Mornington Peninsula Astronomical Society

ASTRONOMICAL SOCIETY OF FRANKSTON, INC.

P.C. BOX 596, FRANKSTON, 3199

NEWSLETTER, ApPRIL 1986

April Observing Nights

Saturday, April 12th at Mt. Martha Park fpr
Peninsula Field Naturalists' Club. Please bring

portable telescopes and binoculars. Starting time
8 p.m,

Monday, April 14th at Pakenham Consolidated
School. Particulars from Ken Bryant, Ph,783-1580,
See also March Newsletter.

Thursday, April 24th_at Baxter Park, not
Peninsula School as printed in March Newsletter.
To coincide with total eclipse of the Moon.
Location in Pony Club area near Football Club
Pavilion; enter Baxter Park by gate opposite
Sages Cottage. (See map included with Neuwsletter).
This night is being advertised to the public and
will reguire maximum assistance from members in
provision of telescopes and binoculars for viewing.
A charge will be made to visitors and Halley's
Comet viewing certificates will be on sale also.
If the weather proves fevourable this night should
be a memorable one combining the view of Halley's
Comet with a total lunar eclipse.

Meeting, Friday May 9th

The May meeting is planned to be held as a
visit to and Observing Night at the Melbourne
Observatory, Birdwood Avenue, opposite the Shrine
of Remembrance and next to the Herbarium building.
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Bruce Tregaskis will act as demonstrator
for this occasion and the visit will commence
at 8 p.m. Further particulars will be available
later, or may be obtained from Bruce Tregaskis,
Ph., 787-2444,

Meeting, Wednesday June 11th

John Palmer will talk on the Earth's tides
which originate from the influence of the Moon,
and Sun, on the Earth's oceans and atmosphere.

Meeting, July 89th

Bruce Tregaskis will talk on the renewable
energy sources available to us from natural
phenomena.

Observing Night, Saturday May 31st

Weather permitting, an Observing Night will
be held at Peninsula School commencing at 7 p.m.
If cloudy, Sunday June 1st will be substituted.
Further particulars in May Newsletter.

Society News

The Society's March meeting was conducted
as a symposium on the Autumn Night Sky, with
speakers Bob Heale, Bruce Tregaskis and Ken
Bryant. In addition, David Murray displayed
his recently acquired Meade B inch Schmidt-
Cassegrain telescope and showed phots of astro-
nomical objects obtained with it.

Bob Heale provided members with computer
prepared charts for Comet Halley's positions
during the period of its closest approach, and
a series of hand drawn and photocopied star
charts for the Night Sky in April, accompanied
by several sheets of descriptive text for abjects
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visible in the constellations on the charts.
Bob also showed a number of slides of deep sky
objects listed on the descriptive sheets and
marked on the charts.

Bruce Tregasjus followed with slides and
descriptions of a variety of deep sky objects
in the Autumn sky and Ken Bryant concluded by
giving an overall description of the Autumn
constellations and visible planets, tagether
with a summary of the distances of the various
classes of astronomical objects.

He also suggested that members attempt
various observations as a personal challenge
using naked eye, binoculars or telescopej; for
instance, locating Uranus with the naked eye,
ldentifying the fainter constellations and
attempting location of 3C 273 - a quasar in
Virgo.

Another successful Observing Night was held
on Sunday, March 16th at Peninsula School and
members viewed through a number of telescopes
including David Murray's B" Meade and Ken Bryant's
20 cm Newtonian.

Cbservations were made of numerous deep sky
objects including 3 planetary nebulae and tuwo
pairs of galaxies in Leo. Tony Hales' neuwly
cbtained 13mm Nagler eyepiece, a remarkable
construction of very heavy weight for an eyepiece,
was used together with David Murray's 8" Mesade
telescope to observe the Great Orion Nebula and
other objects.

On Saturday, March 22nd a number of members,
with telescopes, met at the Observatory,
Peninsula School for photographs to be taken by
a "Standard" Newspaper photographer, of themselves
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and their instruments against the background

of the Observatory building and re-installed

B. J. Smith telescope. The photographs, together
with an article on the Society, and Comet Halley,
are to appear in the "Standard".

A golden medallion was presented to the
Society recently by the City of Frankston in
recognition of the Society's services to the
community in the field of Astronomy, and as part
of the city's 150th Anniversary of Victoria
celebrations. The medallion, which was displayed
to members at the March meeting, was accepted by
Peter Norman and Steve Malone on behalf of the
Society, and is to be mounted on a board, together
with a plaque for display.

