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Friday 17 March from sunset onwards at the Pretoria Centre Observatory, which is also situated 
at CBC. Turn left immediately after entering the main gate and follow the road. 
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Venue: The auditorium behind the main building at Christian Brothers College (CBC),     
             Mount Edmund, Pretoria Road, Silverton, Pretoria. 
Date and time: Wednesday 22 March at 19h15.  
Programme: 
 

•   Beginner’s Corner: “Setting circles and polar alignment” by Johan Smit. 
•   What’s Up? by Percy Jacobs. 
•  10 minute break — library will be open. 
•   Main talk: “Observing transiting exoplanets from your back yard” 
          by José da Silva. 
•   Socializing over tea/coffee and biscuits. 

 

The chairperson at the meeting will be Danie Barnardo. 
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Chairman’s Report for the meeting of 22 February 2017 

 by Bosman Olivier   

 The meeting was attended by approximately 30 people, with a handful visitors also in at-
tendance. 
 “Beginner’s Corner” was presented by Fred Oosthuizen on the topic of the Earth’s preces-
sion – an antiques clock. He explained the Younger Dryas, a cosmic cooling period in the Earth’s 
history that happened between 12 835 and 12 735 years ago. Prof Jim Kennet and his col-
leagues discovered a thin layer, called the Young Dryas Boundary (YDB) that contains high tem-
perature spherules, melt glass and nanodiamonds. This can only be explained by cosmic impact. 
 Modern advance in radio carbon technology refined the date of The Younger Dryas to be-
tween 12 900 and 12 800 years ago. This technology also helped define a map covering close to 
50 million km2, covering a large part of North, Central and South America, a large segment of the 
Atlantic Ocean and also most of Europe, North Africa and the Middle East. This event deposited 
some 10 million tonnes of spherules across this vast strewn field. 
 He also had graphic displays as evidence of a spectacular hydrological event during 
which gigantic channel was gouged out of the solid bedrock, some as deep as 40 meters and a 
section Dry Falls, which was the largest waterfall in the world and which is now a lake. Several 
large boulders in Washington and Colorado in the USA are also evidence of this cosmic event. 
 It is thought that an entire episode of human history was rubbed out in the 12 000 years 
between 12 800 and 11 600 ago. It also includes the possibility than an advanced civilization 
might also have been obliterated. 
 These remarks and pictures serves as an introduction to the subject of the precession or 
the earth’s axis. This precession  means that the position of  the north an south celestial poles 
move in circles against the fixed backdrop of stars once in every 26 000 years. This also means 
that the position of the earth at solstices and equinoxes of any other defined time slowly changes 
relative to the seasons. 
 The discussion of the precession and the Younger Dryas, which could have led to the ex-
tinction of an advanced human society and the continually changing position of the background 
stars and the seasons, lead him to the question of the age of Giza and its pyramids. 
 Considering the position of the three pyramids at Giza, it is evident that the layout mimics 
the layout of the stars in Orion’s belt, if we tilt the sky image to the night sky one would observe in 
10 500 BC epoch. This would be a perfect match of the sky-ground image. The smallest of the 
three stars in Orion’s belt, Mintaka is lightly slanted in a south westerly direction relative to the the 
axis of the Milky Way the third pyramid defines this layout by being offset fro the 2 greater pyra-
mids in a similar direction. The tree pyramids align perfectly to the stars in Orion’s belt. 
 In this epoch (10 500 BC) the Nile river was actually mirrored by the Milky Way in  the 
night skies. This could have been an attempt by ancient Egyptians to build heaven on Earth’s 
ground. It is also true that in the pre-dawns  on the vernal equinox, with the sun 12 degrees be-
low the horizon, the Great Sphinx would have looked directly at its celestial counterpart, the con-
stellation of Leo. 
 In view of this information, Fred posed the question whether the Egyptians were responsi-
ble for building the pyramids. Looking at some statistics it is clear that one limestone block to 
build a pyramid would have to positioned in place every 1.94 minutes over the period of Khufu’s 
reign over Egypt. Each of these block have a mass of some 2.5 tonnes and 2 600 000 of these 
blocks were required for constructing the pyramids at Giza within 23 years (Khufu’s reign). 
 Fred also briefly discussed a few other construction feats of similar magnitude, where it 
seems impossible that pre-Neolithic man could not have been responsible for the sites. These 
include Göbekli Tepe in Turkey, Machu Picchu and Saksayhwaman in Peru and Bolivia. 
