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A Day With John Dobson 
By Callum Potter 
 

I had heard a lot about John Dobson, who has really been one of the 
most influential people in amateur astronomy in recent years, pioneer-
ing both bringing astronomy to the people with his Sidewalk Astrono-
mers, and perhaps more significantly breaking the mindset about the 
size of telescope that an amateur astronomer can aspire to. Before 
John Dobson made the ‘Dobsonian’ design popular a six inch tele-
scope was often the scope of choice, eight inch was big, and 10 inch 
was huge – anything bigger was for ‘professionals’ only ! The Dob-
sonian revolutionised peoples thoughts about what you can build, and 
what you can do with a ‘big scope’. 
 

I also knew that John was born in China, and had been a Buddhist 
monk for many years, and also that he was slightly eccentric. So 
when the opportunity to bring John to a special meeting of the society 
presented itself, I jumped at the chance. John was touring Russia and 
the Ukraine, and then coming to the UK. Although dates changed 
round a little, I was able to secure a spot, with the only difficulty be-
ing that John was in Norfolk the day before and would have to be 
brought across to Cheltenham – expecting John to make it across on 
his own using buses and trains seemed a little unreasonable, so I ar-
ranged to collect him from Cambridge, and in fact at the last minute a 
tour of the Institute of Astronomy in Cambridge was laid on. 
 

So, I trundled across to Cambridge in the morning to arrive for 12.30, 
in good time for a tour, some lunch, and then across to Cheltenham 
for the evening visit. John was brought down to Cambridge by Chris-
tine from Earth & Sky books who had been entertaining him over-
night. With a feather in his hair, and incredibly sprightly for an 87 
year old, we were introduced. He quickly headed off into the trees 
and bushes, and started examining the leaves, pulling a few off, and 
eating them ! We were then met by Jim Hysom (well known as a tele-
scope maker) and Dr. Roderick Willstrop who works at the Institute 
and was to give us the tour.  
 

Before starting the tour, we stopped off at a sculpture of Fred Hoyle, 
who is one of John Dobson’s real heroes. Of course Fred Hoyle never 
believed in the Big Bang theory, and coined the phrase as an act of 
derision, and was a believer in steady state theories, like John. 
 

The first of the Cam-
bridge telescopes to 
be seen was the 
‘Thorrowgood Tele-
scope’, which was 
built by T. Cooke & 
Sons of York & Lon-
don in 1864. Truly a 
vintage scope this 8 
inch refractor was 
made for the Revd. 
Dawes and changed 
hands many times 
before being put on 
permanent loan to the 
Cambridge Institute of 
Astronomy by the 
Royal Astronomical 
Society. 
 

Moving onto the 36” 
reflector telescope, 
this is one of the larg-
est in the UK (the 
largest is thought to 
be the 37” James 

Gregory telescope in St. An-
drews). Interesting because its 
focus comes out of the main 
body of the telescope to a 
Coude type position.  
 

Finally, Dr. Willstrup showed 
us a small experimental 3 mir-
ror Schmidt Camera. The 
main problem with many 
Schmidt Camera’s is the large 
corrector plate which is diffi-
cult to make. The experimen-
tal model certainly produced 
some fine results, and because 
of the design can be easily 
scaled, though sadly at the 
moment there seems to be no 
funding for a larger model. 
 

A tour round the historic library 
completed the tour of the institute, and a return to Fred Hoyle’s sculp-
ture. Much 
thanks must 
go to Jim Hy-
som and Dr. 
Willstrup for 
arranging the 
tour. 
 

Lunch was at a 
small restau-
rant across the 
road the John, 
Jim and my-
self. John and 
Jim swapped 
stories of 
mirror mak-
ing over 
lunch – much beyond my knowledge or experience. “John – do you 
use the Foucault test ?”, “No we only ever do a star test !”. 
 

After lunch, the long drive back, John dozed for most of the time, but 
was interested to note that our ‘freeways’ are named after Messier 
objects (M1, M42, M6, etc). 
 

On arrival at Shurdington, we were a little early and went for a walk 
round the green. Finding another hedgerow of berries, John tucked in 
for another snack. Though he would seem to appear to eat anything, I 
am sure he knew exactly what he was doing ! 
 

Of course his lecture talk was a ‘tour de force’, as befits someone 
who does this almost professionally. A really engaging person, with-
out any airs and graces, I was a real pleasure to spend time with him. 
 

Although John sped through his subject, with little time to take every-
thing in, I was sent a copy of his paper “A Brief History of Cosmol-
ogy”, which is reproduced here. 
 

Where-ever John went in the UK he has  wowed his audience, and I 
think we were lucky to have him. Its not very often you can meet a 
legend. 
 
 
———————————————————————————— 

 
 

John Dobson trying out the Thorrowgood refractor  

The 36” Telescope 

The 3M Schmidt Camera 
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A Brief History of Cosmology 
By John Dobson, 4135 Judah St., San Francisco, CA 
94122, U.S.A. 

 

How scientists, ancient and modern, have viewed the Universe. 
 

Newton had a cosmological problem introduced by combining his uni-
versal gravitation with his inverse square law. In order to avoid infinite 
gravitational problems, Newton’s Universe had to be finite in an infi-
nite ocean of space. That is, it had to have a center. 
 

But that contradicts the cosmological principle that the Universe 
should look the same from any position. 
 

Then the astronomer Seeliger pointed out that the Universe could still 
be infinite if we allow that over very large distances the gravitational 
attraction between bodies falls off more rapidly with distance than 
with Newton;s inverse square law. (This suggestion of Seeliger’s is the 
famous cosmological term that Einstein used and later regretted.) 
 

In order to preserve the notion that “There exists an average density of 
matter in the whole of space which is everywhere the same and differ-
ent from zero,” and to preserve the notion “That the magnitude of 
space is independent of time,” Einstein introduced Seeliger’s cosmo-
logical term, “… a term which was not required by the theory as such 
nor did it seem natural from a theoretical point of view.” 
 

