
South am pton
Astronom ical
Socie ty

Founde d 19 24

Ve nue s for Month ly M e e tings: M e e tings on th e  
2nd Th ursday of e ach  m onth  are  h e ld at:

Edm und Ke ll Unitarian Ch urch  H all, Be lle vue  
Road, South am pton, SO15 2AY.

Park ing Arrange m e nts: O n-stre e t park ing is 
usually available  in Be lle vue  Road.
Th e re  is a car park  in King's Park  Road ne arby. 
 From  th e  car park  th e re  is pe de strian acce ss to 
Asylum  Road. Ple ase  e nsure  th at your car is 
se cure ly lock e d. 

*Ple ase  note  th at our ve nue  is acce ssible  by 
D isable d Visitors*

All M e e tings start prom ptly at 7.30 pm .

Club Eve nings and O bse rving M e e ts: Maps 
to ve nue s are  available  at th e  Month ly 
M e e tings. Alte rnative ly, ple ase  e m ail Fay 
Capstick  (fay@ snook um s.co.uk ) for a m ap.

First Friday O bse rving Eve ning, O ut of 
Tow n Ce ntre  in Be aulie u: Th e se  m e e tings 
are  no longe r be ing h e ld as socie ty e ve nts – 
m e m be rs are  still w e lcom e  to atte nd th ough .

Th ird Th ursday O bse rving Eve ning at Lilian 
H obbs':  Th is is de pe nde nt on Lilian's 
availability, to be  advise d at th e  Month ly 
M e e tings.  

NEXT MEETING TH URSDAY 11th  JANUARY
Alan Dow de ll: “Th e  D e e p Sk y”

Program m e  of Eve nts

Th urs 11th  Jan: Alan Dow de ll: "Th e  D e e p Sk y"

Th urs 25th  Jan: Club Eve ning w ith  Sim on and Fay Capstick  

Th urs 8th  Fe b: M ich ae l Maunde r “Volcanoe s &  Astronom y”

Th urs 22nd Fe b: Club Eve ning.  To be  announce d

Th urs 8th  March : Profe ssor Malcolm  Coe  “M y favourite  astronom ical objects -

 th e  M agellanic Clouds"

Th urs 22nd March : Club Eve ning: To be  Announce d

Pre side nt: 
Ian Gore

Contact De tails:
Se cre tary:
Lilian H obbs

Tre asure r/M e m be rsh ip Se c:
M ich ae l H obbs
h ollie s@ tcp.co.uk

w w w.south am pton-astronom ical-socie ty.org.uk

Ne w sle tte r
January 2007
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South am pton Lase r Gate w ay
Me m be rs m ay h ave  spotte d th at th e  South e rn Daily Ech o h as be e n running article s on th e  
propose d South am pton Lase r Gate w ay.   Suffice  to say, four lase r be am s e m anating from  th e  
clock  tow e r of th e  South am pton Civic Ce ntre  w ill gre atly add to th e  ligh t pollution of som e  local 
astronom e rs.   Rath e r th an a diffuse  orange  glow  from  stre e t ligh ts, m any w ill h ave  th e ir nigh t 
sk y vie w s inte rrupte d by an inte nse  be am  of gre e n lase r ligh t too.

I'm  sure  m any pe ople  w ill find it nove l at first but ultim ate ly it w ill lim it local pe ople 's long te rm  
e njoym e nt of th e  nigh t sk y.  Anyone  trying to catch  a glim pse  of a m e te or sh ow e r, w ith  a brigh t 
gre e n line  in th e  w ay, m ay just h ave  to give  up or try and stay aw ak e  afte r m idnigh t, th e  
propose d sw itch -off tim e . Ke e n local astronom e rs w ill ge t an e ve n raw e r de al as m any 
astronom ical ph e nom e non and sigh ts w ill only be  vie w able  at ce rtain tim e s and positions in th e  
sk y.  Anyone  living ne ar th e  East/W e st lase r be am s m ay find th e y struggle  to obse rve  any of th e  
plane ts as th e  be am  w ill coincide  w ith  th e  be st part of th e  e cliptic.  Anyone  dire ctly unde r a 
be am  w ill find th e  cle are st part of th e  sk y above  th e m  (ze nith ) obscure d by gre e n ligh t.  Not only 
w ill pe ople  h ave  to conte nd w ith  ne igh bours' ligh ts, tre e s, stre e t ligh ts and cloud, but th e y w ill 
h ave  to 'dodge ' th e  big gre e n line  too.  I'm  sure  som e  of our m ore  active ly involve d m e m be rs w ill 
be  able  to update  you on th e  situation in m ore  de tail at th e  ne xt club m e e ting.