 The next part of the evening was presented by Johan Smit in the What’s Up section. The 
presentation was divided into two sections: See stellar evolution in action and  Challenge your-
self. 
 He started off with the normal introduction of the Moon and planets. He also pointed out 
some celebrations during March, i.e. Pi day on 14 March, the Equinox on 20 March and the dis-
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covery of the asteroids 2 Pallas and 4 Vesta in 1802 and 1807 respectively. 
 He then spent some time explaining stellar evolution, from birth to death in a super nova. 
It is possible to see all of these phases of stellar evolution at once by looking at the Orion region 
of the sky. In this region it is possible to see stars of all the main classification types, from O 
through M. One can find them by consulting software like Stellarium and Cartes du Ciel. 
 Johan then challenged the audience to find targets like M1, T-Tauri and R leporis. Turning 
South, the challenges included splitting Sirius A and it faint companion Sirius B, or finding solar 
like stars with similar temperatures and size in distant galaxies. Some searching through litera-
ture is required for find possible targets, some of which can be seen through binoculars. 
 Brian Fraser presented the Main Talk of the evening with the title “Meteors, black holes 
and dinosaurs – you got it all wrong”. In his talk Brian defined the term bolide as an extremely 
bright meteor. In astronomy it refers to a fireball approximately as bright as the full moon. He also 
disused such events in the recent past in South Africa and other parts of the world. 
 He then proposed an experiment: Heat up a piece of by means of one or several blow-
torches until they explode. This has not been possible and he concludes that meteors travelling 
through the sky, becoming bolides, do not in actual fact explode. All that happens is that the sur-
face heats up and melt, but the core remains intact and retains its original composition. 
 He contends that the explosion that often accompanies reports of meteors, is the fact that 
the meteor, that has been travelling at a speed faster than sound breaks back through the sound 
barrier to subsonic speeds due the friction of the atmosphere. This deceleration is accompanied 
by a sonic boom similar to when an aeroplane breaks through the sound barrier to achieve su-
personic speed, and vice versa. 
 This could also be the reason for the Tunguska Event where thousands of trees were flat-
tened, lying more or less in the same direction by an unknown event. The event was not reported 
until some time thereafter due to the sparse population in the area in Siberia. 
 He illustrated that these events usually take place at an altitude of some 20 to 40 km 
above the surface of the earth when the object reaches a velocity of 330 meters per second. 
These sonic booms are accompanied by huge shock waves which could be the reason for the 
Tunguska Event. 
 Brian also discussed the several mass five that occurred over time and which caused ex-
tinctions of various life forms such as the dinosaurs. After each of the extinctions new forms of 
life flourish and become dominant, such as the age of reptile and the age of mammals. The also 
coincide with the various palaeontological eras. 
 Brian then went on to address some fallacies regarding meteors. They are not always 
close just because they are big and bright. Meteors can be seen up to 300 km away. They also 
do not have to be big, an object the size of a football can cause a fireball as bright as the full 
moon. The object the caused the recent Russian fireball was estimated to be between 6 and 17 
meters in diameter. 
 The loud bang accompanying a meteor does not occur because it exploded but because 
of the sonic boom when it breaks through the sound barrier to subsonic velocity. 
 Unless a meteor hits the ground (and becomes a meteorite), it does not leave a crater. 
Craters are fairly rare, because smaller  objects usually burn up or break up before hitting the  
ground. Only iron meteorites and very large objects do hit the earth. 
 It is also not true that the meteorite fell close by over the hill. The object probably fell be-
tween 40 and  300 km away and is difficult to find, unless one heard the bang shortly (five sec-
onds) after seeing it one would have an outside chance of working out where it fell. Sound trav-
els at one kilometres per 3 seconds. If one hears the sound 10 seconds after seeing it, it means 
the object went sub-sonic 10 away. 
 He also explained the path of a meteor. One needs to know the height of entry into the 
atmosphere, the angle of entry, the velocity at the start of the path and the size and shape of the 
object and the end velocity. 
 According to Brian there are some 51 meteorite sites known in South Africa, but, says he, 
there should be more.   � 
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10 inch telescope for sale 