Then, in the 1920’s, the Russian mathematician Alexander Friedman 
pointed out that we could still have an infinite Universe, with an aver-
age density different from zero, and yet get rid of Seeliger’s cosmo-
logical term if we allow that the magnitude of space might not be inde-
pendent of time, that is, if we allow that space might expand. 
 

This predicted expansion, which was confirmed observationally by 
Hubble and others, implied both an “origin” and a “creation” for the 
Universe, and gave rise to the Big Bang models. But how could the 
Universe come out of nothing ? What drives the expansion ? And why 
should the Universe expand at the escape velocity ? And there was 
even some doubt that the Universe could be older than the stars. 
 

In the 1940s Bondi, Gold and Hoyle, in England, pointed out that we 
could get rid of the “origin” problem if we allow that creation is con-
tinuous, that is, that hydrogen is created throughout the Universe at a 
rate to match the expansion. 
 

That gave rise to the Steady State models which hold to the prefect 
cosmological principle, that the Universe should look the same not 
only from any place but also at any time. But where does the “new 
hydrogen” come from ? And from where do we get the 3K microwave 
background radiation discovered by Penzias and Wilson which the 
proponents of the Big Bang took as the clinching evidence for their 
model ? 
 

Although the Steady State models got rid of the “origin” problem, they 
did not get rid of the “creation” problem. But we can get rid of the 
“creation” problem as well as the “origin” problem by allowing that 
the particles might recycle from the border of the observational Uni-
verse imposed by the observed expansion. (Actually, it is the redshift 
itself that imposes the border, rather than our interpretation that the 
redshift is due to an expansion.) 
 

Since the spectral lines of the radiation coming from very near that 
border appear gravely reshifted, it follows that, as seen by us, the parti-
cles giving rise to that radiation are of very low energy and very low 
mass. And that low mass has two very interesting consequences.  
 

First: Since radiation going through a field of low mass particles will 
be thermalized to 3K by being so often picked up and reradiated, we 
have a possible alternative explanation for the observed microwave 
background radiation discovered by Penzias and Wilson, and inter-

preted by some as the “echo” of the Big Bang.  
 

Second: If the mass of the particles is low, their momentum, and there-
fore our necessary uncertainty in that momentum, will also be low. 
But, by Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle, if our uncertainty in the 
momentum approaches zero at that border, our uncertainty in the posi-
tion of the particles there must approach totality. And that allows the 
particles to recycle from the border. 
 

Now if the particles can recycle, by tunnelling, from the border of the 
observable Universe, we can get rid of the “creation” problem as well 
as the “origin” problem. 
Is there any observational evidence that material is thus recycling from 
the border ? There is. The Hubble Space Telescope supplied evidence 
that there are some nine or more clouds of hydrogen between the qua-
sar 3C273 and ourselves. And it is difficult to believe that such clouds 
could have survived for some fifteen thousand million years without 
condensing into something we could see. Measurements with the Hub-
ble Space Telescope also indicate that there is more than enough hy-
drogen in the great inter galactic voids to make all the known galaxies. 
And finally, the slowing down of the expansion rate predicted by the 
Big Bang has not been confirmed. 
 

Prediction: If the Universe were not built on frustration it couldn’t go 
on like this. 
———————————————————————————————— 

Editor’s and Event’s Spot  
By Callum Potter 
 

Thanks to everyone that came to the John Dobson meeting - I hope 
you enjoyed it as much as I did. And a special thanks to those that 
brought along a telescope for the evening. 
 

I am starting work on the speaker programme for next year, and if any-
one would like to hear talks on specific subjects, please let me know 
and I will see what I can organise. I aim to provide an eclectic mix of 
topics which will suit all tastes, but there are certain to be some speak-
ers that are better than others, and whenever a ‘new’ speaker comes 
you can never be totally sure what you are going to get ! There is some 
talk about bringing another high profile speaker across from the US for 
tour of UK and Ireland next year, and if the cost is not too great this 
may be something we could participate in again. We learned a lot with 
the John Dobson tour, and with slightly  better organisation and more 
‘gigs’ the cost per society could be quite low. Names such as David 
Levy, Caroline Shoemaker, and Fred Espanek have been bandied 
around, but nothing is definite yet. Regarding the Astro-Basics talks, 
scheduling these has proved difficult when running as part of the 2nd 
half of the meeting. I am thinking of changing this so these will be run 
as part of the ‘members nights’ or ‘informal evenings’ which tend to 
occur 4 times a year. 
 

There seems to be a lot of interest in astro-photography at the moment. 
Many thanks to Ian Birrell for his article in this issue, and John 
Fletcher and the Sky at Night Competition raised the profile of this 
across the country.  But why is there so much enthusiasm about astro-
photography? As human beings we relate to each other, and want to 
communicate our experiences. When witnessing an event or object 
through an eyepiece this is a very personal event, but our natural desire 
is to communicate it to others - mediums of communication vary from 
verbal, written, drawings, photography and most recently digital imag-
ing. Sadly we have all too few verbal or written experiences (with the 
exception of the Eclipse chasers), drawing seems to require some abil-
ity, digital imaging seems to be expensive, but photography provides a 
relatively easy way into this subject, and good results can be obtained. 
In addition photography and digital imaging can reveal details or ob-
jects that are invisible to the normal eye. So, if you have not yet had a 
go - why not give it a try ! 
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Coordinator’s Spot 
By Duncan Willoughby 
 

Recently C4 ran a two part documentary entitled ‘The Day the Earth 
Was Born’. 
 

Whilst I felt that the documentary raised certain aspects of the early 
evolution of the planet and life on it, and laboured other points, I 
viewed the documentary balanced and the story well told. 
 

Though the material presented was not new, it highlighted new re-
search that indicates that life evolved on Earth a lot earlier than scien-
tists had previously dared imagine. 
 

