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The aim of this publication is to promote and foster the science of astronomy, 
and to encourage the association of astronomical observers and other persons 
interested in astronomy. 

11 issues per year. 

Auckland Astronomical Society Inc,  
P O Box 24-187, Royal Oak,  
Auckland 1345, New Zealand 

Email  info@astronomy.org.nz 

Internet  www.astronomy.org.nz 

Contact Us : 
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Seats are limited so members only this time 

O ver the last summer, Stardome replaced the old Zeiss opto-mechanical planetar-
ium projector with a new technology digital video one supplied by the American 
firm, Evans & Sutherland.  The Zeiss projector, installed in 1996, had many en-

dearing features not the least of which was its excellent star images.  However, like all 
such projectors, it could only show us the night sky as it would be seen as viewed from 
the surface of the Earth. 

The new high-resolution digital video system releases us from the Earth and allow us to 
travel out through the Universe, visiting other planets, stars and galaxies.  It makes use of 
truly awesome real-time graphics power and draws on extensive modern databases of 
astronomical information.  All this can be quickly overlaid to provide us with completely 
new ways of viewing space and the objects that populate it. 

The DigiStar 3 system is the first to 
be installed in Australasia and is the 
end result of a successful fund-
raising campaign by the Auckland 
Observatory Trust Board.  In all, 
they raised nearly $2.5 million of 
which about $1.8 million was spent 
upgrading the planetarium roof, 
seats and projection system. 

This special demonstration has been 
done for the Society members to 
illustrate just some its capabilities. 
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July 2008 
Fri 4 7:30  pm Young Astronomers with Margaret Arthur 

Wed 9 7:30  pm  Council Meeting 

Mon 14 8:00 pm Monthly Meeting: Special Planetarium Demonstration  

Fri  18 7:30 pm Night Eyes with David Britten  

Mon  28 8.00  pm Introduction to Astronomy 

��-��������"  

Fri 1 7:30  pm Young Astronomers with Margaret Arthur 

Wed 6 7:30  pm  Council Meeting 

Mon 11 8:00 pm August Monthly Meeting: To be announced    

Fri  15 7:30 pm Night Eyes with David Britten  

Mon  25 8.00  pm Introduction to Astronomy 

August 2008 

I t’s a funny thing about coincidences—they always seem to happen together. My eld-
erly mother recently moved into a resthome in Mt. Albert and while visiting her one 
day, I happened to notice a name on one of the rooms there that rang a bell. The 

name was “Jean Goldsworthy” and I recalled a lady of that name who had once been ac-
tive in the Society. A few days later I got the opportunity to catch up with her and was 
pleased to find that it was indeed our Jean Goldsworthy and that, apart from some diffi-
culty walking, she is quite well.  

Jean hasn’t been a member now for some years but in the late 1960s and 1970s she was 
on Council and is a past treasurer—and was therefore also a past Observatory Trustee. In 
fact, Jean was Treasurer in 1971 when I was first elected to the Council. Some other 
members of the Council that year are still around:  Stan Walker was President, Andrew 
Goodfellow was the Vice-president, Pam Dale was Secretary, Tony Messenger was 
Editor and June Sale was Librarian. Harry Williams  who died just 8 weeks ago was the 
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Curator. Peter Gordon is no longer a Society member but now lives in Nelson. Another 
of our current members is Bill Jamieson who was the Honorary Auditor in 1971. 

In 1971, the Society was just one year short of its 50th Jubilee and the Observatory was 
still new, having opened just four years earlier. Jean was one of a group of active, influ-
ential and dedicated women in the Society at that time. They included Pam Dale, June 
Sale and Trixie Menzies (who are still members) but there was also Jean Aldiss, Kathy 
Barrow and Daphne Paterson. The Apollo missions were generating a lot of public ex-
citement at the time and the Society was trying to find a permanent home for the John Orr 
Telescope (and it still is!).  

But that isn’t the coincidence I was thinking of. The day after talking to Jean, as I was 
cleaning out drawers of stuff at our old family home, I found a receipt for my Life Mem-
bership dated 27 July 1970 that was signed by Jean Goldsworthy! 