 

Schmidt-Cassegrain Meade with 
equatorial mount and RA tracking. 
Excellent optics for the serious 
amateur who knows the sky . 
Works great in combination with a 
Smartphone Sky-App (i.e. Stel-
larium). 
40mm Eyepiece (with a 40x32 
reducer when required). 
Electric focuser for sharp imaging 
60 mm finderscope with illumi-
nated retina. 
Heavy duty field tripod. 
Hand control for adjustments 
while viewing. 
Red dot finder and bracket for la-
ser pointer. 
Operational Instruction Book in-
cluded.  
Price:  R7 000. 
Contact Eugene Geldenhuys 
073 173 4524 
emgeld@gmail.com 

Top: Imaginary scene from the moon of an 
exoplanet with three suns. 
 
Right:  Imaginary scene of a sunset on an 
exoplanet with three moons. 
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Summary of “What’s Up?” to be presented on 22 March 2017 
 - by Percy Jacobs 

 

Phases of the Moon 
 
Dark Sky - ~18th to 29th April - for those who observe from sunset to midnight 
Dark Sky - ~23rd to 27th April - for those who observe from sunset to sunrise 
Full Moon – 11th April  
New Moon – 26th April 
 
Planets 
 

Mercury – west (sets in line of sight of the Sun) // east (rises in line of sight of Sun)       
              – not visible 
Venus – east – morning “star” - ~30° above horizon   
Mars – west – sunset – approx. 10° above horizon   
Jupiter – east – seen after sunset at about 20° above horizon  
Saturn – east – seen approx. 4hrs after sunset at about 20° above horizon    
Neptune – east – rises at about 02:30  
Uranus – east – rises in the twilight just before sunrise - not visible 

 
Planet Locations in month of November (compliments of Sky & Telescope) 
 

 
 
Events 
 

Meteor Shower – April Lyrids – “good” – 02:00 to 05:00 - ~15/hr (low north below 
Lyra) 
2017 KAROO STAR PARTY – 22ND TO 28TH APRIL 
A few deep-sky objects to be shown 
A few asterisms to be shown    (continued on next page) 
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Constellations in April 
 
 

 
 
 

South 

East 

North 
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Report for Observing Evening on Friday February 17th 2017  

by Michael Poll 
 

We were only three at this observing evening, Wessel, Mandla and Michael, with Mi-
chael’s six inch telescope. Well, perhaps there was a fourth somebody – Dineo, the cyclone 
whose southern edge had brushed Pretoria during the week, and who provided the evening’s 
clouds. Mandla was a newcomer, so we were able to introduce some aspects of the night sky, 
including reference to the Skymap. 

The clouds kept coming and going, but we had quite a few gaps for viewing. The sky was 
still quite light even at about 7.15 pm, but it will get dark earlier during March. 

First off we looked at Venus, which was showing a pretty, slender crescent. Venus was 
low in the north west, and soon disappeared behind the trees. Venus has been a nice sight in the 
evening sky for the past few months, but this will be the last observing evening that we see it for 
this elongation. 