I have long thought about the prospect that life is or was harboured on 
our ‘twin’ Venus. Many years ago before the cloud cover and surface 
of Venus were better understood, it was believed by a number of sci-
entists that Venus would have oceans possibly teaming with life. This 
prospect fuelled speculation that Venus could be terraformed, and a 
number of Science Fiction writers in the 1930’s, 40’s, and early 50’s 
speculated on the type of life that may be found. As Russian and 
American robotic probes unveiled Venus, and illustrated it’s less that 
serene nature, life seemed less likely. Recently however, scientists 
have again speculated that the cloud tops of Venus may harbour primi-
tive microbes, that are capable of processing the exotic concoction of 
gases found there. Given the knack life has of turning up in unex-
pected places here on Earth, it may again be safe to speculate that Ve-
nus may support simple life. 
 

Given that the surface of Venus has been drastically altered by flood 
basalt, and other volcanism, even if probes could survive the immense 
temperature and pressure, it is unlikely that there would be much evi-
dence to create a picture of what Venus may have been like back when 
the Earth too was a toddler. 
 

With a cooler Sun in the past, did Venus have favourable conditions to 
support life ? Given that life appears to have appeared on Earth very 
quickly after conditions were stable enough, did Venus do the same ? 
Early in it’s history was Venus bombarded Solar System debris just as 
violently as the Earth ? If so did Venusian meteorites find their way to 
Earth ? I’m not sure if museums or research institutions hold Venusian 
meteorites, or indeed if any have been found on Earth. Since such sam-
ples could indeed be very old, the history of Venus may have been 
permanently erased, and even the pock marked surface of the moon 
may not harbour litter of Venusian origin, as the potential samples may 
not have landed on either surface and remained untouched by plane-
tary evolution. 
 

I have often felt that scientifically Venus gets as little press as it’s near 
neighbour Mercury. Thankfully, certainly for the latter we can look 
forward, hopefully, to both ESA and NASA sending Bepi Colombo 
and MESSENGER respectively to Mercury in the next couple of 
years, and there is speculation that ESA may use space equipment 
from the Mars Express probe due to be launched next year, to build a 
similar Venus probe. 
 

The current rush to survey Mars extensively should be viewed as best 
practice in that search for life in the solar system, just as ESA propose 
to utilise similar or spare instruments, so the methodology to search for 
life on Mars should become a template for it’s future study throughout 
the Solar System. If life is as resilient and adaptable in Space as it is on 
Earth, then we just need to lift the correct stone. 
 

Request Spot 
 

Next year we shall be holding one if not two displays in shopping cen-
tres to help communicate Astronomy and Space to a wider public audi-
ence. If anyone has any pictures, drawings, or posters that they feel 
happy to lend to these displays, any material would broaden the appeal 

of the boards that are prepared. Alternatively, if anyone has an hour or 
two to spare to help man the table during the days the displays are 
held, the more help we have the better it will go. 
 

Later next year National Astronomy Week coincides with the closest 
approach of Mars to Earth in the past 6000 years. Also Beagle 2 will 
have been hopefully successfully launched, and it will be an ideal time 
to help capture the public’s attention about matters Astronomical. A 
few suggestions have been put forward about events to coincide with 
this, and June’s Cheltenham Festival of Science, but if anyone has any 
ideas we’d like to hear about them. 
 

Finally, by way of suggestion, I would like to propose that we at some 
point during early next year, write to Professor Colin Pillinger and the 
Beagle 2 team, conveying on behalf of the Society all our best wishes 
for the forthcoming Mars mission. This mission is a British first, and 
shows how ingenious we can be, and I believe it deserves our fullest 
support. 
————————————————————————————– 
 

Basic Astrophotography 
by Ian Birrell 

The most important thing to remember about camera and tripod astro-
photography is that, in principle at least, it is very straightforward.  In 
practice, any number of bizarre things can conspire to spoil an other-
wise perfectly good astrophotograph, many of which are probably re-
lated to nerves or boredom on the part of the photographer. Standing 
virtually motionless next to a camera for two minutes at night is a very 
unnatural state for a human being to be in, and don't our minds know 
it. As the minutes wear on, your  brain will start suggesting to you how 
much fun it would be to mime the taking of your team's winning pen-
alty in the FA cup final all those years ago. At the same time, it will 
keep you suitably oblivious to the fact that some rather expensive and 
fragile camera equipment is located well within kicking distance. Air 
guitarists could run into similar problems here. 
 

Seriously though, the main factor that can spoil this type of  astrophot-
ography is probably wind vibration. If there is a significant wind fac-
tor, it is best to wait until the wind has died down, otherwise you will 
find yourself wondering why the stars always seem to decide to take 
up Morris dancing when you attempt to photograph them. If there is a 
breeze present, but not one of sufficient ferocity to prevent astrophot-
ography altogether, the effects of it can be minimised by positioning 
yourself and your equipment next to a wall (which wall will of course 
be determined by the direction of the wind.) 
 

So what equipment is required then, Mr. B? Well, the ideal type of 
camera is one with a 'B' setting (essential) , and a focusing screen that 
can be locked up prior to the shutter being opened. Other equipment 
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required is a sturdy tripod and a cable release. Vibration prevention is 
the important factor here. I would recommend using colour slide film 
such as Kodak Elite Chrome 400. Unless there is significant light pol-
lution where you are located, the camera lens should be opened as 
wide as possible; f/1.8 or 2.8 is good. 
 

If the focusing screen of the 
camera cannot be locked up 
prior to the exposure, there is a 
technique that can used to 
minimize or eradicate entirely 
the effects of the vibration that 
occurs when the mirror 'slaps' 
up as the exposure begins and 
ends. Simply hold a piece of 
dark card, or a hat (or other 
suitable object) in front of the 
lens, then open the shutter, 
wait a few seconds, remove 
the object, and let the exp o-
sure begin. At the end of the 
exposure, hold the object in 
front of the lens again, release 
the shutter, then remove the 
object. 
 

