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Notice of Next Meeting – ASSA Johannesburg 
 

 

TAKE NOTE: Next meeting at Johannesburg Planetarium  

Wits Campus  
 

Wednesday, 8 February 2012 at 7.30 pm 
Speaker – Tom Budge 
“Earth’s Precession” 

 
 
 

Portfolio/Interest Name E-mail Contact Details 

Chairman Gary Els gels@randwater.co.za 082 389 2250 

Vice-Chairman & Viewing 

Officer 

Constant Volschenk starmanza@gmail.com 083 442 8169 

Secretary & Membership 
Secretary  

Alec Jamieson alec.jamieson@telkomsa.net 082 654 5336 

Treasurer Dave Blane theblanes@telkomsa.net 072 693 7704 

New Initiatives Tim McDonald timianmcd@gmail..com 082 696 0242 

Curator of Instruments Michael Robins m.robins@ziehl-abegg.co.za  082 900 8371 

Webmaster Barend Botha bjbotha@yahoo.com 083 284 3496 

Librarian Melvyn Hannibal Melvynh@iburst.co.za 011 435 6007 

Canopus Magazine - Editor Annelie Hoberg adup@telkomsa.net 082 561 1246 

ASSA Johannesburg Mailing Lists 
It is essential to join our mailing list to automatically receive alerts for all 
announcements, activity reminders; including public viewing, meetings, star parties 
and last minute changes.  
 
To subscribe or unsubscribe, merely post a blank e-mail to the indicated addresses: 

ASSA Announce 
General announcements for the 
Johannesburg Centre 
 

 
assajhb-subscribe@yahoogroups.com 
assajhb-unsubscribe@yahoogroups.com 

ASSA Canopus 
Distribution list for the PDF version of 
our monthly newsletter, Canopus 
 

 
assacanopus-subscribe@yahoogroups.com 
assacanopus-unsubscribe@yahoogroups.com 

 

Canopus Team 
Editor: Annelie Hoberg (adup@telkomsa.net) 

Advertising: Alec Jamieson (alec.jamieson@telkomsa.net) 
Printing and Distribution:  Alec and Sue Jamieson 
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Chairman’s Chat 
By Gary Els 
 

The arrival of 2012 has ushered in many rumours and claims that the world will end 
this year and even the popular media is making off the cuff comments about it . 
Whenever I hear the comments, even made in jest, I try to dispel the myths with why 
it is believed that this is the end of mankind and try share the hard evidence to dispel 
this “bad astronomy”. 
 
So to help with counterbalancing the paranoia, here is my brief survival guide on the 
various points going around to help  the gullible ignorant to look forward to 2013. 
 
How it started 
 
The story started with claims that Nibiru, a supposed planet discovered by the 
Sumerians, is headed toward Earth. This catastrophe was initially predicted for May 
2003, but when nothing happened the doomsday date was moved forward to 
December 2012. This fable was then linked to the end of one of the cycles in the 
ancient Mayan calendar at the winter solstice in 2012, hence the predicted 
doomsday date of December 21, 2012. 
 
Mayan Calendar 
 
Just as any calendar does not cease to exist after December 31, the Mayan 
calendar does not cease to exist on 21 December 2012. This date is the end of the 
Mayan long-count period but then, just as your calendar begins again on January 1, 
so another long-count period begins for the Mayan calendar. Much like an 
odometer in a car clicks over when the digits get to the end of the count.  
 
Approaching Planet X or Brown Dwarf called Nibiru. 
 
Nibiru and other stories about wayward planets are an Internet hoax. There is no 
factual basis for these claims. If Nibiru or Planet X were real and headed for an 
encounter with the Earth in 2012, astronomers would have been tracking it for at 
least the past decade, and it would be visible by now to the naked eye, thus 
obviously, it does not exist. Even the dwarf planet Eris, similar to Pluto that will remain 
in the outer solar system;  will not come closer to Earth than about 6.5 billion 
kilometers 
 
Planet and Galactic alignments 
 
There are no planetary alignments in the next few decades and the Earth will not 
cross the galactic plane in 2012. Even if these alignments were to occur, their effects 
on the Earth would be negligible. Each December the Earth and Sun align with the 
approximate center of the Milky Way Galaxy, but that is an annual event of no 
consequence. 
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Polar Shift 
 
The theory is that Earth`s crust does a 180-degree rotation around the core in a 
matter of days if not hours. A reversal in the rotation of Earth is impossible. There are 
very slight and slow movements of the continents but that is irrelevant to claims of 
reversal of the rotational poles. However, many of the disaster websites fooling 
people by claiming a relationship between the rotation and the magnetic polarity of 
Earth, which does change irregularly, with a magnetic reversal taking place every 
400,000 years on average. As far as we know, such a magnetic reversal doesn’t 
cause any harm to life on Earth. A magnetic reversal is very unlikely to happen in the 
next few millennia, anyway.  
 