We were able to see Orion, with his belt stars, and could note the belt pointing to Sirius. 
Both Sirius and Canopus were high in the east. We showed Betelgeuse and Rigel in the tele-
scope, illustrating the difference between a cool red star, and a hot blue one. 

Later on, we could follow the belt stars down to Aldebaran, in Taurus, and we had a look 
at the Pleiades in the telescope and binoculars – the latter provided the best viewing of the eve-
ning. 
Castor and Pollux peeped out at one stage, and we were all just able to catch Castor as a nice 
double star in the telescope. 

Our view to the south is quite light polluted of late, but, as well as Canopus, we saw Crux 
and Achernar, and we noted the location of the South Celestial Pole. 

During the evening we discussed the diurnal and annual rotation of the sky, noting that 
Orion and its retinue, high in the north during the evenings, would have risen in the east some-
time in the afternoon that day, and would be visible in the evening sky until about April. 

The next observing evening is on Friday March 17th 2017.  � 

     
    Telescope for sale 
 
Telescope details:  

 

Sky-Watcher 8" Dobsonian telescope 
Diameter = 200 mm 
Focal length = 1200 mm 
 

Accessories:  

 

10 mm & 26 mm Plössl eyepieces 
GSO x2 Barlow lens (fully multi-coated) 
OPT 1.25" Focal Reducer 
25mm Extension tube 
Price R5 500.00 (negotiable) 
 

Contact: 
 

Antonio de Franca 
072 297 2252 
antonio.de.franca.arch@gmail.com  
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Observing: Search for an asterism 
- by Magda Streicher (magdalena@mweb.co.za) 

 

 Searching the night skies for stars in small groupings and strings is like reading a book full 
of surprises. Although these are not necessarily bright star groupings they do have certain excep-
tional and unique characteristics and each grouping can be described as special and as a chal-
lenge both to find and to describe.  I would like to show a sample, focusing on one of these aster-
isms search out over a long period of time. 
 Random concentrations of stars at various distances also known as asterisms are not the 
usually known clusters or groupings.  A search through a telescope, binoculars, star atlases or 
electronic research, will bring such groupings and star strings to the fore which can then be stud-
ied further through a telescope or binocular.  There may also be some other references to some 
of the compositions or parts of them.  
 The asterism to discuss is found in Hydrus, the constellation just east of the Small Magel-
lanic Cloud in the southern hemisphere.  There appear to be more star-hangers in the sky than 
the Coat Hanger asterism in the constellation Vulpecula (easy through binoculars), and the Mini-
Coat Hanger asterism close to the North Pole in the constellation Ursa Minor. The Deep Sky 
Hunters Group keep a list of such asterisms and this one has been credited to me as Streicher 
37. Twelve stars of varying magnitude between 9 and 12, in an old-fashioned hanger in true 
shape make up this group.  This hanger, which is approximately 13’ in size, is formed by stars in 
a north-west to south-east direction.  It is a faint little grouping with the brightest star in this 
grouping the magnitude 9 star HD 17867.  This starry hanger in the sky is unique in shape with 
the hook pointing south, situated in a very busy star field.  
 Searching for asterisms is fun, and on top of that it could provide you with a surprise 
grouping that you can call your own little discovery.  
 

 
�

�

�

 
  
       

Object Type RA DEC MAG SIZE 
Streicher 37 Asterism 02h44.2’ -72°21’52” 9 10.5’ 
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The next equinox will occur on March 20, 2017 at 12h29 SAST. See: 

 

• All you need to know: March equinox. http://earthsky.org/astronomy-
essent ials/everyth ing-you-need-to-know-vernal-or-spring-equinox?
u t m _s ou r c e =E a r t h S ky + N e ws &u t m _ c amp a ig n = c a 7d 6f f 5 a a -
EarthSky_News&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_c643945d79-
ca7d6ff5aa-394671529&mc_cid=ca7d6ff5aa&mc_eid=febfe10e42 

 

• Year’s fastest sunsets around equinoxes. http://earthsky.org/tonight/
fastest-sunsets-around-equinox-time 

Article on the Karoo Star  Party in outdoor  magazine “Weg” online. 
http://weg.netwerk24.com/Reis/verken-die-verste-vonkel-britstown-noord-kaap-
20170223 

Soon in cinemas. 