The primary patterns of many 
constellations can be framed beautifully with a standard 50mm lens. 
Orion, Cassiopeia, Perseus, Gemini, Taurus, and the 'Plough' in Ursa 
Major, are all examples of good targets for the novice astrophotogra-
pher. 
The most important thing to remember when taking the photograph is 
that the rotation of the earth will, of course, cause the star images to 
trail on the film after a short period of time. The amount of time for 
which the shutter can be opened before trailing can be seen is deter-
mined by the focal length of the camera lens (a 50mm lens will show 
trailing before a 20mm lens will, for example), and the location in the 
sky of the area that is being photographed. If you wish to avoid signifi-
cant star trails appearing on your film, then I would suggest exposing 
the image for under 30 seconds, with a 50mm lens, unless the field of 
view includes, or is close to, the celestial pole. In this case, the effect 

of trailing should be decidedly 
minimal for the lengths of ex-
posures that we will be consid-
ering.  
 

On the other hand, deliberately 
letting the stars trail on your 
film can produce a very attrac-
tive effect. Stop down the cam-
era lens to f/5.6 or so, point the 
camera anywhere in the sky, 
and open the shutter for 5 or 10 
minutes. Star colours show up 
beautifully when their images 
are allowed to trail. If you wish 
to create a really spectacular 
effect, point the camera at the 
pole star, and allow the images 
to trail. The whirlpool effect 
produced will be most reward-
ing.     
 

Experimenting is the real key 
to success in this kind of astrophotography, however. Try different 
types of film, different exposures, different camera lens focal ratios, 
and different locations for your photography. Just remember the basic 
principles outlined above, get out there, and do it.  

A Whistle Stop Visit  to the London 
Science Museum 
By Duncan Willoughby 
 

Last week on a visit to London on business, I was able to use up my 
lunch hour by paying a visit to the space galleries of the London Sci-
ence Museum. 
 

I’m sure you, like me, have visited the museum a number of times, but 
this time my primary motive was to go there to get some slides of 
some of exhibits for illustrative material for future talks. After phot o-
graphing the Russian Space artefacts in Moscow this summer, I’ve 
been gradually building up an inventory of slides showing various ve-
hicles, space suits, etc. 
 

On the day that I visited, I couldn’t have picked a worse day for pho-
tography, because it was half term week ! But what the heck I though, 
it was coming here as a child that helped fuel my interest in space, so I 
thought let them be inspired too, just so long as they don’t trample on 
my feet or stand in any picture ! 
 

Suspended from the ceil-
ing of the gallery are two 
rockets, an American 
Scout launcher from the 
1950’s and the British 
Black Arrow of the late 
1960’s. Perhaps owing to 
its sleek design, or maybe 
its orange-red satellite 
shroud nose cone, it takes 
on a Dan Dare / Thunder-

birds era look to it, and is actually a very stylish looking rocket. This 
example, R4, arrived at the Science Museum in 1986 and had the Brit-
ish Government not cancelled the programme in 1971 it most likely 
would have launched a satellite in 1974, following the successful 
launch in October 1971 of R3, carrying the ‘Prospero’ satellite. Like 
the TSR2 fighter/bomber at RAF Cosford, Black Arrow recalls a lost 
page of British technological prowess. 
 

In 2000 with the assistance of original members of the Black Arrow 
design and construction team, R4 was displayed in its current state 
split into its three stages. 
 

Of the two British rockets on permanent display in the UK (the other 
being Blue Streak at the National Space Centre in Leicester), Black 
Arrow is the more attractive of the two, and looks less of a museum 
piece. 
 

Elsewhere on the floor there is a replica (full size), of the Apollo L.E.
M., complete with Buzz mannequin climbing down the ladder, ready 
to say “that’s one giant leap for a dummy” (sorry). He or it descends 
onto a well worn lunar surface replica and adjacent to the lander’s 
landing strut, is a replica of one of two Russian spacecraft displayed in 
the museum. This one being Luna 9, the probe deployed by the USSR 
in February 1966, which soft landed on the lunar surface on 3rd Febru-
ary 1966. The other replica is that of Sputnik 1 which is suspended 
above some of ‘Buzzs’ dummy friends, this time demonstrating the 
use of rockets during the Napoleonic Wars. 
 

Near to the L.E.M. is a fine collection of Apollo era artefacts which 
include a headset worn inside the Command Module by Mike Collins 
during Apollo 11. Also displayed is the spacesuit worn by William 
Anders, Lunar Module Pilot on the Apollo 8 circumlunar flight in De-
cember 1968. 
 

Other exhibits in this section include a section of Skylab that survived 
re-entry in 1979 over Australia, Ed Gibson's medical monitoring belt 
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from Skylab 4, and Helen Sharman’s 
Soyuz Space Suit from the 1991 Mir/Juno 
mission. 
 

Though there are not many telescopes on 
display in this section of the museum, 
there is a fine scale model of Hubble, and 
a backup X-Ray telescope from the 
Apollo Telescope Mount from the Skylab 
programme. 
 
Adjacent to the space gallery there is a 
newly re-opened section of exhibits that 
details scientific and technological pro-
gress since the industrial revolution. 
Amongst Mini’s suspended implausibly 
from the walls, and a 1935 Lockheed 

Electra dive bombing the visitors, stands a V2 rocket and the com-
mand module of Apollo 
10. 
 

The black and white 
painted V2 rocket stands 
menacingly on its tail 
fins, and I view with 
irony a weapon that 
caused such destruction 
in London 60 years ago 
stand so peacefully in a 
museum today. 
 

Apollo 10 has been proudly displayed on a solid plinth that allows 
inspection of the singed honeycomb heat shield. Parts of the composite 
structure had actually flaked away, so one could imagine the inferno of 
the re-entry. 
 

With the opening of the National Space Centre, displays detailing 
planetary exploration seem to have been reduced, and the exhibitions 
tend to centre on the artefact more so. If you are keen to study hard-
ware from the first fifty years of spaceflight then you will not be disap-
pointed, if you expected to see astronomical instruments then you may 
have to hunt a little harder, as they do not appear to populate this sec-
tion of the museum, and appear to be dotted around, in support of gen-
eral scientific advancement displays. 
————————————————————————————– 

Sun Pillar 
 
On a recent trip to Devon, Martin Sinton captured this Sun Pillar  

Society Awards  - The Result 
 
Unusually, one person was voted winner of both of the Society’s 
awards - the Dan Turton and Robin Townley trophies for Best Astro 
Image, and Greatest Contribution to the work of the society.  
 