 * * * * * * * 

T he Waharau Dark Sky Weekend was held over the first weekend of July but from 
the point of view of the weather, it would have to be one of the least favourable. 
Nevertheless, Dave Moorhouse was still on deck and he was joined by about 16 

members and friends from around the country—and even one from Aussie.. 

The weather was sunny (and raining at the same time) or cloudy (and raining at the same 
time). If it hadn’t been for the log fire (fuelled by Dave Moorhouse) we probably would 
have frozen solid. Some went home on Saturday and missed witnessing the "First Light" 
of Helen McRae’s new Maksutov-Cassegrain. In between showers, practice runs at put-
ting it all together then dismantling the champagne coloured telescope were timed and 
cheered on by an enthusiastic few. "First Light" took a while, because Helen had unwit-
tingly unaligned the finderscope. Eventually, however, with much advice and encourage-
ment from Guy Thornley, Dave 
M o o r h o u s e ,  G e o r g e  I o n a s 
(Palmertson North) and Steven Elli-
ott, First Light struck from Jupiter.  

What a shame Helen forgot to bring 
the Deutz champagne with her. It’s 
still sitting in the cupboard awaiting 
the next momentous event where 
Helen actually learns to drive the 
GOTO instead of having to declutch 
because she put the wrong date in the 
computer.  

Dave reported that despite the mete-
orological conditions being against 
them, there was a lot of very interest-
ing discussion and the event was still 
very enjoyable.   

Steve Elliot, Dave Moorhouse, Helen McRae, 
George Ionas, Allan Kane and Guy Thornley 
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Brian Loader 
RASNZ����

From Brian Loader's monthly solar system notes on the RASNZ web site.   
Bookmark Brian’s excellent site www.rasnz.org.nz for more details 

and many useful links 

Date   Diary of Solar System Events in July 2008 for New Zealand  

July 1 Mars, mag. 1.6 at closest to Regulus, magnitude 1.4  

July 2 Mercury at greatest elongation, 22° west of Sun. 

July 2 Moon at perigee, its closest to the Earth for the Lunar month, 359515 km. 

July 3 New Moon at 2:19 pm NZST (02:19 UT). 

July 4 Earth at aphelion, greatest distance from Sun for the year, 152.1 million km. 

July 9 13% lit Moon 3° from Regulus, in a line up with the star, Mars and Saturn,       
 evening sky.  

July 9 Jupiter, at opposition. 

July 10 Moon at first quarter 4:35 pm NZST (04:35 UT). 

July 10 52% lit Moon 4° from star Spica, magnitude 1.1, evening sky, closer after 
 midnight.  

July 10/11 Mars, magnitude 1.7 and Saturn, magnitude 0.8, 40' apart, evening sky.  

July 14 Moon at apogee, its greatest distance from the Earth for the Lunar month,   
 405452 km.  

July 14/15 86.5% lit Moon occults the star Antares, magnitude 1.1, visible from all of 
 NZ and southern and western parts of Australia. 

July 17 almost full Moon just over 2° from Jupiter. 

July 18 Full Moon at 7:59 pm NZST (07:59 UT). 

July 23 95% lit Moon 1° from Neptune, magnitude 7.9.  

July 25/26 82% lit Moon 4.5° from Uranus, magnitude 5.8, late evening and morning 
 sky. 

July 26 Moon at last quarter 6:42 am NZST (Jul 25, 18:42 UT). 

July 30 Mercury at superior conjunction. 

July 30 Moon at perigee, its closest to the Earth for the Lunar month,                       
 365885 km, (2nd perigee for July).  
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Moon at perigee, its closest to the Earth for the Lunar month,                       

MERCURY  starts July in the morning sky, rising an hour and three-quarters before the 
Sun. The planet will be visible as a magnitude 0.5 star-like object, low and almost round 
to the north-east. Mercury it at its greatest elongation, some 22° from the Sun on the 
morning of July 2. Following this Mercury will start moving back towards the Sun, so 
that it rises closer to the time of sunrise. By the morning of July 11 this will be 80 min-
utes before the Sun. But the planet will also be a magnitude brighter. 

During the rest of July Mercury will continue to brighten but also get closer to the Sun, 
so that it gets lower in the morning twilight and making observation more difficult and 
becoming impossible in the second part of the month as it closes in on the Sun. It finally 
reaches superior conjunction at the far side of the Sun on July 30.  