 

• “Arrival”. It’s about aliens visiting Earth. 
http://www.space.com/35696-arrival-movie-alien-language-explained.html 

 

• “Moana”. It shows the power of ancient Polynesian celestial navigation. 
h ttp :/ /www.space.com/35731-moana-shows-polynesian-celest ial -
n a v i g a t i o n . h t m l ? u t m _ s o u r c e = s p -
newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=20170217-sdc 
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Astronomy-related articles on the Internet 
 

• Stars in eclipsing binary system predicted to merge explosively. If it happens in 2022 
as predicted, their combined brightness increase will be 10 000 fold, temporarily becoming a 
bright star in Earth’s sky. http://earthsky.org/space/star-predicted-to-explode-in-2022 

 

• New 'Enhanced Vision Telescope' amplifies cosmic light for sky watchers. 
http: //www.space.com/35236-evscope-enhanced-vision-telescope-ces2017.html?
utm_source=notification 
 

• Hubble spies exocomets diving into young star. The HST detected comets from a pro-
toplanetary disk (proplyd) falling into the central young star. http://www.space.com/35280-
exocomets-take-dive-into-young-star.html?utm_source=notification 

 

• New Horizons  mission to Pluto: images & articles.  
https://www.nasa.gov/feature/new-pluto-and-planetary-stamps-wow-at-world-stamp-show 

 

• Dwarf planet Ceres' lonely ice volcano. Spacecraft Dawn, presently orbiting Ceres, dis-
covered this strange volcano. http://www.livescience.com/57765-ceres-ice-volcano-ahuna-
mons.html?utm_source=ls-newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=20170206-ls 

 

• Newly discovered bus-size asteroid zips harmlessly by Earth. Its closest approach was   
only 200 000 km.  It’s the 4th NEO to come within Earth's lunar orbit in just 4 weeks………..   
http://www.space.com/35579-bus-size-asteroid-2017-bs32-earth-flyby-video.html 

 

• Hours after discovery, asteroid swept by. This one is between 16 and 52 meters in di-
ameter and its closest approach was only 88 000 km. http://earthsky.org/space/asteroid-
2016-qa2-august-27-28-2016 

 

• Small asteroid passed Earth very closely. It is between 4 and 14 meters in size and its 
closest approach was only 38 000 km. http://earthsky.org/space/asteroid-close-pass-sept-7-
2016-rb1 

 

• Near-Earth asteroid 2016 VA. Its size is about 12 meters and its closest approach was 
only 75 000 km. http://earthsky.org/space/near-earth-asteroid-2016-va-november-1-2016 

 

• Comet strike after dinosaur extinction? Did a comet strike 10 million years later cause a 
global warming? http://earthsky.org/earth/comet-strike-after-dinosaur-extinction 

 

• Earth's moon formed in 'moonlet' mash-up after many Earth impacts. This is a new, 
multiple-impact hypothesis for the formation of Earth’s moon.  
ht tp:/ /www.l ivescience.com/57435-earth-moon-formed-in-moonlet-mashup.html?
utm_source=notification 

 

• Major discovery! Seven Earth-size exoplanets circle nearby red dwarf star. Three of 
them are in the habitable zone of the star and could therefore possibly have oceans of liquid 
water. http://www.space.com/35790-seven-earth-size-planets-trappist-1-discovery.html  
 

• What it would be like on these worlds and how scientists will be searching for life on 
th em.  http : / / earth sky . org /sp ace/ wh at -would-l i f e-b e-l ike-n ear -t rapp ist -1?
mc_cid=8caf73cf37&mc_eid=febfe10e42 

