@ckt

44. What are the names of the two brightest sta@gion?
45. How many objects did Messier catalogue andigubl
46. Other than ours, which galaxy is naked-eydlgSi
47. How many IAU recognised constellations aredRer
48. What is an Asterism?

Part 7: The Universe

49. Together, about how much of the Universe ismasad
of Dark Matter and Dark Energy?

50. Who equated observed redshift with recessitmeieg?
51. What is the most abundant element in the Usé/r
52. What does CMBR stand for?

53. What is the Light Travel size of the Universe?
54. What does SETI stand for, and do?

55. What date did Bishop Usher compute for the {rea
56. Who/What said "Life, the Universe, and Evenmythi
There is an answer. But I'll have to think abot® it

Part 8: Pot-Pourri

57. Over time, what percentage of the lunar surface
visible from Earth?

58. On which day of week is astronomy class at Huts?
59. What are Baily's Beads?

60. What is the Antikythera Mechanism?

61. What on earth can be meant by "On Bad Afteraoon
Fermented Grapes Keep Mrs Richard Nixon Smiling"?
62. Full moons always rise after Sunset, and alveays
before Sunrise - true or false?

63. What, or Where, is a Canadarm?

64. Who wrote "Twinkle, twinkle, little star..."?

Answers, either by post to:The Editor, Fallow Chase,
Durfold Wood, Plaistow, West Sussex, RH14 OPL;

Or, by email, to: sueandjohn88@btinternet.com
Answers and our overall winner will be announced at
the Society meeting on Friday % September.
(Remember to include your name on the

enclosed answer sheet, or in your email)
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AN AUTUMN ENTERTAINMENT

As the daylight hours start to shrink, thoughtsttor the
possibility of are-start of the mid-month Wednesday
evening observing/talk/discussion sessions at the
Planetarium. For this to happen, we need a "Familit, to
act as an informal chairman of the talk/discussession;
the observing tends to self-manage, members sigttang-

*

up their own 'scopes in the car park or using drtease
belonging to the Society. With help and supportfro
Committee and Society members the facilitator sbieuld
not be arduous, and could be shared by a couglkesf
minded members. Can we, please, have an offerlpf he
from a member(s) so that the sessions can restart?



A Career in Astronomy
Interview with Dr John Mason

My interest in astronomy dates from my eighth laet
when my sister gave me a copy of Patrick Moore’s
Observer's Book of Astronomiyrom that first book, and
strongly encouraged by my parents, | learnt to gaise
features on the Moon and identify many of the
constellations and other objects. When Patrick mdee
Selsey some five or six years later, | 'phoneddrichasked

if | could visit and look through his telescope. iadily
agreed and over 40 years we have become good driend
working together on various projects, most receaslyo-
editors of theYearbook of Astronomy

When the SDAS was formed in 1971, | was a founder
member and remember fondly the camaraderie anadgupp
from other members of that time. My involvementhwit
what was to become the South Downs Planetariunsdate
from 1992, International Space Year and Chicheister
Europe Year. Together with other members of the SDA
toured schools with a mobile planetarium and some
magnificent wooden models of the planets, giviruees
and answering hundreds of questions about astroaodhy
space flight. The great interest this generatea gesvthe
idea of building a full-size planetarium, a schetha took
concrete shape in 1994 when Dick Bunker, then WSCC
Director of Education, identified a suitable slB@awing a
large chalk circle on the ground to represent tioitarium,

with white boards set around the edge to projetd,ome
invited various people and organisations to igtdite and
contribute to a public appeal for funds to convérat was

a simple barn into a planetarium.

After seven years of fundraising, detailed plannargl
construction, the Planetarium opened to the puinlic
December 2001. To date, more than £850,000 has been
donated by various businesses, grant-making trarstis
members of the public, and the interest generasdben
very satisfying, with more than 81,000 visitorsditate ...

and counting. We have now launched a new fundngisi
drive for £200,000, to build a major extension la¢ t
existing site, a "multi-function hall", which wi#inable us to
greatly expand our educational activities on the. si

| have always enjoyed talking about astronomyjqadrly
when it can be related to some current astronoraigaht.
When | gave my first presentations in 1973, stillmy

About Dr John Mason

Dr Mason has been actively involved in scienceofaar 30
years, with astronomy, astrophysics and space tdotppas
his main areas of expertise. He has been a vidéitgrer at
Imperial College and several Colleges at Londorvéehsity,
and is currently Principal lecturer at the Southwbe
Planetarium in Chichester.

He is a former President of the British Astronorhiga
Association, an International Affiliate Member ohet
American Astronomical Society and an Honorary Menalfe
the Astronomical-Geodesical Society of Russia. &elieen
a Fellow of the Royal Astronomical Society sincgd.and is
a full Member of the International Astronomical dni

teens, my subject was Comet Kohoutek. First sigited
March of that year, the comet was just visible iad eye,
but it was hailed as the "Comet of the Century'ause it
was believed to be an Oort Cloud object. Since tiave
been invited to lecture at many places around thedw
such as Chile (see photo below), often associaitiu w
major events such as a bright comet, total ecliypseajor
meteor shower. | particularly enjoy giving open-&iving
Planetarium" presentations such as the ones inéfrug
National Park in 1987 at the

time of the naked eye visible

supernova 1987A inthe Large

Magellanic Cloud. Another

highlight was standing in the

Sinai Desert watching and

talking about the Leonid

meteor storm of November

1999. Comets and meteors

have always been of particular

interest and at the time of the

return of Halley's Comet in

April 1986, | was invited to

give an open-air presentation to my largest audiewer -
7,500 Australians at Mildura Racetrack in Victoria!