VENUS will have moved into the evening sky, setting soon after the Sun. On July 1 the 
planet will still be too close to the Sun to observe. By the end of July, Venus will have 
moved sufficiently far from the Sun to be briefly visible very low between west and 
northwest. Even then it will set within an hour of the Sun.  

MARS sets mid evening throughout July, so is best observed as the sky darkens once the 
Sun is down. The planet passes the star Regulus on July 1 when the two will be just over 
40' apart, a little more than the diameter of the full Moon. The star will be slightly 
brighter than Mars. Then over the next few nights, Mars will close on in on Saturn. They 
will be closest on the evenings of July 10 and 11 when the two will again be just over 40' 
apart. Mars will pass above Saturn and be the fainter by almost a magnitude.  

On the evening of July 6, the crescent Moon will join the party. The four objects, Moon, 
Regulus, Mars and Saturn will be spread out along a diagonal line to the northwest. After 
its encounter with Saturn, Mars will continue to move to the east away from Saturn until 
at the end of July, the two are 10.5° apart.  

JUPITER is at opposition on July 9 when it is the opposite side of the Earth to the Sun. 
On July 9, Jupiter will then rise at sunset, set at sunrise and be due north and at its highest 
at local midnight, in fact about 12.30pm in New Zealand. Jupiter is well south of the 
equator and so will get to be very high in the sky, within a degree of the height of the Sun 
at midsummer.  

The planet will be well placed for viewing from mid evening on when it will be to the 
east. Binoculars will show up the four Galilean satellites, although at any one time, it is 
likely that they will not all be visible as they move into Jupiter's shadow, or move behind 
or in front of the planet. Details of the times of such events are on the satellites pages. 

A few nights after Jupiter is at opposition, the almost full Moon will be some 2.5° from 
Jupiter in the late evening. Earlier at 6 pm, Jupiter will be low in the east with the Moon 
above it about a degree further away. The Moon will then be also about a degree below 
the 2.1 magnitude star Nunki, which may be just visible to the eye despite the Moon's 
glare.  

SATURN, in Leo, will get steadily lower in the evening sky, so that by the end of July it 
will have set by 8 pm. As noted for Mars the Moon will line up with the two planets and 
Regulus on July 6. On the following night, the Moon now 21% lit, will in fact be slightly 
closer to Saturn, 6° away and directly above the planet.  
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NGC3918 or the Blue Planetary Nebula was first  
discovered by John Herschel in 1834 in the constellation 
Centaurus.  It is known as the brightest of the southern 

planetary nebulae and through a telescope, appears 
similar to the planet Uranus.  Its beautiful rich blue 

colour is similar to that of the Voyager pictures of Nep-
tune.  

Image: Hubble Space Telescope 

M6 or The Butterfly Cluster, is one of 
several  beautiful open clusters in the 

constellation Scorpius It is clearly visi-
ble to the naked eye as a fuzzy patch of 
light and is the closest Messier object to 

the centre of the Milky Way Galaxy. 
M6 can be found just below and to the 

left of the Scorpion's tail. Be careful not 
to confuse it with M7 another open 

cluster in Scorpius. 
Image: Ole Nelson C.C.A 

Keep 
an eye out for the planet Jupiter . It shines like a 
bright yellow star after sunset this month. Jupiter 
and its Galilean satellites make easy targets for 
binocular and telescope viewing. 
On the 9th of July, Jupiter will be at opposition - It 
will rise in the east as the sun sets in the west and at 
local midnight ,12.30am,  will be at its highest point 
due north in the night sky 

IC4406 is a 11th magnitude bipolar Planetary 
Nebula. It can be found on the western boarder of 
the constellation Lupus the Wolf.  Why not have a 
go at photographing this planetary, long exposures 



��
������� �	�
��  ���  �����	
�  ���
���������������������������������� �

 

 
 

C/o Southland Astronomical Society, P O Box 1168, Invercargill 
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Dear Affiliated Societies, 

As part of the International Year of Astronomy 2009 activities in New Zealand, 
the Royal Astronomical Society of NZ, in conjunction with the Southland Astro-
nomical Society and the Southland Museum and Art Gallery, is planning a na-
tional tour of astrophotography images. 

