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Cover picture:  LCOGT network 16-inch telescopes
16-inch (0.4m) telescopes being assembled in the Las Cumbres Observatory’s 
workshops in Santa Barbara, California.  Four of these as well as two 1.0m telescopes 
will be deployed in Sutherland later this year as part of the Las Cumbres Observatory 
Global Telescope (LCOGT) network consisting of six such stations around the globe.
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miscellany

Why?

Kos Coronaios, Chairman of the Soutpansberg Astronomy Club and Project Man-
ager of the Limpopo Astronomy Outreach, collected the following comments by the 
public during viewing sessions throughout the IYA2009:

• Have you stuck a picture of Saturn there?  (As a few adults looked at the 
actual planet through the telescope.)

• Does it leak?  (So many holes on the lunar surface!)

• Is that the Sun?  But it’s all black!  (Not quite getting a good view of the solar 
disk at the eyepiece.)

• Why don’t you include a BB gun with your equipment?  (Referring to taking 
out bright lights.)

• My ... but its so big!  Do you take it out often?  (Referring to the 10-inch re-
flector.)
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assa news

New members

At Council meetings held on 2 February 2010 at SAAO, Cape Town, the following new 
members were approved.  MNASSA hereby would like to welcome them all.

Mr WJ Beaton, Bristol, UK
Mr G Els, Mondeor, Johannesburg
Mr BD Fincham, Claremont, Cape Town
Mr AR Kuijpers, Milnerton, Cape Town
Mr LS McDermot, Parkwood, Johannesburg
Mr D Middleton, Claremont, Cape Town
Mr M Mohr, Bramley, Johannesburg
Mrs C Overbeek, Edenvale, Johannesburg
Mr DA Overbeek, Edenvale, Johannesburg

Karoo Star-party 2010

The ASSA Pretoria Centre will hold its second National Karoo Star-party during the 
weekend of 6 to 9 August 2010 about 20 km north of Britstown in the Karoo, next to 
the N12 at the Kambro Padstal.  The reason for this locality, apart from the fabulous 
Karoo skies, is that it is almost exactly halfway between Gauteng and the Cape 
Town area, making the distance to the site about the same for all.  The first event 
of this type was held during April 2009 and proved to be a big success.  The Karoo 
lived up to its reputation and provided magnificent views to those lucky enough to 
be present (see MNASSA 68, 5&6, June 2009, 103).

For more information contact: 
Johan Smit, cellphone: 072 806 2939,  e-mail: johans@pretoria-astronomy.co.za
Danie Barnardo, cellphone: 084 588 6668, e-mail: danieb@pretoria-astronomy.co.za
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To book, please contact Wilma Strauss, the Manager of Kambro, directly at:  
Cellphone: 083 305 6668 or e-mail: kambro@worldonline.co.za

For info about Kambro Padstal, including a report on the 2009 star party, please visit: 
http://www.kambroaccom.co.za/ 

ASSA Resolutions in connection with Prof Charles’s suspension

ASSA has issued two resolutions concern-
ing the suspension of SAAO Director, Prof 
Phil Charles.  See News Note on p.48 for 
more information.

2 February 2010:
“The Council of the Astronomical Society 
of Southern Africa wishes to express its 
support for Professor Phil Charles in his 
positive direction of the SAAO and also 
expresses its concern at the manner in 
which the matter of his suspension has 
been handled by the National Research 
Foundation.  A speedy resolution of this 
matter is suggested, both in the interests 
of SA astronomy, and so as to minimize 
damage to SA’s image and reputation in 
the international scientific community.”

18 March 2010:
“Regarding the suspension and discipli-
nary hearing of Professor Phil Charles 
(Director SAAO) by the National Re-
search Foundation (NRF)

“The Astronomical Society of Southern 
Africa (ASSA), representing both amateur 
and professional astronomers, has noted 
with grave concern the precipitate suspen-
sion and subsequent disciplinary hearing 
of Professor Phil Charles, Director of the 

South African Astronomical Observatory 
(SAAO), on charges brought against him 
by the National Research Foundation 
(NRF).