Meteor Strike 
 
The Earth has always been subject to impacts by comets and asteroids, although big 
hits are very rare. Today NASA astronomers are carrying out a survey called the 
Spaceguard Survey to find any large near-Earth asteroids long before they hit. With 
90% of all near objects accounted for, they have already determined that there are 
no threatening asteroids. All this work is done openly with the discoveries posted 
every day on the NASA NEO Program Office website, so you can see for yourself that 
nothing is predicted to hit in 2012. 
 
Giant Solar Storm 
 
Solar activity has a regular cycle, with peaks approximately every 11 years. Near 
these activity peaks, solar flares can cause some interruption of satellite 
communications. But there is no special risk associated with 2012. The next solar 
maximum will occur in the 2012-2014 time frame and is predicted to be an average 
solar cycle, no different than previous cycles throughout history. 
For any claims of disaster or dramatic changes in 2012, astronomers and scientists 
should be asking, where is the science? Where is the evidence? There is none, and 
for all the fictional assertions, whether they are made in books, movies, 
documentaries or over the Internet, we cannot change that simple fact. There is no 
credible evidence for any of the rumours made in support of unusual events taking 
place in December 2012.  
 
As I mentioned last month, this newsletter has the first article on the achievements of 
one of our members, hopefully with more to come on other past and present 
members. 
 
Be sure to remember that our February talk takes place at the Wits Planetarium at 
the usual time. 
 
Gary 
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Do you want to advertise in 
Canopus? 

 
Canopus is widely read by more than 200 people every 
month and has been in circulation for more than 30 years! 

  

We have a number of options ranging from R110 to R385 per issue: 
 

Rates for advertorial space To June 2012: 
Full page, colour, inside cover R385 

Half page, colour, inside cover R192.50 

Full page, black and white R220 

Half page, black and white R110 
 

For more information please contact Alec Jamieson: 
082 654 5336, alec.jamieson@telkomsa.net 

 
 

 

New Members 
 
The Committee would like to welcome the following new members to the ASSA 
Johannesburg Centre: 
 
 

Member No Name 

1209 Marc Hearder 

1210 Tony Lopes 

1211 Tony Biddlestone 
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Notes on the Monthly Meeting 
By Melvyn Hannibal 
 
The first meeting of 2012 commenced with a beginners talk by Gary Els on "near Earth 
objects", asteroids and other sundry chunks of rock, which have the potential to be 
harmful to us. NASA's parameter is any object with an orbit within 45,000,000 kilometres 
from the earth, which is about one third of an Astronomical Unit - the average distance 
from Earth to the Sun. 
 
Constant Volschenk followed with a talk covering interesting, but neglected objects 
within the constellation of Taurus, in particular, NGC1807 and it’s near neighbour 
NGC1817, NGC1746, NGC1647 and NGC1662. Just get a dark location and enjoy. It 
would be nice if all you enthusiastic observers would give the committee some 
feedback. 
 
  

The main speaker was Percy Jacobs 
on the subject of "Spectroscopy". 
Percy is a member of the Pretoria 
centre. He explained what this subject 
is about, which, with very little 
additional equipment and software, 
anyone can partake in. It would be 
an interesting alternative to looking at 
the same objects time after time from 
our dreadful light polluted city 
skies. Percy recommended a book " 
Spectroscopy: The Key to the Stars" by 
Keith Robinson, which we happen to 
have in the library.  This is a subject, 
which could provide some science, 
and just simple fun.  
 
Melvyn  
 

Above: Percy Jacobs (Photo: Melvyn Hannibal) 
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From an Astronomer’s Diary: An Account by Prof 
Frank Schlesinger of events leading up to the 
establishment of the Yale Southern Observatory at 
the University of the Witwatersrand 1925, Part 1  
Submitted by Constant Volschenk 
 

In the summer of 1913, I made a journey to Europe, chiefly to do what I could to 
expedite the manufacture of the two discs for the thirty-inch refractor for Allegheny 
Observatory. On my way I stopped for a few days in London; among the pleasant 
features of this visit was a delightful afternoon with Sir David Gill at his flat in De Vere 
Gardens, whither he had retired when he laid down his duties at the Cape 
Observatory. This flat was then in a sense the astronomical capitol of Europe, for it is 
not too much to say that during the five or six years preceding Gill's death, early in 
1914, few astronomical enterprises of importance were initiated in Europe without 
first passing through his study and getting there the benefit of his experience and 
discernment.  
 