We hope to interest museums and/or galleries around the country in displaying 
approximately 30 astronomical photographs taken by NZ astronomers.  These 
will be framed and accompanied by short descriptions of the subject and photos 
and biographies of the photographer.  It seems preferable to have only one im-
age of any one subject and to feature any one photographer only once.   

In other words, 30 subjects and 30 photographers. 

We would welcome members from your society submitting astrophotography 
photographs for possible inclusion. 

At this stage we are asking those interested to forward by email a JPG image, no bigger 
than 300k, to Bob Evans - bevans@es.co.nz. Please include a short description of the 
image and how the photo was taken. 

We do have a strict deadline – all photo’s to be received by Bob no later than 

7 July 2008. If your image is chosen, we will be in contact before the end of July. 

Thank you and Good Luck! 

 
Jennie McCormick 
RASNZ Affiliated Societies Representative  
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The June meeting of the Night Eyes junior group will be held at 7:30 pm 
on Friday 18 July in the Sun Room at the Stardome Observatory.  

The topic for this meeting will be:  

8������9��:������8�
�

Parents, friends and other Society members are also very welcome to attend.   

For further information please contact David Britten: 

Email: dbritten@xtra.co.nz or Phone: (09) 846-3657 

6���#���%���"�$�#������
We wish to thank Dave Moorhouse from Kumeu Observatory for organis-
ing and putting together a great weekend away for our members in April 
and July. If you missed the last Waharau weekend not to worry as there 
another Dark Sky event planned this year. Please add these to your diary 
and contact Dave if you require further information  
Dave Moorhouse - Cell: (0274) 819-019  Email: climber@world-net.co.nz 
 

Next Waharau Weekend:   September 26th - 28th 
We hope to see you there! 
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A t around 7:17 on the morning of June 30, 1908, a man based at the trading post at 
Vanavara in Siberia is sitting on his front porch. In a moment, 65km from the 
center of an immense blast of unknown origin, he will be hurled from his chair 

and the heat will be so intense he will feel as though his shirt is on fire. The man at the 
trading post, and others in a largely uninhabited region of Siberia, near the Podkamen-
naya Tunguska River, are to be accidental eyewitnesses to cosmological history.  

"If you want to start a conversation with anyone in the asteroid business all you have to 
say is Tunguska," said Don Yeomans, manager of the Near-Earth Object Office at 
NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory. "It is the only entry of a large meteoroid we have in 
the modern era with first-hand accounts."  

While the impact occurred in '08, the first scientific expedition to the area would have to 
wait for 19 years. In 1921, Leonid Kulik, the chief curator for the meteorite collection of 
the St. Petersburg museum led an expedition to Tunguska. But the harsh conditions of the 
Siberian outback thwarted his team's attempt to reach the area of the blast. In 1927, a new 
expedition, again lead by Kulik, reached its goal.  

"At first, the locals were reluctant to tell Kulik about the event," said Yeomans. "They 
believed the blast was a visitation by the god Ogdy, who had cursed the area by smashing 
trees and killing animals."  

While testimonials may have at first been difficult to obtain, there was plenty of evidence 
lying around. Thirteen hundred square kilometres of remote forest had been ripped asun-
der. Eighty million trees were on their sides, lying in a radial pattern.  

"Those trees acted as markers, pointing directly away from the blast's epicenter," said 
Yeomans. "Later, when the team arrived at ground zero, they found the trees there stand-
ing upright -- but their limbs and bark had been stripped away. They looked like a forest 
of telephone poles."  

Such debranching requires fast moving shock waves that break off a tree's branches be-
fore the branches can transfer the impact momentum to the tree's stem. Thirty seven years 

;������#"��$��#����������"/���
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Jet Propulsion Laboratory , June 27, 2008  
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Here's how the Tunguska blast might have looked from the windows of a nearby airliner. 
The expanding shock wave would have knocked the plane from the sky moments later. 

Courtesy Don Davis, Sky & Telescope 
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after the Tunguska blast, branchless trees would be found at the site of another massive 
explosion -- Hiroshima, Japan.  