AstroFe st
Me m be rs are  re m inde d th at th e  annual Europe an AstroFe st, organise d by Astronom y Now  
m agazine , is tak ing place  on Fe bruary 9 th  - 10th  2007 at Ke nsington Tow n H all, H ornton Stre e t, 
London.  Tick e ts can be  purch ase d in advance  from  w w w .astronom ynow store .com  or by calling: 
01732 446106 or 01732 367542.  Tick e t price s are  as follow s: O ne  Se ssion £12.50, Tw o Se ssions 
£23.00, Th re e  Se ssions £31.50, Four Se ssions £40.00.

For furth e r inform ation about th e  e ve nt, including a list of th e  spe ak e rs and m aps to th e  ve nue  
ple ase  visit: h ttp://w w w .astronom ynow .com /astrofe st/  or look  in Astronom y Now  m agazine . 

O bse rvational Re port, Ge offre y Salt
A h igh  cam p in Snow donia on a clim bing e xpe dition in Se pte m be r and e arly O ctobe r 2006, 
provide d good sigh tings of Saturn on 17 conse cutive  e arly m orning obse rvations w ith  m y Vixe n 
9 0m m . Mak sutov, (title d Alice  III).  

In th is apparition th e  rings are  starting to close  from  th e ir w ide  ope n stance  of th e  last tw o 
se asons, but at 120 X th e  Cassini gap w as cle arly se e n, as w e re  som e  vague  m ark ings on th e  
globe .  Th is isn't bad de fining for a 9 0m m  instrum e nt, and sh ow s th e  advantage s of obse rving 
2500' above  th e  low e st le ve ls of Earth 's atm osph e re .

W h at m ade  th is occasion so spe cial for m e  h ow e ve r w as th at it w as possible  to m onitor th e  m ajor 
m oon Titan around a com ple te  orbit (16 days) of its controlling plane t, th e  first tim e  I've  be e n 
able  to do so in 70 ye ars of obse rving.  Th is re ally w as for m e  a 'h igh ligh t' of m y obse rving 
e xpe rie nce , and a re -affirm ation of th e  w ondrous h obby w as h ave  in astronom y.  
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If you h ave  inve ste d m one y in a te le scope  you h ave  probably alre ady de cide d w h at 
you w ant th e  ‘scope  to do for you. I th e re fore  pose  th is q ue stion w ith  tongue  firm ly 
in ch e e k !

M y ve ry first te le scope  w as actually a te n-inch  re fle ctor - but to be  h one st, it w asn’t 
actually m y ‘scope . M y sch ool - W ide y Te ch nical Sch ool in Plym outh  - took  de live ry 
of a rath e r old te n-inch  m irror, toge th e r w ith  th e  associate d tube  and m ount. 
Noth ing w as actually conne cte d toge th e r, but m y e nq uirie s le d m e  to discove r th at 
not only w as th e  ‘scope  now  th e  prope rty of th e  sch ool, but a sm all obse rvatory 
w as due  to be  built w ith in th e  grounds to h ouse  it! M y k now n inte re st in 
astronom y le d m e  to be  unofficially re garde d as th e  ‘te le scope  contact’, and 
e ve ntually I h ad ove rse e n th e  re -building of th e  ‘scope  on its m ount w ith in th e  tiny 
building. It w as am azing to m e , to re alise  th at none  of th e  te ach e rs k ne w  about 
e q uatorially m ounte d te le scope s - not e ve n th e  ph ysics te ach e r. I w as age d 16 at 
th e  tim e  and, e m barrassingly, h ave  th e  picture s of som e  of th e se  activitie s in m y 
colle ction.

Im aging de ve lops in th e  19 60s

It be cam e  obvious to m e  th at not only could w e  (th e  ne w ly form e d sch ool’s 
astronom ical socie ty) ge t som e  pre tty spe ctacular vie w s th rough  th e  ‘scope  but it 
could be  possible  to do som e  se rious stuff. Th is w as 19 61-2 and th e  CCD h ad not 
be e n inve nte d. It w as e ye ball or ph otograph y. I starte d tak ing som e  picture s. Ye s, I 
still h ave  one  of th e m  - a nova in De liph inus discove re d by a de dicate d am ate ur 
astronom e r of th at tim e . It w as th is activity th at first m ade  m e  re alise  th at astro-
ph otograph y w as not m e re ly ‘point-and-sh oot’! I w as using a Brow nie -box cam e ra 
(no laugh ing ple ase ) and didn’t h ave  a clue  about suitable  e xposure s. So th e  first 
re sults w e re  both  e ncouraging (th ose  sh ots th at include d brigh t stars or plane ts) 
and disappointing (m ost sh ots didn’t!)