It was on that afternoon that I first heard from him of the unusually promising 
astronomical conditions that existed on the high Veldt in South Africa. He in turn had 
had his attention called to this matter by Colonel (now Sir) William Morris, who had 
occasion through his duties as government geodesist to become well acquainted 
with the conditions and who carried with him a good five-inch refractor. At the time 
that Gill told me these facts my interest in them was only mild, but a few years later 
circumstances made them a good deal more exciting, when an opportunity came 
to erect for Yale Observatory a large telescope in the southern hemisphere. I then 
secured from the files of the Cape Observatory (through the courtesy of Dr. Halm 
who was temporarily in charge) copies of the correspondence with Colonel Morris 
and others. Their high opinions of the conditions have been confirmed through the 
experience of Dr. Alexander Roberts, the staff of the Union Observatory, and now by 
our own observations at Johannesburg.  
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This correspondence and other astronomical information concerning South Africa I 
afterwards loaned to Professor Hussey, who has decided to locate at Bloemfontein 
the visual refractor of the University of Michigan originally intended for erection at La 
Plata. Gill and Morris are that responsible in large measure for the installation of at 
least two large telescopes upon the Veldt, and of possibly others in the future. 
 
It was in 1920 that Yale University decided to erect in the southern hemisphere a 
large photographic refractor. I began at once to secure quotations for the various 
parts of the work, but that year and the one that followed proved to be the worst in 
our generation for such a project. In particular, optical glass in large blocks was 
difficult to procure, and the prices asked for it were out of all proportion even to the 
high costs that prevailed for all commodities in those years. The cost of the mounting, 
too, as quoted by the two firms best qualified to carry out such work, seemed to us 
prohibitive. We therefore decided to wait a while until conditions should become 
more favorable. This came about very soon so far as optical glass is concerned; early 
in 1922 we received from Schott and Company two beautiful discs at reasonable 
cost suitable for a 26-inch objective. But the situation with regard to mechanical 
work improved only slowly and finally forced us to consider undertaking the 
construction of the mounting in our own shops at Yale Observatory. After carefully 
studying this plan we decided to adopt it, without, I think, minimizing the risks we 
were running or the disadvantages involved. 
 
It would be out of place here to go into details. Suffice it to say that the completed 
mounting was assembled at New Haven by November 1924, eighteen months after 
we began the drawings. We did not attempt to make the driving clock or the large 
driving worm wheel with its worm. The former was entrusted to George Klages Sons, 
of Pittsburgh, the latter to the Philadelphia Gear Works. The total cost of the 
mounting (including all attachments, drawings, assembling, and the machine tools 
that we temporarily added to our shop equipment) came to $18,000, a very great 
saving over the quotations that had been submitted to us. 
 
In the meantime Mr. McDowell had completed the objective with astonishing 
promptness. At the end of September 1923, less than five months after he began 
work upon it, he wrote that the objective was finished and that he deemed it the 
most perfect he had ever made. This is the last piece of work from that artist's hands, 
for a few weeks later we were shocked to learn of his sudden death, a very great loss 
to science and to a wide circle of friends. 
 
Two days after Christmas, 1924, Mrs. Schlesinger and I took ship for South Africa, 
carrying the objective with us as baggage and hardly letting it out of our sight until it 
reached Johannesburg. Soon, I think, there will be a direct passenger line from New 
York to Cape Town, but now it is necessary to go first to England. A very pleasant 
necessity this is, especially if there is an interval of ten days or so between landing at 
London and re-embarking at Southampton. In that time we had an opportunity to 
see how the titular heads of astronomy in Great Britain and Holland comport 
themselves when they are not astronomizing. I had the rare privilege of seeing how 
the Royal Astronomical Club conducts a business meeting; the character of the  
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proceedings did not prevent the Club from exacting the usual fee, an after-dinner 
speech that it invariably demands of a foreign guest. A few days later we witnessed 
one of those fogs that you cannot believe possible until you see one. It was thick 
enough to make your feet invisible unless you are extraordinarily short. It was even 
thick enough to make credible the story, told to us on the highest scientific authority, 
of the man who tried long in vain to find his home, and was finally constrained to 
knock at a door to ask of the woman who presented herself, "Can you tell me where 
so-and-so lives?", naming his own name. "Stop your silliness and come in," came the 
reply, in a strangely familiar voice. 
 