Sky Notes

Comet Halley will reach its closest point
to Earth for this visit on April 11th at 0.42
Astronomical Units.

From late February onwards the comet has
been visible in the eastern sky before dawn and
has been observed on numerous occasions by members
During most of April Halley will be above the
horizon all night from sunset to sunrise, provid-
ing excellent observing conditions. However, the
Moon will be at First Quarter on April 17th and
from then till Last Quarter on May lst will

interfere with observations. The early part of
April, as the comet passes near the tail of
Scorpius, will therefore provide the better
viewing conditions.

On the night of April 24th a total eclipse
of the Moon will once again dramatically reveal
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Comet Halley high in the sky during the period of
totality from 10.11 p.m. to 11.15 p.m. Photography
of the comet can be undertaken with a tripod mounted
camera using fast film - 10600 ASA - for 1 or 2
minute exposures, in addition to any photography
through a telescope.

Constellations. The evening sky in April and
May shows the Milky Way - the plane of our galaxy -
stretching from East to West with the Soutihern
Cross high in the sky. To the south the two
Magellanic Clouds hang low in the sky whilst to
the north we see the constellations of Leo, Virgo,
Coma Berenices and Bootes. In the east the bright
star fields of Scorpius and Sagittarius are rising,
whilst Sirius and Canis Major sink in the west.

The Virgo/Coma Berenices region contains the
Virgo Cluster of external galaxies at distances of
30 and 4U million light years. Some 100 of these
galaxies are visible in a moderate size telescope,
mostly as misty patches of light and Burnham's
Celestial Handbook contains a useful chart for
locating and identifying many of these. The con-
stellation of Coma Berenices, or Berenice's Hair,
like a strand of glistening hair to the imaginative
eye, is in fact a physically related group of stars
that, if it were further distant, would be viewed
as a star cluster such as the Pleiades, but at 1its
distance of 250 light years presents a more open
appearance,

Planets. Saturn. which is at opposition on
May 2B8th, will provide observers with good views
of its ring system and several satellites during
the autumn. Tables in the ASV Yearbook and BAA
Handbook allow identification of the various
satellites at different times.
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Mars, at opposition on July 10th, will be at
one of its closer approaches at a distance of 60
million km on that date. Surface features should
become visible during May and the planet will reach
an apparent diameter of 23 seconds of arc at closest
approach in July.

Venus may be seen in the evening twilight
during April and May, while the two outer giants,
Uranus and Neptune, situated in Ophiuchus and
Sagittarius respectively, may be located with
binoculars and in the case of Uranus, also with
the naked eye. The charts in the ASV Yearbook
and BAA Handbook will assist in finding these two
planets.

The best Southern Hemisphere viewing time
for Mercury this year occurs in April when it will
be visible for up to two hours before sunrise in
mid-April at near zero magnitude.

The Moon
New Moon Apr 8 May 9
First Quarter Apr 17 May 17
Full Moon Apr 24 May 24
Last Quarter May 1 May 30

Total Lunar Eclipse April 24th/25th

Moon enters penumbra 20h 0O5m
Moon enters umbra 21h 03m
Total eclipse begins 22h 10m
Total eclipse ends 23h 15m
Moon leaves umbra 00h 22m

Moon leaves penumbra 01h 20m
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News Notes

The colour of Sirius - was it once a Red star?

Sirius, the brightest star in the entire sky,
is clearly a brilliant bluish/white colour to any
observer today. Nevertheless numerous historical
texts from Greek, Raoman and Babylonian times refer
to Sirius as a red star. This puzzle has now been
compounded by the discovery of a Bth century AD text
by Gregory of Tours who also refers to the 'redness'
of Sirius.

The theory has now been advanced that the
present day white dwarf companion star to Sirius,
or Sirius B, was, until recent times a red giant
star which would have given Sirius a red appearance
and at the same time increased its total brightness
to about -4. However, such a quick transformation
from red giant to yhite dwa-f 1is inconsistent with
current theories and the mystery of the historical
accounts would seem for the present, to remain.

'Sky and Telescope', Feb. 1986

President Peter Norman (059) 75-3040
Vice-President Bruce Tregaskis 787-2444
Treasurer Peter Brouwn 784-5679
Secretary Don Leggett (059) B85-4327
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