Congratulations to Derek Maskell on his fine achievement - has this 
ever happened before ?  

 
————————————————————————————– 
CCD Images 
 
Derek Maskell had some successful nights imaging with his Starlight 
Express MX7c CCD Camera. 
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DATES FOR YOUR DIARY 
By Tony Ireland 
 

First, apologies to those of my old comrades in arms whom I was un-
able to meet during our flying visit to Cheltenham in mid- October for 
the Cheltenham Literary Festival.  It was fun to see Rod, John F., 
Callum and to speak to Cathy Watkins and Nick and Janet Day.  
Through them I was updated on your latest adventures and send con-
gratulations to the Society on its recent achievements - not least the 
last edition of MERCURY, which I thought one of the best ever.  
There is little doubt that the Cotswold AS is a centre of astronomical 
talent to rival the best around the country, thanks to the enthusiasm of 
the CAS Officials which inspire you all - well, some of you any 
way !! - to do great things. I hope this will be recognised with worthy 
words at the next AGM by the membership. 
 

I must also congratulate John Fletcher on his magnificent achievement 
in getting on SKY AT NIGHT so brilliantly in October; his presenta-
tion was excellent, for an amateur, though  John told me that that was 
his 21st appearance on TV, so maybe we should be urging him to join 
Equity and become a professional presenter ! Patrick cannot go on 
forever ..... I hope that there will be a report from John elsewhere in 
this edition telling you all of his experiences leading up to the pro-
gramme.  John knows the 'tricks of the trade' now when it comes to 
putting yourself over on the box and I think we shall see more of him 
in the media, particularly with the upcoming events of 2003. And if 
you buy Patrick Moore's Yearbook for 2003 - and 2004 in due course - 
you'll see John's efforts in print.  Not all of us can be as enthusiastic as 
John in observing, but even a peep at the sky now and then justifies 
your decision to be an amateur astronomer.  John is our 'comet' - we 
are merely part of his 'tail' !!! 
 

And so to the last DFYD for 2002 - with a peep into 2003.... I am hop-
ing to expand the method of presenting these notes in the future, using 
the Sky At Night website as an aid.  Deadlines prevent me from doing 
so this time round but fingers crossed for the next edition - you have 
been warned, especially as it will mean setting you some homework to 
do in addition to merely reading these notes. I have already set my 
own Society up here such homework and their first efforts will be 
marked this coming month .... 
 

November, of course, is Leonid time again and, despite the Full Moon, 
you may get a good show without the necessity of travelling to any 
Pacific Islands.  Also Saturn will be at its best during the span of this 
newsletter so you must get out there and observe.  Date of Opposition 
is December 17th when the Lord of the Rings - the real one, not that 
trumped up thing they will be going mad about in the Press when the 
new film comes out - will be displaying his wares to their best so that 
its Magnitude will reach - 0.5, shining brightly near the lower of the 
two 'Horn Stars' of Taurus, the Bull. ? Taurii is at Mag 3, much dim-
mer than Saturn, though its absolute Magnitude is much greater at 
Mag - 3.0 owing to its distance, around 489 LY so we see it as it was 
when Henry VIII was on the throne, still married to Catherine of 
Aragon, and spending his late father's money like there was no tomor-
row in fabulous feasts, jousting, hunting , tapestries, books, with Anne 
Boleyn not yet on the horizon, aged just 7. (isn't it amazing what you 
learn in these notes !!!).  Saturn's light meanwhile takes about an hour 
to reach us this month. ? Taurii is known as Alheka.  It is a B2 star so 
it is very hot (20,OOOC compared with our Sun's 600OC) and com-
prised of mainly Hydrogen and Helium.  The other star at the higher 
point of the Horn is ß Taurii, a B7 type star and therefore much cooler 
than its co-star (oops) at Mag 1.65 with an absolute mag of -1.65, 
much closer, just 130 LY away, so we see it as it  was when Disraeli 
and Gladstone were shouting at each other in the House of Commons.  
Known as AI Nath some map makers place it  in the Constellation of 
Auriga, just above Taurus.  Right now Saturn will have an angular 
diameter of over 20.7", half that of Jupiter, but not as great as Mars 
will be next August (25"), though the width of the rings will bring it 

closer to Jupiter's width.  You might see more than one Division in 
those rings and you should certainly spot Titan which will be to the 
East of Saturn on 19th and 20th November and the 5th and 6th of De-
cember.  Even more exciting will be the close approach of Saturn to 
the Crab Nebulae Ml on January 4/5th 2003. 
 

As for the rest of the planets, Jupiter will start to appear in the East at a 
respectable hour , between Cancer and Leo.  Venus will rapidly climb 
away from the Sun as it recedes from us following its conjunction on 
October 31st. 
 

NOVEMBER 
 

Sun 17th/    Stay up late on 17th and you might see a good display of 
Mon 18th    the Leonids despite the bright Full Moon in that part of the 

sky. if no luck then look again the following night. [Neil 
Bone of Astronomy Now and BAA suggests the max. may 
be at 4.00 am in the morning of Tuesday 19th - Ed.]  

 

Tue 19th/    After midnight tonight you may realise that the Moon is 
Wed 20th    slightly, only slightly darker than normal.  Look at the up-

per left hand side around 1 - 1 .30 am: the Moon will be in 
a penumbral eclipse. 

 

Fri 22nd      The Moon will be close to Saturn this evening 
 

Fri 29th       The Moon at Last Quarter will be half a degree to the 
WNW of Vesta as it rises early this morning.  Should be 
visible in binoculars. 

 

DECEMBER 
 

Sun 1st       The Moon, Mars and Venus will be close together in the 
morning sky before dawn. if you can drag yourself out of a 
warm bed well worth trying a photograph if you have a 
good low eastern horizon. 