It was still foggy when on January 16 we left Southampton on the Arundel Castle, so 
that the first eleven hours of our southward journey were occupied in groping our 
way out of the inner harbor. Thereafter, however, clear skies and quiet seas favored 
us and made the seventeen days to Cape Town along the west coast of Africa a 
happy adventure not soon to be forgotten. How differently from us do Englishmen 
and Europeans in general, manage their leisure! The hurry of transatlantic travel is an 
American institution, or at least is a result of our demand for speed. The Arundel 
Castle is a fine modern ship of 21000 tons capable in an emergency of making good 
progress. But she could see no reason for going over fourteen or fifteen knots, and 
that she maintained evenly and quietly all the way. Not many hours elapse, after 
English ship leaves port for a long journey, before a sports committee is organized, 
and contests to suit all ages and vigors are soon in full swing. I tried many varieties of 
these, but distinguished myself only in chalking the pig's eye, accepting a prize of ten 
shillings for doing so and thereby becoming a professional athlete. 
 
It was good to see waiting for us on the pier at Cape Town our friend Spencer Jones, 
successor to Gill and Hough as director of the Cape Observatory. Thanks to his good 
offices we lost little time in getting the objective and our other effects through 
promptly. A reverent visit of a few hours at the Cape Observatory was the only delay 
that we allowed ourselves before starting on the railroad journey, nearly a thousand 
miles, to Johannesburg. This railroad, which is run by the government, is one of the 
wonders of South Africa. The best trains make this distance, almost precisely the 
same as that between New York and Chicago, in less than twenty-nine hours. The 
country is mountainous throughout and the grades are sometimes very steep. 
 
When we consider that there are only 2,000,000 whites in all the vastness of South 
Africa, which the fares are lower than with us and that the railroad is a paying 
concern, we wonder what magic is used in its administration. A partial answer to this 
riddle, but it can be only a partial one, lies in the cost of unskilled (Negro) labor, 
which in most districts is as low as three shillings a day, or about nine cents an hour.  
We stopped off for four days at Bloemfontein, a little more than seven hundred miles 
from Cape Town. This city, 4500 feet above the sea, is on a very level part of the 
Veldt, broken only here and there by occasional kopjes, steep hills with level tops, 
one or two hundred feet high. One of these, Naval Hill, is within Bloemfontein itself. 
We went to the top of it and looked out upon the surrounding Veldt. It is a landscape 
that needs getting used to; it is as monotonous as a quiet sea, with as little life in sight 
and less color. For, although we saw the country in the rainy season, the sparse grass  
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was everywhere this dull brown so prevalent in the dry season west of our Rocky 
Mountains. And there is no, other vegetation in sight. No trees are to be seen outside 
the city, for none grow save those that have been planted and cared for by the 
whites in recent years. Within the city there is a different story to tell, for here, as 
elsewhere in the Union, the whites have "done themselves well"; trees, parks, and 
gardens make the town pleasant to behold and live in; cricket grounds, swimming 
pools, bowling greens, and tennis courts provide the games that seem to be so 
necessary to the happiness of Britons, wherever they may find them-selves.  
 
It was on Naval Hill that Professor Hussey observed for four or five months in 1924, 
testing the conditions with a nine-inch telescope; and it is there that he intends to 
erect the large visual refractor of the University of Michigan. Had we decided to put 
our telescope at Bloemfontein we should have preferred the site on the more 
accessible grounds of Grey University College (in the outskirts of the city and on the 
same level) to occupy which we had a generous invitation on the part of both the 
College and the municipal authorities.  
 
Sunday morning, February 8, brought us to Johannesburg, 5700 feet above sea level. 
Dr. Innes and Mr. Wood of the Union Observatory, both of whom I had known 
through much correspondence but had never met before, greeted us at the station. 
During our long stay in the city and its the many difficulties that our project 
encountered we were to find in Dr. Innes and Mr. Wood friends whose solicitude and 
interest in our welfare were always in evidence. Our old friend, Dr. Hertzsprung, of the 
Leiden Observatory, whom we have now seen almost everywhere worthwhile, was 
also at the station. He was near the end of a long and fruitful stay as a visiting 
observer at the Union Observatory. Among the delights that Johannesburg had in 
store for us were many talks with him and the staff of the Union Observatory. 
 