Kulik's expeditions (he traveled to Tunguska on three separate occasions) did finally get 
some of the locals to talk. One was the man based at the Vanara trading post who wit-
nessed the heat blast as he was launched a few yards. His account:  

Suddenly in the north sky...the sky was split in two, and high above the forest the whole 
northern part of the sky appeared covered with fire...At that moment there was a bang in 
the sky and a mighty crash...The crash was followed by a noise like stones falling from 
the sky, or of guns firing. The earth trembled.  

The massive explosion packed a wallop. The resulting seismic shockwave registered with 
sensitive barometers as far away as England. Dense clouds formed over the region at high 
altitudes which reflected sunlight from beyond the horizon. Night skies glowed, and re-
ports came in that people who lived as far away as Asia could read newspapers outdoors 
as late as midnight. Locally, hundreds of reindeer, the livelihood of local herders, were 
killed, but there was no direct evidence that any person perished in the blast.  

"A century later some still debate the cause and come up with different scenarios that 
could have caused the explosion," said Yeomans. "But the generally agreed upon theory 
is that on the morning of June 30, 1908, a large space rock, about 40 metres across, en-
tered the atmosphere of Siberia and then detonated in the sky."  

It is estimated the asteroid entered Earth's atmosphere traveling at a speed of about 
54,000 km per hour. During its quick plunge, the 220-million-pound space rock heated 
the air surrounding it to 44,500 degrees Fahrenheit. At 7:17 a.m. (local Siberia time), at a 
height of about 28,000 feet, the combination of pressure and heat caused the asteroid to 
fragment and annihilate itself, producing a fireball and releasing energy equivalent to 
about 185 Hiroshima bombs.  

"That is why there is no impact crater," said Yeomans. "The great majority of the asteroid 
is consumed in the explosion."  

Yeomans and his colleagues at JPL's Near-Earth Object Office are tasked with plotting 
the orbits of present-day comets and asteroids that cross Earth's path, and could be poten-
tially hazardous to our planet.  

Yeomans estimates that, on average, a Tunguska-sized asteroid will enter Earth's atmos-
phere once every 300 years. On this 100th anniversary of the Tunguska event, does that 
mean we have 200 years of largely meteor-free skies?  

"Not necessarily," said Yeomans. "The 300 years between Tunguska-sized events is an 
average based on our best science. I think about Tunguska all the time from a scientific 
point of view, but the thought of a another Tunguska does not keep me up at night."  
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W hen NASA's Viking orbiters completed the first comprehensive map of Mars 
in the late 1970s, scientists back on Earth puzzled over why the Red Planet 
appeared two-faced. Its southern hemisphere, dominated by heavily cratered 

highlands, stood in marked contrast to the flat, low-lying plains found in the north. 

In 1984, veteran researcher Don Wilhelms and up-and-comer Steven Squyres proposed 
that Mars had been struck a mighty blow early in its history — an impact so powerful 
that it blasted away much of the northern crust and left the planet with its Janus-like com-
plexion. 

Other scientists weren't so sure. For one thing, the resulting "crater," marked by the high-
land-lowland boundary that girds the globe, had an elliptical (not circular) outline. And 
the fit was particularly bad around the continent-size complex of towering volcanoes col-
lectively called Tharsis. As an alternative, some researchers speculated that the young 
planet's interior had churned in an asymmetrical way that drove an enormous blob of hot 
magma upward on one side but not the other.  

��������(�-�"��$���#"�
 
Sky & Telescope 

Mars exhibits a puzzling dichotomy: much of its southern hemisphere is ancient, heavily 
cratered highland terrain but its northern half is dominated by flat, low-lying plains. 

NASA / MOLA Team 
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Yet Wilhelms and Squyres might have been right all along, as three papers in this week's 
Nature bolster the giant-impact scenario. 

One tackles the poor fit of the highland-lowland boundary around Tharsis, which masks 
about 30% of it. A research trio led by Jeffrey Andrews-Hanna (MIT) used computer 
modelling, together with assumptions about the state of early Mars's rigid exterior (its 
lithosphere), to "remove" Tharsis. What remained was an elliptical boundary measuring 
about 6,600 by 5,300 miles (10,650 by 8,520 km) centred at 66°N, 151°W. (Andrews-
Hanna offered a sneak peak of his team's result last March at a meeting of planetary sci-
entists in Texas.) 