“South African astronomy has a high pro-
file internationally, not only because it is 
a partner in, and host to, an international 
consortium operating the Southern African 
Large Telescope (SALT), and is one of 
only two remaining contenders for the R15 
billion Square Kilometre Array (SKA) ra-
dio telescope, but also because of the high 
calibre and world-class reputation of our 
astronomers.  Any unwarranted negative 
publicity regarding the governance and 
administration of science in South Africa 
can obviously affect the position of our 
scientists, negatively impact on the fund-
ing of scientific projects and significantly 
reduce South Africa’s chances of winning 
the SKA.

“Suspension from duties pending a discipli-
nary hearing is an extremely heavy-handed 
and insensitive manner of dealing with 
Professor Charles, considering that he 
is a senior scientist with an international 
reputation.  While, according to the NRF, 

‘The Chairperson found Prof Charles to be 
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Not to be judged on its IC number, a fairly 
bright galaxy, IC 2469, is situated 50 arc 
minutes west of the border with Antlia 
and 4.4 degrees north of NGC 2818.  IC 
2469 displays a slender, elongated haze in 
a north-eastern to south-western direction 
with a small, though obvious and bright 
nucleus.  The slender south-eastern part of 
the galaxy seems to be better defined and 
perhaps slightly brighter.  A faint magni-
tude 12 star can be seen exposed towards 
the south-western tip.  The galaxy was 
missed by John Herschel, son of William 
Herschel, and picked up in 1897 by Lewis 
Swift.  Swift (1820-1913) discovered 
1248 new objects, putting him second after 
William Herschel.

T Pyxidis is a cataclysmic variable star 
(also called a recurrent nova).  T Pyxidis, 
about 6 000 light years away, is composed 
of a dense white dwarf with a close com-
panion star.  On five occasions – in 1890, 

1902, 1920, 1944 and 1966 – it was caught 
in outburst when it brightened dramati-
cally from its usual magnitude 14.7 to 6.5.  
These eruptions occured at an average of 
just over 19 years apart.  It was on 7 De-
cember 1966 that the most recent eruption 
was noticed by New Zealand amateur Al-
bert Jones.  It has been over 40 years since 
the last outburst and astronomers are now 
waiting patiently for T Pyxidis’s next one.  
With the aid of a star map, on the night 
of 15 January 2010, I located T Pyxidis 
amongst its faint neighbours, and could 
see it only as an extremely faint ghostly 
flickering.  One wonders why T Pyxidis 
has remained quiet for so long.

As the starry ship sails through the 
southern sky, allow the constellation 
of Pyxis to show you the way, and you 
will discover a wonder-world, just as the 
seafarers of old followed the shoreline 
to new worlds. 

deep-sky delights

Object Type RA (J2000.0) Dec Mag  Size

NGC 2613
NGC 2627
NGC 2635
Alessi J 0838.5-2502
ESO 432-SC03
NGC 2658
T Pyxidis
Pyxis Globular
Streicher 50
PN G261.9+08.5
NGC 2818
Ruprecht 74
IC 2469

Galaxy
Open Cluster
Open Cluster
Asterism
Open Cluster
Open Cluster
Variable star
Globular Cluster
Asterism
Planetary
Open Cluster
Open Cluster
Galaxy

08h33.4
08 37.3
08 38.4
08 38.5
08 42.9
08 43.4
09 04.7
09 07.9
09 11.2
09 16.1
09 16.9
09 21.0
09 23.1

-22º58′
-29 57
-34 46
-25 02
-27 52
-32 39
-32 23
-37 14
-35 58
-36 37
-36 37
-36 57
-32 30