END OF PART 1 (The remainder of the article is available on the following website: The 
SAO/NASA Astrophysics Data System) 
 

 
 Upcoming Events 
 
Friday 17 February 2012 
 Viewing Evening: Public viewing evening, all are welcome 
 Venue: Johannesburg Observatory, 18a Gill St, Observatory  

 Time:   19h00 
 

Saturday 21 July 2012 
 ScopeX – Telescope and Astronomy Exhibition 
 Venue: Military History Museum, Saxonwold 
 Visit: www.scopex.co.za for more information and details of past events 
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Friday 18 May to Sunday 20 May 2012 
       Deep Sky Weekend   
 Venue: Marakele National Park, 20 km north of Thabazimbi (more details later) 
 
Wednesday 14 March 2012-01-25  

Beginners Astronomy Course for 4 consecutive Wednesdays presented by Gil 
Jacobs 

  
  

Important Notices 
 
 

FOR SALE 
The Year in Space – 2012 Desk Calendar 

A5, Wire-bound, 1 page per week organiser 
Full-page space photo opposite each week’s page 
Many historical notes about space exploration 

http://www.yearinspace.com/desk-calendar.html 
Price R140-00 

Contact Alec Jamieson 082 654 5336 or alec.jamieson@telkomsa.net 
 
 
 
 
ASSA Sky Guide Africa South 2012 
 
The Sky Guides are now available for distribution to those members who ordered a copy 
at the special member's rate. They can be collected from the Membership Secretary, 
Alec Jamieson, at forthcoming meetings of the Johannesburg Centre. 
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 NGC 6369 flows with the wind 
By Magda Streicher 

 
Planetary nebulae develop in the late stages of a red giant star’s life and usually end 
up as a white dwarf.  It is clear that over time only a ball of gas and an exceptionally 
hot central star that gives the nebula its smoky shine remain. The separation 
between the nebula and central star is estimated to be about one light year across 
but obvious not in all of the cases. 

 
What makes planetary nebulae so popular to look at through a telescope is the different 
shapes they adopt. Some of the nebulae take on elliptical, butterfly-shaped or bipolar 
forms. The hourglass shape that is characteristic of some planetary nebulae is truly 
something special, especially if colour also comes into play.  
  
The Ophiuchus constellation is home to NGC 6369, perhaps better known as the Little 
Ghost nebula. The planetary nebula is quite outstanding against the background star 
field. Moderate telescopes will show a circular ring, slightly brighter towards the edge. 
Higher power will reveal the soft outer envelope with barely seen extensions on the 
eastern and western edges. The northern half of this round figure is slightly more 
outstanding than the southern half. The star field around the nebula is speckled with faint 
starlets. The central star is difficult to spot, but deep photographs show the star quite 
clearly. Various filters can bring out the slightly rosy colour for which this nebula is known. 
  
I just love the planetary nebulae – they have so much to offer, and exploring them brings 
a variety of shapes into view that can be very pleasing to the eye. 

 
 

OBJECT TYPE RA DEC MAG SIZE 

NGC 6369 Planetary 
Nebula 

17h29m.3 -23o45’.5 12.8 1.1’ 

 
Magda Streicher 
magdalena@mweb.co.za 
 
 
 

Magda—a past President of ASSA—is a passionate deep-sky observer and views 
from excellent, dark skies on a farm close to the Zimbabwe border. Her fascination 
in the stars goes back to childhood and over the past 15 years has contributed 
greatly to visual astronomy in SA, helping to motivate others to observe and record 
deep-sky objects. Using 12” and 16” Schmidt-Cassegrain telescopes, she hunts 

down and sketches these faint fuzzies, sharing her interest through regular talks and 
articles. She contributes to various deep sky sections in SA as well as publications 
like Canopus and Deep Sky Delights, her regular deep sky column in MNASSA 
(Monthly Notes of the Astronomical Society of SA). Magda is currently working on 
her book “Astronomy Delights”, which she plans to finish towards the end of year. 
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The Little Ghost Nebula Photo credit: http://apod.nasa.gov/apod/ap021108.html 

 
10 INCH TWIN TUBE DOBSONIAN 2011 
By Mike Caine 
 

Last February, I heard on the Internet that it was very easy to locate Uranus. 
On a clear Joburg evening, I took out my trusty 6’’ Dobs, and pointed it the indicated 
direction. Uranus was supposed to be really close to Jupiter. 
 In the pale blue milky sky of the northern suburbs, I could barely see Jupiter. I decided I 
needed a bigger scope. 
 
Julian from the ATM class managed to find me two 10’’ blanks and with 80 grit I was off 
like a bull in a china (glass) shop.  Within a week I was down to Saggita of 2.5 for an f 6.2 
scope. However, I discovered that I had just dug a hole in the centre, and had to spend 
many more hours getting it spherical. 
 