A crater that size — larger than Asia and Europe combined — would rank as the largest 
impact in the solar system. But why wasn't it circular? 

Margarita Marinova (Caltech) and two colleagues address that problem in the second 
Nature paper. Using three-dimensional modelling, they find that when impacts get this 
big, the spherical shape of Mars itself would have affected the outcome. And there's a 
"sweet spot" in the range of likely impact energies and collision angles that creates huge 
elliptical craters matching the Martian situation. 

Marinova's team is betting that the impactor was 1,000 to 1,700 miles across and struck 
Mars a glancing blow (30° to 60°: from horizontal) at no more than 6 miles per second. 
Maverick planetoids this big must have been fairly common in the early solar system, and 
statistically they'd most likely strike other objects in this just range of angles. 

Although not powerful enough to shatter the planet, the titanic blast would would have 
stripped away one hemisphere's worth of crust and smothered the other one with debris. 
The underlying mantle, superheated by the impact energy and exposed to space, would 
have flash-melted and later resolidified into new crust. 

In fact, as Francis Nimmo (University of California, Santa Cruz) and three colleagues 
argue in the third paper, this Martian makeover should have resulted in a northern crust 
with a distinctly different composition than that in the southern highlands. It'd be a close 
match, they suggest, to a class of Martian meteorites called shergottites. 

Interestingly, Nimmo's team concludes that the geophysical conditions for this mega-
impact would have been just right about 100 million years after the planets formed — 
and, perhaps coincidentally, just about the time something the size of Mars slammed into 
Earth and created the Moon. 
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C lassification is an important and productive scientific tool that is employed in many 
branches of science, from biology to geology to chemistry and astronomy. 

Planetary science today faces a significant classification challenge: defining what 
objects are and are not “planets.” This challenge has come to the fore owing to the discov-
ery of numerous dwarf planets in the outer solar system, the recognition that Ceres is a 
dwarf planet (a fundamentally different body than the smaller asteroids), the discovery of 
planets around a pulsar, and the numerous discoveries of hot Jupiters orbiting other stars. 

Geophysicists have come up with a planetary definition that makes a lot of sense. They 
define a “planet” as a natural object in space that is massive enough for gravity to make it 
approximately spherical, but not so massive that it has generated energy by internal nuclear 
fusion. This definition nicely separates planets (i.e., objects larger than a few hundred kilo-
metres across) from both smaller bodies that are too small to be fundamentally shaped by 
gravity, and larger bodies (very many times the mass of Jupiter) that manifest themselves 
as brown dwarfs and stars. 

Scientists and the public would be much better off if we adopted a comprehensive plane-
tary definition that is a self-consistent and allows astronomers to reliably and consistently 
sort objects into “planetary” and other categories. The geophysical definition does just that 
because it allows scientists to reliably categorize bodies based on a single, simple, robust 
observable property—their known or estimated mass. 

The geophysical planetary definition avoids the severe difficulties associated with other 
concepts. Some definitions depend on how objects affect their orbital zones. But these 
definitions result in identical objects being classified differently depending on their cir-
cumstance. Earth, for example, would not be considered a planet if it orbited the Sun be-
yond Neptune, because its gravitational influence would be insufficient to clear out the 
Kuiper Belt. Definitions based on origin are problematic because we can rarely determine 
how an object formed, especially if it’s outside the solar system. Definitions based on the 
presence of an atmosphere or satellites are also problematic, since they can be exceedingly 
difficult to determine observationally, and each of these factors would rule out various 
objects commonly regarded as textbook examples of planets in our solar system. 

The geophysical planetary definition does not tilt the population of planets in a system 
based on scientific biases such as preference for a limited number of planets in our solar 
system. Instead, it embraces the diversity of planetary types being discovered in our solar 
system and around other stars. 
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Planetary scientist and writer Alan Stern is the former Associate Administrator of Space 
Science for NASA. 
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Unfortunately, the International Astronomical Union (IAU), populated primarily by as-
tronomers who do not even study planets, has resisted the geophysical planetary defini-
tion that is popular among planetary scientists. The IAU’s president has recently said that 
few scientists or laypeople are unhappy with the IAU’s planetary definition, which ex-
cludes dwarf planets. But this statement is false. Public polls like this one produced many 
tens of thousands of votes, slanted heavily in favour of dwarf planets being full-fledged 
planets. Further, more planetary scientists pledged not to use the IAU’s definition than 
were even in the IAU meeting room in Prague when the IAU voted on this matter.  