Besides lecturing, | have enjoyed authoring orieglibver
60 books on astronomy, space exploration and tinth Ea
sciences. Working as a Commissioning Editor foirger-
Praxis is particularly satisfying, being involverh the
earliest stages of selecting an author and agré®regope
and content of the book through to reviewing anitiregl
the final manuscript. Other writing has includeticies and
contributions to various magazines and journals.

Lecturing and writing led naturally into broadcasti
initially on radio for LBC and then as space copaslent

for Sky TV, covering shuttle launches and explajnine
missions of space probes and satellites. Other 3\ vas
included appearances on tBky at Nighprogramme, and
directing or producing several award-winning
documentaries and multi-part series which have been
shown by TV networks all over the world.

Besides the lecturing and writing work, | have afsa
enjoyed observing - | particularly remember usiagiek's

152" telescope when the pair of us were among theifirs
the UK to observe Halley's return in September 1985
month later a group of us in Chichester and otliers
Sweden were the first to use forward scatter radio
techniques to observe the strong maximum of the
Giacobinid meteor shower in daylight. | still maeag fit

in some observing, but usually it is connected with
activities at the Planetarium or other public lecty work.

I'm particularly looking forward to next year, 2Q0@e
International Year of Astronomy, when we will bagihg
many special shows at the Planetarium and elsewaheré
hope, be able to take the next step in the enlazgeat the
facility. And, of course, we shall be celebratihg %0d'
anniversaries of Thomas Harriot's and Galileo’sstfir
observations of the Heavens through their telesiope



August 2008 Sky Diary:
Chart for Chichester, mid-month, 9.00 pm.
(Compiled by Peter Littlejohips

Mercury almost impossible to see this month, being
low in the northwest.

Venusat mag.-3.9 sets about 40 mins after Sunset.
Mars is low in the northwest, at mag.+1.7.

Jupiter in the south is still bright at mag.-2.6, setting
in Sagittarius at about 02.30.

Saturn is unfavourably placed for observation for
some while.

Uranus (mag.+5.8) and\eptune (mag.+7.8) are
both well placed for observing in the south, and
hopefully will show their extremely delicate
colourings of green and blue respectively.

A Sun partial eclipse occurs on 1st August, from
about 09.30 to just after 11.00. Observers in the
south will see about 10% obscuration.

An 80%Moon partial eclipse occurs on 16th August,
starting about 20.30 and ending low in the south at
about 23.45.

Of severalMeteor showers this month, potentially
the best will be the Perseids on the night of 1At
with a rate of up to about 80/hr. But, unfortungtel

the bright 11-day old Moon may cause some obseilniegference.
The Capricornids peak at about 5/hr. on the 2ridvi@d by the Aquarids, Delta Aquarids and Alphaigigs, on the 6th, 7th

and 28th respectively, all peaking at about 10/hr.

* **

Last Month's (July) Meeting:

Ted Howells treated us to a brief outline of the
arrangement of stones in Megalithic Observatoniesking
times of solstice, and the interpolated quartersdayd
other key times in the annual movement of the Baiting
back more than 4000 years, such observatories ean b
found worldwide - close to home, the stone circs
Stonehenge and at New Grange in Ireland were raged
having particularly important arrangements of stone

Neil Bone recounted some of the events and higtdig
of his last 22 years as an astronomer. Moving tolCage
in 1986, he had the ambition to see various astniced
sights despite being based in the south of Englawdy
from his native Scotland. Particular events recedriy
Neil included observing some spectacular red aahigireen
auroral displays and some beautiful Noctilucenudk

*

Occurring at altitudes of 30 to 50 miles, theseidbohave
increased in frequency over the last 30 years ard a
observable low in the July northern skies shorfigra
sunset. Of various meteor showers he had obserued f
his southern base, particularly memorable onesbeath
the 1996 Geminids, which peaked at about 140/luf ttze
1998 Leonids when he counted about 300 meteorgin a
hour period. Besides observing a partial solapseliand
the June 2004 Transit of Venus from Chichesterhaut
been particularly struck by the total solar ecligse
observed in Libya in March 2006. He had also seeneis
Hyakutake and Hale-Bopp in 1996 and, last November,
Comet 17P/Holmes. As a final comment, Neil empleabkis
his preference to sketch and draw his observatather
than record them photographically. Many thanks),Niei
your presentation, and we all hope you have mappya
hours of observing down here in the south.

* * *

New/Recent Books and Software:

*hkkhkkkkhkkkk

No room (again!) for book or software reviews tisnth, but we will include this item in the nessiuie of the newsletter.

*% ** *

Planetarium Shows in August:

Thur. 7' 7.30 pm. Summer Skies, Shooting Stars
Sun. 18 3.30 pm. Summer Skies, Shooting Stars
Tue. 12" 3.30 pm. Summer Skies, Shooting Stars
Thur. 14" 7.30 pm. This weekend's Lunar Eclipse
Sun. 1 3.30 pm. Exploring the Planets with Robots
Tue. 19" 3.30 pm. Prepare for Blast-off!

Tue. 19" 7.30 pm. Selsey Festival lecture

Thur. 2F' 7.30 pm. The Stars this Month

*

Mon. 258" 3.30 pm. Exploring the Planets with Robots
Wed 27". 7.30 pm. The Northern Lights

Fri. 29"  7.30 pm. The Stars this Month

Sun 3% 3.30 pm. The Northern Lights

Do remember! SDAS Members can watch planetarium
shows at the special, discounted, ticket price. Alys
interesting and very good value at only £5.

Booking by Telephone: 01243 774 400 or 07818 297 29