I had decided to make a twin tube (2 strut) scope, and the focal length was selected to 
suit my height, so that I could peer through the eyepiece when it was vertical. The rest of  
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the polishing and figuring went through the usual frustrating TDE, TUE, but mainly a 
mountain kept growing in the middle, and the surface was rough. 
 
 
 

 

 



canopus  february  2012 
 

 page 16 

Johan nagged me constantly to slow down, and he eventually got through. The final 
test showed a nice parabola, but with a small (2mm) turned down edge.  Since I am 
moving to Durban in October, I do not have time to re-figure, so the ATM experts agreed 
that I could simply blank out the outer 2mm. Rodney did a fine job of aluminising the 
mirror, and by mid September I could assemble all the optics into the mechanical bits. 
On 24th September I took it to the ATM class and got help collimating the optics, and we 
all had a good clear look at the usual target buildings.  
 
I got some useful advice from Dave on stiffening up the base. Unfortunately my new 
scope had to be packed and sent to Durban the next Monday, so I have not yet had 
an opportunity to use it to check its ability to unlock the Universe. At least the skies in 
Pinetown are 100% clearer than over Sandton. I will let you know if I ever find Uranus. 
Thanks to Chris, Johan, Julian and Dave and the other willing guides at the ATM class. 
  

 

 
 
 
 
Left: Mike Cain and Rodney Hyman 
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End of Year Bring ‘n Braai and Viewing Evening 
By Annelie Hoberg 
 
Place: Library on the hill. 
Date: Saturday 3rd December 2011 
 
The ASSA Johannesburg end of year function was held in the usual form of a “bring and 
braai” and viewing evening at the Observatory Library on the hill. The evening turned 
out to be perfect for viewing, which was a first time in approximately three years, as the 
other functions were hijacked by thunderstorms.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
James Matthews, Catherine MacKinnon and Jerome Jooste doing stargazing through one of the 

private telescopes (Photo Annelie Hoberg) 

 
 
Members arrived early and eager to set up and show off their own telescopes. The 
Papadopoulos dome was opened and the Meade 12 " GoTo portable was set up and 
the evening was ready to start. Fires were lit and meals enjoyed while savouring the view 
from the top of the hill and the spectacular sunset over the Johannesburg CBD. Some 
members mounted their cameras to the telescopes and took pictures of Jupiter and 
other celestial objects visible on the evening. This turned out to be a most memorable 
occasion and the 2012 event should be diarised and not be missed.  
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ASSA Johannesburg Member Dr Percy Amoils  
By Gary Els and Dr Percy Amoils 
 
In a popular local magazine last year, there was an article titled “Great South African 
Inventions”, and there among the listings was the invention and achievements of our 
member Dr Percy Amoils. Before we get to know Dr Amoils as amateur astronomer, we 
need to mention his invention and success as a doctor. 
 
Doctor and Inventor 
 
Dr Percy Amoils, a now retired orthopaedic surgeon, invented the CRYOPROBE, a pencil-
shaped device with a frozen tip used for eye surgery. When he demonstrated his 
invention to an excited audience at Oxford University in England in 1965, he was still a 
young, unknown doctor. Ten years later, he won the Queen's Award, and soon 
afterwards, was recognised with the Medal of Honour by the US Academy of Applied 
Science and the Order of Mapumgubwe. 
 
The Cryoprobe works by freezing gas that is released from a small nozzle under high 
pressure in a closed tube. As the gas expands the temperature of the probe's tip drops 
to minus 80° C. When the probe is inserted into a cut in the eye and the gas is switched 
on, it freezes to a cataract, which is then removed.  
 
Cryoprobe treatment was used in 1983 to cure former British Prime Minister Margaret 
Thatcher of retinal detachment after unsuccessful laser surgery. Dr Amoils is also famous 
for treating ex-President Nelson Mandela for eye cataracts the day after he was sworn 
into office. Afterwards, Mandela was able to read a speech at the United Nations 
without spectacles. 
 
The Amateur Astronomer  
 
Percy purchased his first Celestron 8 inch Telescope in 1960 for $850 dollars, which at that 
time cost 600 Rand. A much-improved Kentron mount was bought with its improved 
bronze gears and adjustable drive rate using a hand paddle in 1961.  
 