W ith  no m one y, any progre ss w ith  astro-ph otograph y w as im possible . I did go in 
for doing m y ow n proce ssing be cause  m y uncle  w as a profe ssional ph otograph e r 
and h ad sh ow e d m e  h ow  it w as done . H e  also gave  m e  acce ss to som e  low e r price d 
acce ssorie s - including an e nlarge r. A ye ar or tw o late r I w as able  to do som e  
e xpe rim e nting using th e  ne w ly form e d Plym outh  Astronom ical Socie ty’s acq uire d 
10” re fle ctor. A m e m be r provide d th e  space  for it in h is back  garde n in de e pe st 
tow n ce ntre ! And you th ink  th at you suffe r from  ligh t pollution!

During th e  ne xt fe w  ye ars (19 65 to 19 68) I m ade  a little  progre ss in tak ing im age s. 
W ith  th e  cam e ra firm ly fixe d to th e  ‘scope , and a m otor driving th e  ‘scope  at a 
re asonably accurate  rate , it w as possible  to e xpose  film  for m aybe  a m inute  or so. 
In th is w ay w e  capture d a re ce ntly discove re d com e t.

H ow e ve r, it w as to be  a de cade  or tw o be fore  I w as once  m ore  able  to ge t se riously 
into astro-ph otograph y. Le t’s jum p forw ards to 19 9 2 w h e n I bough t m y first LX200 -
 and of course  it h ad to be  a 10”! Th is is re ally w h e re  th e  astronom e r can se e  th at 
it be com e s possible  to tak e  ve ry im pre ssive , long-e xposure  im age s of  targe ts such  
as th e  brigh t M e ssie r and NGC obje cts, but one  can also do som e  se rious w ork .

Se rious w ork ?

3

Pre tty Picture s or Se rious Stuff?
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W h at do I m e an by se rious w ork ? Th e  am ate ur astronom e r h as ne ve r be fore  h ad so 
m any pote ntial proje cts for se rious study. Th is h as com e  about by tw o factors: our 
e q uipm e nt is ofte n ve ry capable  of accurate  track ing, and w e  h ave  acce ss to filte rs 
th at w e re  sim ply not available  e ve n 10 ye ars ago. In addition, ne w  CCD cam e ras 
are  be ing de ve lope d w ith  incre asing se nsitivity. In fact w e  are  now  at th e  point in 
th e ir de ve lopm e nt w h e re  w e  h ave  re ach e d th e  lim it im pose d on us by ligh t 
pollution; th is affe cts back ground sk y brigh tne ss. Alth ough  I am  using filte rs th at 
can re m ove  alm ost all local ligh t pollution, th e y cannot com pe nsate  for th e  ligh t 
e m itte d by citie s th at activate s h igh  altitude  air com pone nt m ole cule s and adds a 
ge ne ral back ground le ve l. Th e  only answ e r h e re  is e ffe ctive  le gislation to pre ve nt it 
h appe ning.

Scie ntific re se arch  anyone ?

Give n th e se  lim itations, th e  am ate ur astronom e r can tak e  part in re se arch  of e ith e r 
k now n scie ntific inte re st, or for pe rsonal inte re st. Pe rh aps both  are  ide ntical.

W e  tak e  a picture  of a k now n galaxy - se e  figure  1 - or star cluste r (rath e r th an a 
random  are a of sk y). Care ful analysis 
w ill re ve al its lim iting m agnitude  - 
th e  m agnitude  of th e  fainte st star th at 
can be  de te cte d in th e  im age . Th e  
im age  can th e n be  ‘blink e d’ w ith  a 
sim ilar im age  dow nloade d from  th e  
D e e p Sk y Surve y. Th e  latte r im age s 
are  fre e ly available  online . Be tte r still, 
th e  im age  can be  re taine d, and an 
ide ntical one  tak e n som e  w e e k s or 
m onth s late r. Th e  tw o im age s are  
blink e d; any ch ange s - h ope fully th e  
appe arance  of a nova - can be  
de te cte d by e ye  (or e ve n softw are ). 
So th e re  is your scie nce . Th e re  are  
m any profe ssional nova surve ys, and 
m any am ate urs are  also doing th is 
type  of w ork . If you w ish  to k e e p up 
to date  w ith  discove rie s, you can 
subscribe  to th e  IAU (Inte rnational 

Astronom ical Union) circulars. H ow e ve r, it is not ne ce ssary - and you m igh t e ve n 
find it de pre ssing to re ad of all th e  discove rie s be ing m ade ! O n th e  positive  side , it 
also sh ow s you h ow  m any pote ntial discove rie s are  th e re  w aiting!