 

Mon 2nd     Watch out for Orionid meteors tonight. 
 

Wed 4th      When you wake up this morning ponder on lucky Rod 
Salisbury down in OZ hoping like mad that the sky will be 
clear for a THIRTY FOUR SECOND view of the total 
eclipse of the Sun as it is about to set (19.10 Oz time - 
09.10 am our time).  The maximum period of this eclipse 
will take place at 07.40 am our time over the Indian Ocean 
when the Sun will disappear for 2 minutes and 4 seconds 
but unless you are Tony Bullimore on a yacht out there no-
one will witness this. I cant imagine Patrick Moore will 
venture that far, but maybe the midday or even the morn-
ing TV news will have some pictures as it is also total from 
parts of East Africa at around 6.20 am. We wish Rod once 
again the best of luck, a safe return and a full report in the 
next edition of MERCURY.  Next year you will have a 
chance to see an unusual solar event from Northern Britain. 
More details are shown below in the outlook for 2003. 

 

Fri 6th         If it is a clear morning have a look to the East before dawn 
and you should see very bright Venus (Mag -4.7) to the left 
of very faint Mars (Mag 1.7), just 3 Moon widths away 
from each other. 

 

Fri 13th/     You might pick up some Geminid meteors after midnight.  
Sat 14th  
 

Tue 17th     Saturn at opposition (see above) at 5 pm tonight. Of course 
the Moon will be close by too !!! 

 

Sun 22nd    At 01.13 am early this morning the Sun will be at its south-
ernmost point on the ecliptic.  Time to start thinking about 
summer !!!! 

 

Tue 24th     If you are good at reading Star Maps then seek out µ Capri-
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corni (Mag 5) and 150" to the South will be 6th Mag URA-
NUS a blue dot in your scope's field of view, though if you 
bump up the magnification you might resolve it into a 3.5" 
arc disc. 

 

Mon 30th   The Moon will be close to Venus in the morning sky with 
the brightest planet just 2 degrees NNE of the crescent. 

 

2003 
 

And so to yet another New Year. 2002 was, I suppose, a good year 
astronomy wise with occultations of Jupiter and Saturn, Comet lkeya 
Zang, and, for the Cotswold AS our 20 th anniversary visit by John 
Dobson, and John Fletcher's appearance on Sky at Night plus the un-
doubted successes of John Rock, Alan Cahill and Mr. Fletcher in re-
cording Close Encounters of the Asteroid Kind. 
 

2003 has a different set of delights to entertain us. No planetary occul-
tations in 2003 as far as I have been able to ascertain but the closest 
approach of Mars for thousands of years during the week of August 
23rd to 30th, leading to the fun of the next National Astronomy Week 
when no CAS member - or SCAS member come to that - will be al-
lowed to go on holiday as you will all be required to attend and sup-
port NAW !!!  May too will be a tremendous month.  On 7th May the 
Sun will rise at around 5.15 BST and within an hour you will all have 
to be outside with your white cards, telescopes and binoculars to pro-
ject the Sun's image so that you can begin to observe the five hour 
transit of Mercury across the Northern part of the Sun's disc from 6.12 
to 11.30 am.  Nine days later on 16th May you will have to have a 
very late night indeed - or an early morning rise – to observe the Total 
Eclipse of the Moon at 4.00 am BST.  It will be a fine sight as it sets in 
the East. And then perhaps the most exciting event of all, the month 
finishes with an annular eclipse of the Sun at Sunrise on 31st May !! 
Get to the East Coast, preferably above Inverness in Scotland, to see 
this amazing event at its best.  Photographers will be vying with each 
other to photograph an eclipsed Sun rising from the North Sea at 4.25 - 
or about 4.45 where you are in Gloucestershire to the North East over 
the Eastern Cotswolds.  You'll need protective Mylar to watch this 
safely. Finally, in November we have ANOTHER Total Eclipse of the 
Moon visible at a more respectable time during the night of November 
8th and 9th though totality will be quite short, less than 24 minutes 
because the Moon will be passing through the 'bottom' of the Earth's 
shadow.  It will also mean that the Southern edge of the moon will be 
brighter than the rest of the Moon. 
 

JANUARY 
 

Sat 4th/      Saturn passes very close to Ml this evening. Should be a  
Sun 5th      fine sight in binoculars.  Those of you able to photograph 

this conjunction should try photos on January 3rd, 4th, 5th 
and 6th.  Those with skill at lining up your scope accu-
rately could try four exposures on ONE negative to get the 
movement of Saturn - or try re-photographing four photos 
sandwiched together ? Maybe Ian Gray could offer advice 
on this at the December Meeting ? Anyway just enjoy for 
what it will be worth. 

 

Wed 8th     Star YY Piscium will be occulted by the Moon at around 
18.00 Mag 4.4 It is a variable star right at the extreme SW 
point of the Constellation It will reappear on the bright side 
of the Moon half an hour later.  

 

THE GREAT HUNT 
 

It may surprise you to know that Mr. Ireland, writer of those copious 
DFYD notes for what seems like centuries, really hasn't a clue when it 
comes to looking at the Night Sky. I can pick out The Great Bear, 
Orion, Taurus, Gemini, Cassiopeia, Leo etc and once I even made out 
the Tea Pot in Sagittarius regarding it as a major triumph.  But if you 
were to take me outside and say, right what constellation is below Cas-

siopeia, or to the East of Orion I probably wouldn't have a clue.  Now 
that is pretty bad, seeing as how I am supposed to have had an interest 
in astronomy for over fifty years.  And that set me thinking, because at 
the AGM of my Society up here, the Skipton and Craven Society, 
which is ticking along nicely thank you, one of the members said 'I 
haven't a clue when it comes to looking up at the sky as to where eve-
rything is.  What are you going to do about it ?' So I decided to do ac-
cept the challenge. 
 

But where do you begin ? Why bother anyway, you may ask ? With 
telescopes of today all you have to do is line them up on two stars - so 
I am told -(not even the Pole Star !!!) - and bingo, they will GoTo 
wherever you want providing it is above the horizon.  For someone 
like me who can find the Moon and the Planets and be happy the chore 
of identifying a Constellation seems pointless. 
 