10.5   
8.4   
11    
9     
8     

9.2   
6.3-14
12.9   
8.3   

11.9   
8.2   

13.7   
11.3

7.6′x1.9′
11′
3′

14′
11′
12′

Per. 19y
4.0′
33′
58˝
9.0′
2′

4.7′x1.0′
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stringy cluster, appearing to form a slightly 
irregular oval shape from north-west to 
south-east.  Approximately 35 members 
of between magnitude 12 and 13 make an 
outstanding impression against a sparse 
star-field.  A few brighter stars are concen-
trated towards the northern part of the field.  
The beauty of this object is the confirmed 
planetary nebula situated inside and near 
the western edge of the cluster.  Planetary 
nebula PN G261.9+08.5 appears as a 
small round haze, easily seen embedded 
between the cluster stars.  With really high 
power the planetary is divided into a pair of 
lobes, east and west, representing a typical 
dumbell shape.  The western edge of the 
nebula displays a small dent on the side 
(see sketch).  Some references indicate the 
planetary as NGC 2818 and the cluster as 
NGC 2818A.  SIMBAD agrees, but in the 
NGC-IC catalogue they are both listed as 
NGC 2818, without any comments.

The asterism, Streicher 50 (Deep Sky 
Hunters Catalogue) is situated 1.2 
degrees north-west of NGC 2818.  No 
fewer than thirteen various magnitude 
pairs are exhibited in a 40 arc minute 
field of view.  The centre of the field 
is characterized by a few magnitude 
8 stars which appear as double (see 
sketch) - probably nothing outstanding, 
but still noticeably different from the 
rest of the star-field.

The faint open cluster Ruprecht 74 can 
be seen one degree south-east of NGC 
2818.  A handful of faint stars form a 
distinctive letter ‘K’.  Again, I detect a 

strange, wide zigzag string, 8 arc min-
utes to the north-west of Ruprecht 74 
(see sketch).  At first I thought it to be 
the cluster Ruprecht 74, but it turned out 
not to be.  The asterism is actually much 
more noticeable against the background 
star-field than the cluster.

Streicher 50 sketched with my 16-inch S/C 
at 290x.  North is up and east to the left.

The zigzag asterism sketched with my 16-
inch S/C at 290x.
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not guilty on all charges’, the whole affair 
raises a number of questions and issues 
which the science establishment in South 
Africa needs to address: Why was the 
announcement of the suspension and dis-
ciplinary hearing made in so public a way 
as to cause concern in both the local and 
international scientific community, while 
the nature of the charges was kept secret as 

‘an internal matter’?

“Why did the NRF persist with a lengthy 
hearing of three and a half days spread 
over a number of weeks, when there was 
a request from the Minister of Science and 
Technology to address the matter in ways 
that might better allow for an amicable 
and speedy resolution of the dispute?  The 
Minister even took the very unusual step 
of expressing her concerns regarding the 
attitude of the NRF in a letter to the press.  
A speedy resolution would have been in the 
best interests of all.  This position was sup-
ported both by ASSA in a formal statement 
to the President and CEO of the NRF and 
by the Royal Society of South Africa in a 
public statement.

“The press release (12 March 2010) from 
the NRF regarding the outcome of the dis-
ciplinary hearing contains the following 
that shows that the NRF does not accept 
the verdict of its own hearing: ‘However, 
the NRF executive is studying the content 
of the report with a view to dealing with 
any issues requiring further attention.  It 
must be noted that the NRF had initiated 
this process with an intention of correcting 
perceived transgressions in the manage-

ment and governance processes within 
SAAO.  The NRF believes that the issues 
that gave rise to these proceedings may 
still exist and that they still require be 
dealt with’.  Furthermore, in a letter to 
the staff of the SAAO (15 March 2010), 
the President and CEO of the NRF labels 
the suspension and disciplinary hearing 
of Professor Charles as ‘corrective proc-
esses’.