He was taught astronomy by Forest Bateman and astrophotography by the true master 
Chris Papadopolous in his observatory in Westcliff, and started astrophotography with a 
specially designed Minolta Camera as well as a 5-½ inch Schmidt Camera in a slide-off 
roof observatory in Griswold Road in Saxonwold. 
 
He moved to Sandton City in 1979 and bought a Takahashi 130 mm Refractor and a 
Takahashi NJP mount.  An SBIG- ST7 digital camera was used with this telescope from his 
front lawn. Then the dark room for film developing in the pool pavilion became obsolete 
with the digital age and Photoshop. 
 
The telescopes three wooden tripod legs were inserted in 125-mm. diameter round 
aluminium discs 25 mm. thick. These discs were cast into concrete pillars in 750mm deep  
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holes dug in the front lawn. The position of the holes was arranged such that the leading 
leg pointed due South. 
Using a wooden template inserted into 2 holes at a time with a spirit level supported on 
the template to obtain even horizontal position of the leg supports, accurate positioning 
of the aluminium plates was obtained. The concrete plinths with aluminium disc inserts 
can be clearly seen below.   
 
As tripod legs have a steel cap on the end, so these just slot into each disc. The 
equatorial head of the tripod can be initially adjusted   to obtain very accurate polar 
alignment and excellent tracking. This has only to be done once.  As each leg support is 
isolated and the operator does not stand on a rectangular concrete slab no vibration is 
transmitted to the mount. He found this technique invaluable in speedy and very 
accurate set-up for observing and more important for astro-photography.   
 
A typical picture of the Tarantula Nebula, taken from the front lawn: 
 

 

 
 
It was decided to make a permanent observatory and this was to be placed on the flat 
concrete roof above the supporting wall between our scullery and pantry. 
A 2.3-meter Sirius observatory dome was imported from Australia. Chris Middleton helped 
in the design and construction of a round plinth to be used as the dome base built on 
the concrete roof slab. 
 
Bruce Dickson designed the pole and plate for the Takahashi mount, which was placed 
directly on the dividing wall between the scullery and pantry to ensure rigidity. 
A sheet of industrial 20 mm. rubber  (as used in the mining industry) was inserted between 
the concrete roof and the 750mm pole support to eliminate possible vibration 
transmitted to the 200 mm. hollow steel pole topped by the mount plate. 
A floating meranti wooden floor was laid having a trapdoor to allow access to the 2 car 
batteries and multiple electrical connections below it. This had a 300-mm. hole to allow 
connecting cables to the mount to move freely around the pole together with thin 
silicon tube connected to a water bath adjacent to the dome for additional cooling for 
my new SBIG-STL-11000M camera.  The meranti floor was thus isolated from the pole and 
no vibration was transmitted to the camera. 
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The dome telescope was firstly the Takahashi 130 mm refractor but this was later 
replaced by a 12.5 inch RCOS Richey Chretien scope that fits snugly in the dome. All 
images are taken using Maxim and Sky, and automatic dome rotation is synchronized by 
means of Maxdome software.  All image processing is done with Photoshop and 
corrected with twilight flat frames.  An Alnitek 16 inch flat frame screen placed in the 
dome improves image correction for dust donuts and other problems. 
 
The new camera has a 36x24 mm chip thus having an image array the same size as a 35 
mm camera. Also, an A0-L adaptive optic device is used for all photography from the 
dome.  This has a mirror which is controlled by the guider in the camera and moves up to 
10 times per second to correct tracking errors much faster than the tracking mechanical 
drive mechanism can compensate for, and ensures nice round star images. 
 
The SBIG-STL-11000M camera was never used to obtain its maximum resolution of 9-
micron pixels because of the light pollution and the poor seeing conditions in Sandton 
and a Hutech light pollution reduction filter helped in this regard. The pixels were binned   
2 x 2 and thus the image resolution was unfortunately reduced to 18-micron pixels.  
 
Exposure times used were either 5 or 10 minutes   preferably the later. As many as 6   
luminescent exposures were taken together with 2 red, green and blue exposures but 
these were binned 3x3. Thus a total exposure time of over 2 hours was used if possible. 
An off-axis guider is now installed to be used for future narrow band photography when 
the weather permits. 
 
One of Percy’s images, Heart of Eta Carina or NGC 3372, is on the front cover of this 
newsletter. 
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A New View of an Icon 
Submitted by Chris Stewart 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Stunning new Herschel and XMM-Newton image 
 

 
17 January 2012: The Eagle Nebula as never seen before. In 1995, the Hubble Space 
Telescope's 'Pillars of Creation' image of the Eagle Nebula became one of the most 
iconic images of the 20th century. Now, two of ESA's orbiting observatories have 
shed new light on this enigmatic star-forming region. 
 