 

• Remember Carl Sagan. See a video clip. 
http://earthsky.org/space/carl-sagan-birthday-november-9-1934 

Astronomy- related images and video clips on the Internet 
 

• Lots of short video clips about the solar system. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B_T6tgnOpus 

 

• Video takes you to Pluto’s surface. 
http://earthsky.org/space/video-takes-you-to-plutos-surface 
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Feature of the month: 
A rapidly spinning black hole was seen killing a distant star 

 

 The intense flash in the center of a distant galaxy was once thought to be the brightest 
supernova ever recorded. But it required intense follow-up observations to confirm that it had 
more sinister roots: it was a star that was sucked in by a monster black hole. Read more and 
see an animation of the awesome event at: 
http://www.seeker.com/supermassive-black-hole-killing-star-astronomy-galaxy-relativity-
2143330566.html 

Astronomy basics: The cause of the northern and southern lights 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aurora 

• Trio of solar flares. The Sun emitted 3 mid-level solar flares on July 22-23, 2016. This is 
what NASA’s Solar Dynamics Observatory saw. http://earthsky.org/space/trio-of-solar-flares 

 

• Gamma-ray blazars powered by 'supersized' black holes found. See a video clip. 
http://www.space.com/35497-gamma-ray-blazars-powered-by-supersized-black-holes-
found-video.htm  

 

• Visit TRAPPIST-1e! NASA travel poster advertises exoplanet discovery. 
http://www.space.com/35819-nasa-trappist-1-exoplanet-travel-poster.html?utm_source=sp-
newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=20170224-sdc 
 

• Some pictures of the eclipse of 26 February and of the eclipse viewers, taken at the 
Southern Star Party. http://www.psychohistorian.org/d isplay_art icle.php?
id=201702260000_solar_eclipse.content 
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The photograph on the previous page and those on this page were taken by 
Johan Moolman (moolman@lancet.co.za) 
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Below: Photographs of the solar eclipse on Sunday 26 February, taken by Barbara Cunow 
(barbara.cunow@gmail.com). 

Photograph of the solar eclipse 
on Sunday 26 February, taken 
by Anton Louw.  
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Photographs of the solar eclipse on Sunday 26 February, taken by Johan 
Moolman (Georg.Moolman@lancet.co.za). 

Left: The instrument used by 
Johan Smit 
(johanchsmit@gmail.com) to 
project an image of the Sun 
onto a small screen during the 
eclipse. The laundry clip gives 
an idea of the scale. 
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Images of the solar eclipse on Sunday 26 February projected by Johan Smit onto the  

screen of the instrument shown on the previous page.  
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Old newsletters: All old 
newsletters from January 2004 
onward are on our website. 
They contain a record of our 
Centre’s activities as well as 
astronomical information.  

Database: Members are re-
minded that a database of the 
books in our library is to be 
found on our website. The da-
tabase was created by Danie 
Barnardo, one of our commit-
tee members. 

Pretoria Centre committee 

 

Chairman        Johan Smit            072 806 2939 
Vice Chairman                  Michael Poll                 074 473 4785 
Secretary                          Michael Poll                 074 473 4785 
Newsletter Editor              Pierre Lourens             072 207 1403 
Events         Michael Moller         082 789 8968       
Librarian and 
Webmaster                       Danie Barnardo           084 588 6668 
Curator of Instruments     Johan Smit                   072 806 2939 
Public Relations Officer    Fred Oosthuizen           072 373 2865 
Observing Coordinator      Percy Jacobs               060 883 8106 
Treasurer and 
Membership Secretary     Michelle Ferreira          073 173 0168 
Member                       Bosman Olivier            082 883 1869 

Photographs of the solar eclipse on Sunday 26 February, taken by Anton 
Louw (antisys@hotmail.com). 