“If Professor Charles is not guilty of what-
ever he was charged with (as the pre-emi-
nent scientific journal Nature noted ‘Not 
guilty: South African astronomer cleared 
of - something’) why then does the NRF 
still insist that there is something wrong 
at the SAAO?  ASSA calls for the charges 
against Prof Charles, and the record of his 
disciplinary hearing, to be made public, so 
that the scientific community and taxpay-
ers can judge the merits of the affair for 
themselves.  Furthermore, ASSA calls 
for an urgent and public inquiry into the 
ongoing undesirable situation between the 
NRF and the SAAO so that South Africa’s 
reputation in the international scientific 
community can be re-established, and to 
ensure that measures are put in place to 
ensure that all role-players in the South 
African scientific system of governance 
operate in an open and accountable man-
ner in future.

“Issued by the Astronomical Society of 
Southern Africa
Maciej Soltynski
Council Member ASSA
18 March 2010” 



mnassa  vol 69  nos 3 & 440 april 201041

One of the things people attempt to see 
when visiting an ultra-dark site is to look 
for the eerie and elusive zodiacal light, 
a feeble nebulous cone based on the 
horizon and extending upwards along 
the ecliptic.  It originates from sunlight 
scattered off countless tiny flecks of dust 
in the inner Solar System.

The origin of this dust has been the 
subject of numerous theories.  Since the 
glow is brightest along the ecliptic, it is 
logical to assume that asteroids play a 
major role in its formation.  This was 
what theorists believed in the mid-1990s.  
More recently, however, they have come 
to realize that cometary dust must play a 
role, though their exact contribution has 
been largely guesswork.

Last year a five-member team of dy-
namicists, led by David Nesvorný 
(Southwest Research Institute) decided 
to tackle the zodiacal light’s origin from 
first principles.  They modelled what 
would happen to dust released from 
various sources — asteroid collisions, 
comets arriving on random orbits from 
the Oort Cloud, and especially “Jupiter-
family comets” (orbital periods of less 
than 20 years) — and kept track of what 
went where.  They tweaked their model 
until it matched the zodiacal light’s 
true appearance, taking into account 
spacecraft measurements of the infrared 
signature of the dust lying outside the 
Earth’s orbit.

Their model provided a surprising an-
swer.  It suggests that virtually all the 
dust must be coming from short-period 
comets, with a very small contribution 
from Oort Cloud members and only 
about 10% from the asteroid belt.  More-
over, the Jupiter-family comets tend to 
release their debris in repeated pulses as 
they break up, rather than spreading it 
uniformly along their paths.  They esti-
mate that there must be some 20 trillion 
tons of dust in the zodiacal cloud (twice 
the mass of the Martian moon Phobos), 
and that 100 000 tons of the stuff falls to 
Earth every year! 

Zodiacal Light mystery probed

news notes

When comparing their model’s predictions 
(solid line) to what is observed (dotted line), 
the fit is perfect for short-period comets 
(bottom panel) which is not so in the case of 
asteroids (top panel).  Nesvorný et al
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a compass pointing south

Super-white alpha Pyxidis, also a dou-
ble-star, keeps our compass needle in 
place.  It shares the surrounding field 
of view with the galaxy NGC 2663 to 
the south-east and the open cluster NGC 
2658 to the north.  NGC 2658, situated 
only 35 arc minutes north of alpha Pyxi-
dis, contains about a dozen faint stars 
with some unresolved dust, indicating 
more members.  Strings of faint stars 
can be detected in the north-eastern part 
of the cluster.  It is an attractive cluster 
that stands out well against the fainter 
background star-field.

Another open cluster, very different, but 
well worth exploring, is situated 40 arc 
minutes north-west of the lovely but-
tery-yellow beta Pyxidis, the southern 
tip of the compass needle.  NGC 2635 
is a small, dainty grouping, consisting of 
only a few faint stars.  It could also be 
seen as a typical tight, stringy asterism, 

but nevertheless stakes its claim quite 
well.  The group displays something of 
a V-shape in a north-western to south-
eastern direction (see sketch).  The 
area west of beta Pyxidis contains a few 
diffuse nebulae, making this field very 
interesting, although not easy to observe 
without the aid of filters.