The Eagle Nebula is 6500 light-years away in the constellation of Serpens. It contains 
a young hot star cluster, NGC6611, visible with modest back-garden telescopes that 
is sculpting and illuminating the surrounding gas and dust resulting in a huge 
hollowed-out cavity and pillars, each several light-years long.  
The Hubble image hinted at new stars being born within the pillars, deeply inside 
small clumps known as 'evaporating gaseous globules' or EGGs. Owing to obscuring 
dust, Hubble's visible light picture was unable to see inside and prove that young 
stars were indeed forming.  
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The Sky this Month 
Data provided by Constant Volschenk 
 
Rise and setting times 
                  Twilight Report for 01/02/2012 to 29/02/2012 
     Date                 Sun                    Astronomical            Nautical               Civil 
               Rise      Set         Begin  End          Begin  End         Begin  End 
01/02/2012    05:42  19:00              04:14   20:28          04:44  19:58        05:14  19:29 
08/02/2012      05:47  18:56               04:21   20:23          04:51  19:53       05:19  19:24 
15/02/2012      05:52  18:51              04:27   20:16          04:56  19:47        05:25  19:19 

22/02/2012      05:57  18:46               04:33   20:09         05:02  19:41        05:30  19:13 
29/02/2012      06:01  18:39              04:39   20:01          05:07  19:34        05:34  19:06 
 
Twilight is the interval of time in the morning or evening when the sun is below the horizon yet perceptibly 
contributes to sky glow. There are three geometrical definitions for the end of evening twilight or the start of 
morning twilight: (1) Civil Twilight – centre of the Sun 6° below the horizon, brightest stars and planets visible, 
marks start and end for the purposes of aviation and artificial lighting of ordinary outdoor activities; (2) 
Nautical twilight – Centre of Sun 12° below horizon, horizon indistinct; (3) Astronomical twilight – centre of the 

Sun 18° below horizon, negligible solar component of sky glow. 
 
Planet Visibility 

                            Mercury  Venus            Mars          Jupiter        Saturn 
Date        Rise     Set       Rise   Set       Rise    Set        Rise   Set      Rise   Set 
2012/02/01  05:21 18:52   08:45 21:06    21:11 08:53    11:47 23:05    22:55 11:38 
2012/02/08  05:50 19:05   08:54 21:01    20:41 08:21    11:24 22:41    22:28 11:10 
2012/02/15  06:21 19:16   09:03 20:55    20:09 07:46    11:01 22:16    22:00 10:43 
2012/02/22  06:52 19:24   09:12 20:50    19:35 07:08    10:38 21:52    21:33 10:15 
2012/02/29  07:18 19:25   09:20 20:44    19:00 06:29    10:16 21:28    21:05  09:46 
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Sharon’s APOM 
 
Sharon Tait shares with us her favourite Astronomy Picture of the Month 

 
Photo Credit:  Image Credit: NASA, ESA, and the Hubble Heritage Team (STScI/AURA) 

A 'Rose' Made of Galaxies 

In celebration of the twenty-first anniversary of the Hubble Space Telescope's deployment in April 2011, 
astronomers at the Space Telescope Science Institute pointed Hubble's eye to an especially photogenic 

group of interacting galaxies called Arp 273. 
 

The larger of the spiral galaxies, known as UGC 1810, has a disk that is tidally distorted into a rose-like shape 
by the gravitational tidal pull of the companion galaxy below it, known as UGC 1813. A swath of blue jewels 
across the top is the combined light from clusters of intensely bright and hot young blue stars. These massive 
stars glow fiercely in ultraviolet light. The smaller, nearly edge-on companion shows distinct signs of intense 

star formation at its nucleus, perhaps triggered by the encounter with the companion galaxy. 
 

A series of uncommon spiral patterns in the large galaxy is a tell-tale sign of interaction. The large, outer arm 

appears partially as a ring, a feature seen when interacting galaxies actually pass through one another. This 
suggests that the smaller companion actually dived deep, but off-centre, through UGC 1810. The inner set 
of spiral arms is highly warped out of the plane with one of the arms going behind the bulge and coming 

back out the other side. How these two spiral patterns connect is still not precisely known. 
 

The interaction was imaged on Dec. 17, 2010, with Hubble's Wide Field Camera 3 (WFC3). 

This Hubble image is a composite of data taken with three separate filters on WFC3 that allow a broad 
range of wavelengths covering the ultraviolet, blue and red portions of the spectrum. 
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