As w e ll as supe rnova h unting, don’t forge t aste roid studie s. You m igh t be  surprise d 
to re alise  th at, w ith  fe w  e xce ptions, profe ssionals do not norm ally m onitor 
aste roids as such . Th is m e ans th at m any aste roids h ave  not be e n studie d in de tail - 
for instance  th e ir ligh t variations w ith  tim e  are  large ly unk now n. For practice  you 
can ide ntify (via softw are ) a suitable  brigh t aste roid - se e  figure  2 - and tak e  
re gular im age s of it for, say, an h our. If you can se le ct one  w ith  a k now n sh ort 
rotation pe riod, you can m ak e  your ow n m e asure m e nts and confirm  th at you can 
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Fig 1: Th e  tw in galaxie s NGC7332 and 
7339  capture d in a 10-m inute  e xposure  
w ith  an SXV-H 9 C colour cam e ra and a 12” 
RCX400 guide d ‘scope

Pre tty Picture s or Se rious Stuff? (continue d)
by Law re nce  H arris



se e  th e  k now n rotation yourse lf 
from  your m e asure m e nts. Is th at 
not a fascinating proje ct? Afte r 
doing th is for a fe w  k now n 
aste roids, in orde r to confirm  your 
e q uipm e nt and softw are  are  
suitable  and capable , you can th e n 
start ide ntifying aste roids th at are  
suitable  for your spe cific inte re sts. 
You m igh t strik e  luck y and 
discove r th at an aste roid is 
actually a double  aste roid!

Aste roid discove ry is no longe r 
re lative ly e asy since  th e  m ajor 
surve ys h ave  be e n e m ploying 
large  te le scope s to sw e e p 
e ve ryth ing up. Te n ye ars ago one  
could tak e  th re e  im age s of an are a 

of sk y, and re pe at th is tw ice  during th e  e ve ning, and h ave  a re asonably fair ch ance  
of discove ring som e th ing ne w , e spe cially if th e  proce ss w as re pe ate d on ne w  are as 
of sk y for se ve ral h ours at a tim e . Th is is no longe r th e  case . Am ate ur aste roid 
h unte rs are  w ork ing at a se ve re  disadvantage , alth ough  discove rie s are  still m ade  
by de dicate d am ate urs h aving sufficie ntly cle ar sk ie s on a re gular basis to incre ase  
th e ir ch ance s. Pe rsonally, I w ould strongly re com m e nd using th e  tim e  for re al 
scie nce  such  as aste roid ph otom e try, as m e ntione d be fore .

Pre tty Picture s

Pre tty picture s are  probably th e  be st m e ans to ge t you notice d am ongst your pe e rs. 
Publications in m agazine s and on re cognise d w e b site s are  m ore  lik e ly for th ose  
w h o tak e  good q uality, long e xposure s, or, as m any do, se ve ral sh orte r e xposure s 
th at can be  com bine d and subje ct to th e  ne w e r te ch niq ue s of im age  proce ssing. 
Th e  e nd re sult is lik e ly to be  m ore  im pre ssive  th an th e  conside rably sh orte r 
e xposure s tak e n by th e  de dicate d nova-h unte r w h o ste adily builds up a colle ction 
of de e p space  im age s for late r com parison.

At th e  e nd of th e  day….

Undoubte dly th e  ide al solution to th is appare nt dile m m a is a h appy m ix. Afte r so 
m any ye ars w ork ing in th e  profe ssion colle cting scie ntific and astronom ical data 
from  sate llite s, th e  th ough t of only tak ing pre tty picture s did not w arm  m y h e art. 
Such  h igh  te ch nology sure ly de se rve s a be tte r application? So I am  slow ly building 
up m y colle ction of re fe re nce  im age s from  de e p space , w h ile  occasionally stopping 
to tak e  m ultiple  im age s of som e  of th e  re ally dram atic obje cts th at I com e  across. 
At te n m inute s pe r routine  e xposure , it be com e s a sacrifice  to stop and spe nd e ve n 
one  h our on one  targe t! Many astronom e rs w ill spe nd m ultiple  h ours on a targe t, 
follow e d by h ours on im age  proce ssing - so th e  com pe tition is stiff. But try to 
re m e m be r, w e  do th is for a h obby!
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Fig 2: fast m oving aste roid 2006RZ  is capture d as 
a trail in th is 180 se cond e xposure .