The Pyxis Globular Cluster anchors the 
sails Vela against the southern border of 
Pyxis.  This globular cluster displays an 
extremely faint, grainy, round haze, as 
described by my deep-sky friend Jenni 
Kay from Australia.  I definitely agree 
with her that this cluster is not for the 
fainthearted.  With high power it can 
be seen nestling inside a circle of a few 
very faint stars.

The compass constellation also provides 
a two-in-one object.  Situated in the south-
eastern corner, NGC 2818 is a beautiful, 

NGC 2635 sketched with my 16-inch S/C at 
290x.  North is up and east to the left.

NGC 2818 sketched with my 16-inch S/C at 
290x.  North is up and east to the left.
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A number of LBN (from B.T. Lynds’ 
Catalog of Bright Nebulae) can be 
found within an area of 2 degrees east of 
NGC 2613.  Using nebular filters make 
the field around this area appear quite 
hazy.  A little asterism called J 0838.5-
2502 (Deep Sky Hunters Catalogue) is 
situated inside the western tip of nebula 
LBN 1073.  Amateur astronomer Bruno 
Alessi discovered this string, in which 
seven outstanding stars can be seen in 
a curved formation.  With brightness 
ranging between magnitude 8 and 9, 
they drape from north-west to south-
east with a pair of coloured yellow stars 
claiming centre spot.  Magnitude 5.2 eta 
Pyxidis is situated 1.2 degrees south of 
this little group.

The needle of the compass clearly 
projects through mag. 4 gamma Pyxidis 
and mag. 4.8 delta Pyxidis.  It made me 
wonder whether Lacaille, in his mind’s 
eye, saw the two beacon stars as true 
north and magnetic north respectively.  
In the starry field west of the imaginary 
compass needle are a few interesting 
star clusters.

The small group ESO 432-SC03 is situ-
ated only 1.7 degrees west of gamma Pyxi-
dis.  This cluster displays an unusual gently 
curved cross-shape appearance.  The 
group contains about a dozen stars with the 
brightest member at magnitude 10.6.

Further south, the star zeta Pyxidis, is a 
lovely double-star.  It consists of a mag. 
4.9 primary and mag. 9.1 companion 

with a separation of 52 arc seconds at 
position angle (PA) 61.  Open cluster 
NGC 2627 is situated only 40 arc min-
utes south of zeta Pyxidis.  The cluster 
appears very irregular, spacious, quite 
large, and packed with varied-magni-
tude stars.  The main focus of this clus-
ter is a prominent curved string of stars 
from east to west, clearly dividing it in 
two parts.  The western end of the string 
is nicely edged by a pair of magnitude 
10 stars.  The bulk of the cluster, and 
also the brightest part, is situated to-
wards the north.  Amongst these stars a 
few scattered dark patches and lanes can 
be detected.  The smaller section of the 
group, with fainter stars, is concentrated 
towards the southern side.  The remain-
der of the stars in this patchy cluster 
are situated in the far western part (see 
sketch).  My attention was drawn to the 
colourful stars in this cluster, shading 
from white into deep yellow.

NGC 2627 sketched with my 16-inch S/C at 
290x.  North is up and east to the left.
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‘Name Our Asteroid’ Competition

As part of the International Year of As-
tronomy, towards the end of last year, 
SAAO/SALT conducted an asteroid 
naming competition, exclusively tar-
geted at the young of South Africa.  This 
was the initiative of SALT Astronomer 
Dr Amanda Gulbis, who offered the 

SAAO IYA2009 organising committee 
the opportunity to name one of the aster-
oids that she discovered as part of her in-
volvement in the Deep Ecliptic Survey.  
This survey was designed to discover 
and determine the orbits of hundreds of 
Kuiper Belt Objects (KBOs) in order to 

The editors would like to draw mem-
bers’ attention to the fact that articles 
in MNASSA are among those included 
in the SAO-NASA data system. This 
is a free service that offers copies of 
almost all astronomical papers pub-
lished, though sometimes with a delay 
when these are proprietary. It is easy 
to use and it enables people even in 
remote places and those not affiliated 
with institutions to have access to the 
literature. 