The relative sizes of Earth (a real planet), the Moon and Pluto and Charon 
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T his report summarises the recent activity of the Stardome research programme (8 
April to 5 June 2008).The weather during the current period has been reasonably 
settled, allowing us to obtain a considerable amount of useable telescope time. 

Telescope and Equipment Operation 

Problems were encountered with the tracking of the 0.4m research telescope.  Eventually 
this was traced to the incorrect spacing of the worm and wheel on both axes.  This was 
rectified and the telescope rebalanced, mostly correcting the problems.  In addition, the 
polar alignment of the mount was improved followed by a lengthy mapping run to refine 
the pointing and tracking.  

In early June we were forced to change back to using the MAGS ST7XME CCD camera 
(still on loan fortunately) because the large (24 micron) pixels of the Apogee AP8p cam-
era badly degrade the accuracy of the photometry for gravitational microlensing.  It is 
particularly bad on nights of good seeing. The observing schedule has been heavy with 
observations being made on 28 nights, mostly after midnight. 

Gravitational Microlensing 

There has been intense activity with observations being made on 12 events. Total observ-
ing time was 85 hours for the current reporting period and 98 hours for the 2008 season.  
Several of these events are very significant and almost certainly contain planets. 

Publications 

Grant Christie presented a paper on the two-planet discovery (published in the 15 Feb 
issue of Science) at the RASNZ Conference at Tekapo 23-25 May. Grant visited Mt John 
Observatory to see the 1.8m MOA Telescope in operation following the conference and 
enjoyed one completely clear night.  

A new paper entitled “MOA-2007-BLG-400: First Buried Microlens Planet” is about to 
be submitted to the Astrophysical Journal.  Grant Christie and Tim Natusch (Stardome) 
and Jennie McCormick (Farm Cove Observatory) are all authors and contributed useful 
observations to this event last year. It announces the discovery of a new planet although 
the mass hasn’t yet been determined. 

A number of further papers are in preparation.  

Comet Astrometry 

Observations of comets have developed into a major research activity this year.  On any 
given clear night, there are usually around 20 comets bright enough for us to measure.  
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Stardome is currently ranked 5th in the world in terms of astrometric observations of 
comets 

During the current reporting period we made 231 observations of 29 comets and these 
data have been published in 14 publications from the IAU Minor Planets Center:  

In 2008, there have been 35 Minor Planet Center publications using Stardome observa-
tions and so far in 2008 we have made 650 observations of 28 comets.  For comparison, 
the cumulative total for the years 2004-07 was 398 observations. 

In addition to the comets, we made 63 observations of 6 asteroids most of which just hap-
pening to lie within the same field of view as a comet (Minor planets 50049, 8347,  
29863, 103710 and 56309). Tim Natusch managed to get observations of a newly discov-
ered potentially hazardous asteroid 2008 GB10 which was a fast moving and difficult 
target. 

Gamma-ray Burster Follow-up Telescope 

The new telescope is now expected be operating from the site in Blenheim by early 2009.  
We have received detailed technical specifications and they are very impressive.  We 
have also received (June 5) plans for the building required to house the telescope. It will 
be one of the most technically advanced telescopes in New Zealand.   

 

* * * * * * * 

 

Molehill Astronomical Observatory News 

Marc Bos continues his observing programmes and refining the telescope mounting.  He 
has contributed to several recent microlensing events and maintains his other observing 
programmes—CCD photometry of old novae. 

 

Farm Cove Observatory News 

Farm Cove Observatory has recently been issued with an IAU Observatory Code (E85) 
and Jennie McCormick now includes comet and asteroid astrometry on her busy observ-
ing schedule.  FCO has made observations of all the same microlensing events Stardome 
has contributed to but includes some we have not.  Jennie also observes cataclysmic bi-
nary stars for the CBA (Center for Backyard Astrophysics). 