But there are others who are just arriving at the gate of Astronomy and 
wish to know more than where the Pole Star is.  They might have a 
non GoTo telescope (like me) or just a pair of binoculars. Or better 
still good eyesight and maybe even a dark sky at the back of their 
house - rare I know, but there are some lucky people who are so 
blessed.  Up here we have several members who are lucky in that re-
spect, one of whom I visited the other day who has a telescope, lives 
by several huge man made fishing lakes, surrounded by low hills 
shielding her from the lights of the nearest town and is desperate to 
know where anything is up there !!! 
 

But when you get down to the nitty gritty just what is there out there in 
the bookshops or the libraries to help you.  Not a tot in my opinion.  
You try finding a practical map of the Heavens ! Delving around in my 
books, atlases and monthly magazines I have to confess that in my 
humble opinion not one of them gave a sensible illustration of the sky 
as we see it in reality.  OK I know that is asking a bit much. There are 
some books which purport to show the Constellations as they are phot-
ographically, one that came out a few years ago attempted to show the 
sky in a polluted area, in a relatively dark sky and in a dark sky area 
but it was so poorly printed that I gave it away. There is another which 
is a work of astronomical art - The Photographic Atlas of the Stars by 
H P Arnold and Patrick Moore published by the Institute of Physics 
Publishing Bristol and Philadelphia at £19.95 which shows individual 
constellations with Stars down to Mag 9. - terrific if you have a tele-
scope but hopeless if you have just the naked eye.  You are over-
whelmed by the amazing number of stars visible.  It is a book to enjoy 
visibly with excellent background information. 
 

The magazine maps are OK but frankly I find only ASTRONOMY 
NOW's maps of any use each month.  But let's face it.  If you wanted 
to have an atlas which was big enough with illuminated stars visible in 
the dark to observe the Constellations you would need three men at 
least to carry it outside with pages BIG enough to represent Orion for 
example.  You peer hopefully at a portable Star Disc with its tiny Con-
stellations and then reel back in amazement when you realise just how 
HUGE they are in the sky . It' s not fair is it !!? 
 

The CAS did try and solve this problem many years ago by using an 
SLR with a 50mm lens, black and white film provided free by 
Speediebrews and dishing out a sequence of Constellations to phot o-
graph between willing members over a period of twelve months to 
form a Photographic Atlas of our own.  At first all went well.  Cameras 
clicked.  Films were developed - even printed.  But then the whole 
scheme collapsed and was never finished. I was as much to blame as 
anyone for that debacle.  So what to do ?  
 

Amazingly over the horizon, within the last few weeks, like the US 
cavalry, has come a book I found, quite by accident in Waterstones on 
the Promenade, which, whilst it doesn't completely solve the problem 
of recognising the Constellations does make a brave try at portraying 
them as they are.  It is published by Collins and is entitled How to 
Identity the Night Sky by Storm Dunlop and Will Tirion.  Price a 
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rather hefty  £12.99 for a 256 page paperback.  But it is printed on 
good paper with a cover that will resist showers of rain.  It is up to date 
enough to include a photo of  Comet Ikeya Zhang.  It is aimed at those 
who wish to observe the sky with the naked eye, binoculars or small 
telescopes.  Within, are clear uncluttered maps of the sky at Spring , 
Summer, Autumn and Winter , followed by Monthly Star maps look-
ing North and South. There are chapters on the moon and the planets, 
including charts showing planetary conjunctions through to 2006 
which reveal that we are going to have some interesting line ups if you 
have a good Western horizon in the next few years.  And then each 
Constellation is given a two page spread with three types of identifica-
tion - a map setting it in context of nearby constellations, a map of the 
constellation down to Mag 6 and a photograph which gives you a good 
idea of what it actually looks like.  On the opposite page there are 
helpful notes on what to observe OK the pages are small.  But I think 
the book is an advance on what we have had to put up with so far.  
Any rate I shall be using this book to start my voyage around the sky 
at future meetings of the SCAS. I am sure we, shall get hopelessly lost 
on the way but at least we are going to give it a go and may even start 
our own Photographic Atlas of the Sky. Wish us luck   ......... care to 
join us ??? 
 

ASTRO ALMANACS 
 

At this time of the year we are offered the chance to buy special edi-
tions issued by the Astronomy magazines which purport to guide you 
round the upcoming events of the New Year.  I suggest you treat them 
with a certain amount of scepticism.  So far I have noticed one from 
the USA published by SKY AND TELESCOPE at £2.95 covering the 
period from September 2002 to December 2003. The Monthly Sky 
maps aimed at people living far South of us are set out in the familiar 
style of Sky and Telescope and have a broad description of what can 
be seen, but not on a daily basis. There is a separate entry for the plan-
ets. There are articles on How to Use Your Telescope 'Messier Ob-
jects, How to find your way around the sky and many pages devoted to 
telescopes available to US addicts at prices which make Fullerscopes 
look the rip off they are !! 
 

Not to be outdone ASTRONOMY NOW has brought out a magazine 
for the first time with similar sky charts better designed and aimed for 
our latitude' good detailed articles about the 2003 eclipses and Mer-
cury's transit in May, but it adopts its usual rather high falluting style 
on more esoteric articles which some may feel unnecessary plus an 
obsession with photos of people who have contributed articles with 
details of their background which frankly I find boring.  Nevertheless 
the telescope buying section is useful and there are some excellent 
photos.  For astronomers wanting bumf rather than serious observing 
notes it is fine. 
 

A lesser known publication not in the shops is Paul Money's own 
booklet NIGHT SCENES published by Paul at £4 from his address at 
18 College Park Horncastle Lincs LN9 6RE   E Mail  paul@astspace.
demon.co.uk   which I think is a useful 40 page diary to slip into your 
pocket. The sky maps are too small but I like Paul's helpful diagrams 
and photos showing where objects mentioned will be each month.  He 
has a chatty style reminiscent of Patrick Moore. Our Skipton Society 
has obtained copies at a favourable rate for sale to members. 
 