The arXiv e-prints (mentioned below) 
are versions of papers that normally 
have already been accepted for later 
publication in the journals. It is vol-
untary: not everybody sends their new 
work to this channel. 

Quoting from the SAO/NASA website:
“The SAO/NASA Astrophysics Data 
System (ADS) is a Digital Library por-
tal for researchers in Astronomy and 

Physics, operated by the Smithsonian 
Astrophysical Observatory (SAO) un-
der a NASA grant. The ADS maintains 
three bibliographic databases contain-
ing more than 8.2 million records: 
Astronomy and Astrophysics, Physics, 
and arXiv e-prints. The main body 
of data in the ADS consists of biblio-
graphic records, which are searchable 
through highly customizable query 
forms, and full-text scans of much of 
the astronomical literature which can 
be browsed or searched via our full-
text search interface. Integrated in its 
databases, the ADS provides access 
and pointers to a wealth of external 
resources, including electronic articles, 
data catalogs and archives. We current-
ly have links to over 8.2 million records 
maintained by our collaborators.”

To use the service, go to http:
/ / a d s a b s . h a r v a r d . e d u / a b s t r a c t _
service.html 

The SAO-NASA Data System — a valuable resource for all
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better understand the outer Solar Sys-
tem.  In addition to discovering KBOs, 
the survey images allowed the discovery 
of many new asteroids. 

A total of 111 names were suggested by 
young people all over South Africa.  En-
trants were invited to motivate their sug-
gested names as much as they wanted 
to.  Motivations varied from as little 
as “because I like this name” to a full 
page essay.  A number of abbreviations, 
forming interesting words, were also 
submitted.  One such an example (which 
turned out quite popular in the judging) 
was Dagafos, which stands for “Doctor 
Amanda Gulbis’ Asteroid From Outer 
Space”.  However, this name is in viola-
tion of the IAU rules which state that an 
asteroid is not allowed to be named after 
its discoverer.  The list of suggested 
names with accompanied motivations 
was distributed to SAAO staff during 
the annual Year-End Function on 15 
December 2009 at Nuy Valley, Worces-
ter, where every participant could vote 
for up to five asteroid names.  A total of 
86 people voted, yielding a short list of 
five: Ubuntu (28 votes), Jabulani (18 
votes), Mzanzi (15 votes), ILITYE and 
Isiqobo (both 12 votes).

The motivations for these were names as 
follows (some shortened):

Ubuntu – Ubuntu is an ethic or humanist 
philosophy focusing on people’s 
allegiances and relations with each other.  
The word has its origin in the Bantu 

languages of southern Africa.  Ubuntu 
is seen as a classical African concept 
and as one of the founding principles 
of the new South Africa, connected to 
the idea of an African Renaissance.  The 
concept of ubuntu is used to emphasize 
the need for unity, as well as the need 
for humanitarian ethic.  It defines us in 
so many ways, and is found in many of 
Africa’s different cultures. 

In many ways this asteroid represents 
South African individuals. Like us, 
the asteroid depends on the universe, 
gravity and so many other things and 

“co-exists” in space, highlighting one 
of the key factors of ubuntu:  “I am 
because we are”.

Jabulani – It is connected to the soccer 
world cup and is an African name, 
meaning happiness and celebration.

Mzanzi – Mzanzi means “THE SOUTH”.  
I can’t imagine a more appropriate 
name at this time.  The movement of 
the asteroid coincides with an event 
that will have all the eyes of the world 
roving over the SOUTHERN part of our 
beautiful continent AFRICA.

ILITYE – The word means “lump of 
rock”.

Isiqobo –  Isiqobo means “hard object”.  
We don’t have a Xhosa thing in science 
so it would be nice if we could name it.  
[A] Lot of people would enjoy [it] and 
Xhosa people would be excited.