 

Kumeu Observatory News 

David Moorhouse and Guy Thornley are now making regular observations microlensing 
events with some notable successes.  Dave has automated the Kumeu Observatory dome 
so the dome now tracks the telescope!  This allows the telescope to work without atten-
tion for much longer periods. In addition, Dave has connected the observatory to the 
Internet via Steve Calverley’s house. 
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New Zealanders can and do make important contributions to a variety 
of areas in astronomy. 

N ew Zealand's indigenous name Aotearoa, which 
means land of the long white cloud, may not sound 
too propitious for astronomy, but in fact we do have 

several advantages! We are uniquely placed to see the sky 
from the most southerly latitude and are the only sizeable land 
mass in the extensive south Pacific Ocean. So we are an im-
portant link in whole sky coverage.  

The International Year of Astronomy (IYA2009) will be a 
global celebration of astronomy and its contributions to society 
and culture, highlighted by the 400th anniversary of the first 
use of an astronomical telescope by Galileo Galilei. The aim of 
the Year is to stimulate worldwide interest, especially among 
young people, in astronomy and science under the central 
theme "The Universe, Yours to Discover". IYA2009 events 
and activities will promote a greater appreciation of the inspi-
rational aspects of astronomy that embody an invaluable 
shared resource for all nations.  

����7����� ���
����?�
International Year of Astronomy 

 

If you would like to take part in organised events for this celebration, or if you have 
events planned,  please make contact with Marilyn Head, publicity Officer for the  Royal 
Astronomical Society of New Zealand, she would very much like to hear from you.  

Marilyn Head - marilyn@actrix.co.nz 
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International  
Astronomical Union 
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New Zealand 
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New Zealand 
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Ivan Vazey on  (09) 535-3987 

Are you a new member or perhaps an existing member who  
doesn’t own a scope? 

                                 
Unsure of what you want? 

 
There are a lot of aspects to take into account before you go shopping. Its 
easy to get blinded by a fancy looking scope in a shop with lots of knobs 
and wheels and breathtaking photos of what you might see in the night 
sky.  Don’t believe too much of it. Many of these “Toy shop” scopes are 
not worth the cost of the fancy boxes they come in.  

 
Get advice from a Society member. 

 
For just $40.00 a month the Society hires to members ASTRONZ 200 
mm (8”) Dobsonian Reflecting telescopes so that members get used to us-
ing a telescope before purchasing their own. 
 

The Dobsonian telescopes are the best scopes to begin observing with, as 
they combine user friendliness with ease of portability. For further infor-
mation or to hire a scope please phone:  
 
Curator of Instruments 

 

(#�!�������#���#�
)�#�����-�'��$#�!�������-�����

SOLUTION TO THE JUNE CROSSWORD 

Across: 1 Crater, 3 Pyrex, 6 Earthshine, 8 Libra, 9 
Lynx, 11 Leo Minor, 12 Kappa, 13 Drake Equation, 14 
Equuleus.  

Down: 2 Russian, 4 Rigel, 5 Hadar, 7 Rival Of Mars, 10 
      Neap Tide.  
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The solution to the June crossword is on page 26. 
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July 2008 Edition  

Across  
1 Bright Star in Scorpius (6) 
3 ESA successor to the Hipparcos  
 satellite which will refine star positions 

and distances (4) 
4 Outermost Galilean Moon (8) 
6 Third letter of the Greek alphabet (5) 
10 Displays in the atmosphere which  
 occur when molecules are energized 

by particles in the solar wind (6) 
11 Landing site for the Mars Rover  
 Opportunity (5,9) 
12 A star that suddenly expels a huge 

amount of energy and which slowly 
fades back to its initial state (5) 

Down  
1 The tide which occurs near new or full 

moon. (6) 
2 A five-element eyepiece design yielding 

a wide field of view (5) 
4 Name of the Space Shuttle that ex-

ploded in 1986 just after launching (10) 
5 The collapse of star and then rebounds 

in a massive explosion (9) 
7 Type of highly elliptical orbit used by 

Russian satellites in the 1960's (7) 
8 A complete lunar cycle between one 

new Moon and the next (8) 
9 The fraction of the light hitting an object 

which is reflected back from it (6) 

1 2

3 4 5

6 7

8

9

10

11

12