Pre tty Picture s or Se rious Stuff? (continue d)
by Law re nce  H arris



Octobe r M e e ting Re port

Apologie s for abse nce  w e re  re ce ive d from  
Be tty Mare k  and Lilian H obbs.  O bse rvational 
re ports w e re  re ce ive d from  Law re nce  H arris 
and Sim on Capstick .  

Je rry W ork m an: “Mars Rove rs”

Je rry W ork m an gave  m e m be rs a de taile d 
account of th e  h istory of Mars e xploration. 
 Th e re  h as be e n lots of study of th e  plane t 
Mars ove r th e  ye ars including th e  follow ing 
m issions: Vik ing 1 and Vik ing 2 (19 76), 
Path finde r (19 9 7), Spirit and O pportunity 
(2004).  

Vik ing 1 took  55,000 ph otograph s and 
analyse d soil sam ple s.  Vik ing 1 laste d for 6 ½ 
ye ars and Vik ing 2 for 3 ½ ye ars, longe r th an 
e xpe cte d.  Path finde r bounce d dow n using air 
bags on July 4th  19 9 7 and produce d 
panoram ic ph otograph s of a h igh  q uality. 
 Spirit and O pportunity w e re  m ore  
soph isticate d m issions.  O pportunity lande d 
on 4th  January  2004 and w as e xpe cte d to last 
9 0 days and w as de signe d to m ove  around on 
th e  surface .  Spirit and O pportunity h ave  
gre atly surpasse d th e ir m ission goals.  

Nove m be r M e e ting Re port
Lilian H obbs and Law re nce  H arris

Law re nce  H arris
Law re nce 's talk  w as about obse rving com e ts 
and aste roids. H e  sh ow e d picture s of nak e d 
e ye  com e ts th at h e  h ad tak e n during re ce nt 
ye ars. H e  e xplaine d th at th e ir origins, lik e  
aste roids, are  be lie ve d to be  de bris re m aining 
afte r th e  form ation of th e  solar syste m  w h e n 
th e  m ain plane ts w e re  form e d. Graph ics 
supplie d by NASA w e re  sh ow n to illustrate  th e
conce ntrations of aste roids and com e ts w ith in 
th e  inne r, m iddle  and oute r solar syste m . 
Groups of aste roids h ad form e d and be e n 
give n spe cific nam e s - such  as th e  Trojan 
aste roids th at are  gravitationally controlle d by
plane t Jupite r.

Law re nce  e xplaine d h ow  optical aid - 
binoculars and te le scope s can vastly

incre ase  an am ate ur's ability to se e  and im age  
com e ts. Using a plane tarium  program  update d 
by fre e  data from  th e  M inor Plane t Ce nte r in 
Am e rica, h e  sh ow e d th at m any te ns of com e ts 
and h undre ds of aste roids can be  ide ntifie d
and im age d in am ate ur te le scope s using 
se nsitive  CCD cam e ras, e ve n in th e  suburbs. 
Im age s of a fast m oving aste roid w e re  sh ow n, 
toge th e r w ith  se ve ral com e ts, all im age d from  
South am pton.

Lilian H obb s
Note s about Lilian's talk  w ill h ope fully be  
available  in th e  ne xt ne w sle tte r.

De ce m be r M e e ting Re port
Annual Film  Sh ow  and Am e rican Suppe r

Th e  e ve ning starte d w ith  th e  usual se cre tary's 
notice s. Apologie s for abse nce  w e re  re ce ive d 
from  Ron and Doroth y De ane .  

Th e  film  sh ow  w as from  a NASA  DVD box se t 
(available  to borrow  from  th e  club library). 
 M e m be rs e njoye d a couple  of sh ort h istorical 
film s about Sk ylab, a space  laboratory th at 
ope rate d in th e  19 70s.

A buffe t w as e njoye d, follow e d by th e  annual 
raffle .

Me e ting Re ports (O ctobe r - De ce m be r 2006)
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Com e t Sw an (2006 M4) is a 5-m inute  
e xposure  sh ow ing th e  brigh t nucle us of 
th e  com e t m oving rapidly during th e  
e xposure . 