For real info though you cannot beat my own bible from which I ex-
tract a lot of detail for DFYD, THE ASTRONOMICAL CALENDER 
2003, which you can obtain by post from the USA by ringing  001540 
338 8996  and have your credit card ready to tell the nice lady details 
of your name and address etc.  Cost a hefty $44 (£27).  Only real afi-
cionados of stellar mysteries should send for this one. !!  
 

And the best wall calendar ?  Wonders of the Universe published by 
Hansen Planetarium  www.hansenplanetarium.net/Publications.
html    I have yet to buy my copy for 2003 but for daily information it 
is the best there is, though ASTRONOMY'S Calendar now in the 

shops at £9.99 has probably better photos with not quite so much de-
tailed astro information. 
 

Happy Hunting 
 

Alan Birkner - Chicago AS 
 

Tony has received news from Chicago that their contact with us Alan 
Birkner has just come out of hospital after a serious operation. The 
first question he asked his doctor was 'Can I get out there with my 10" 
Dobsonian weighing 23 lbs ? ', ' Definitely not !', came the reply. 'You 
should lift nothing until I say so !'.  
We wish Alan well and a speedy recovery.  
 

News From Jack Newton  
 

“Suffice it to say that we had a delightful time in Ireland! The Whirl-
pool Star Party was very enjoyable, and the 200 or so participants at it 
were treated to some first-rate presentations. We loved the easy-going 
humour and friendliness of the people we met at every turn of the road. 
 

We travelled to Dublin following a short stay in London. Descending 
into Dublin airport, our first views were of  tranquil green countryside 
neatly dotted with farms and fields. During the following ten days, it 
seemed that around every corner was a pretty vista offering tidy well-
kept homes, many within the shadows of the ruins of centuries-old 
castles or abbeys. 
 

Mr. Eamonn Ansbro kindly invited us to spend time with he and his 
wife, Catherine, at their home and observatories in Kingsland Obser-
vatory in County Roscommon. That visit gave us the opportunity of 
seeing his new astronomical facilities nearing completion. These range 
from sky patrol instruments to 16-inch and 36 -inch telescopes which 
were developed for extragalactic and solar system studies. Eamonn 
tells us that when completed, one or both of the large telescopes will 
be made available for public access through the internet. Kingsland 
Observatory is also pioneering a robotic SETI observatory to search 
for extraterrestrial intelligent probes. 
 

We were in Ireland at the invitation of Mr. Michael Murphy, of the 
Shannonside Astronomy Club, chairperson of the popular Whirlpool 
Star Party at Birr Castle, County Offaly.  The "WSP" (which shares an 
acronym with Florida's Winter Star Party, attended by yours truly for 
13 out of the past 15 years) is a two-day program, this year held Octo-
ber 4 - 6.  The 2002 WSP was held at Dooly's Hotel in Birr, in the cen-
ter of Ireland. The hotel was a fine venue for the conference, which 
again this year was officially opened by the current Earl of Rosse, an 
enthusiastic supporter of astronomical programs at the castle. Messrs. 
Michael Murphy and David Bell handily took care of the myriad de-
tails of running the program, including introducing such speakers as 
John Dobson, Jack Newton, Prof. Antony Hewish (who received the 
Nobel prize in 1974 for the discovery of quasars), Prof. Barrie Jones, 
Dr. Johnjoe McFadden, David Lunt of Coronado Instruments, and Mr. 
Bob Bower. The program was varied and nicely-paced to allow for 
adequate time to visit the restored 72" Birr telescope during both day-
time and evening hours. Unfortunately, the scope could not be ma-
noeuvred during night viewing while we were there, as some work was 
being done on the hydraulics system. We did get a chance to peek 
through the eyepiece with the scope in a fixed position. The newly -
opened science centre in the lovely Castle demesne was wonderfully 
presented and just gawking at the 72" Leviathan in itself was an awe-
inspiring experience! 
 

For those of you interested in attending a future Whirpool Star Party 
(and we heartily recommend that you do!), the nearest airport is Shan-
non airport in County Clare in the west of Ireland.” 
 

Jack & Alice Newton 
www.jacknewton.com 
http://arizonaskyvillage.com 
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Monthly Meetings 
 
December 14th  
“Destination Moon”, video night  
 
January  11th  
"Revd. Thomas William Webb", Dr. Allan Chapman, Oxford Uni-
versity 
 
February  8th  
"Studying planets, from far and near", Dr. Helen Walker, Rutherford 
Appleton Laboratory 
 
March  8th  
“Astronomy & Science Fiction”, Duncan Willoughby. 
 
April  8th  
AGM and Exhibition Meeting 
 
 

Monthly meetings of the CAS are held on the second Satur-
day of each month. Meetings are held at Shurdington Church 
Hall, School Lane, Shurdington, Cheltenham.  
 

New members are always welcome to come along. Meetings 
start at 7.45 pm.  

 
Other Events 
 

December 17th - Observing Evening with Whiteshill Scouts, 
more  details from Duncan Willoughy 
 

January 19th - Society Annual Dinner, at The Pheasant Inn, 
Staverton 
 

January 25th - Society display at Regents Arcade, Chelten-
ham. Volunteers wanted ! 
 

March 15th - Observing evening, Birds and Stars night at 
Slimbridge Wildfowl and Wetland Trust, more details from 
Duncan Willoughy. 
 

April - ‘Stars in the Forest’ - another try at a star camp in the 
Forest of Dean, if there is sufficient interest. 
 

June - Cheltenham Science Festival 
 

August 23-30th - National Astronomy Week 
 
 

FAS Astrocalendars for 2002/3 
 

Accompanying this edition of Mercury, is the invaluable FAS 
Astrocalendar for the coming year. There is a free copy for 
every member, and if you wish to purchase additional copies 
for family or friends, please see Rod Salisbury who has a few 
‘spare’ copies. 
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