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It could have been clumsy, but Gottschalk navigates the mood deftly with a moment
of proud comment.

In “The Woman from the Krasny Perekop Textile Mill” there’s a powerful
acknowledgement to the (small) number of women astronomers, aviators and
cosmonauts who have been the brave and sometimes, yes, even unwelcome pioneers
in a male-dominated field. Shame on them, the men | mean.

So, here’s a wide-ranging diversity of themes and topics intricately crafted by a
master versifier with the hard-won skill of finding an image that will transfix you in an
‘ah-ha’ moment. And all in one collection focused on science, unusual even in this

age of literary specialism. Thank you, Keith.

Reviewed by John Richards
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ASSA News: WGAS (Belgium) - ASSA Group Meeting 22 April 2021

In a first for the ASSA, after an initial serendipitous communication between Magda
Streicher, ASSA, and Jef de Witt, Belgian WGAS, South Africa’s pre-eminent amateur
astronomical association formed a web-based link-up with the Belgian Werkgroep
Algemene Sterrenkunde (WGAS, part of Volkssterrenwacht Urania, Antwerp, Belgium)
for a group meeting to share the joys of our hobby and to learn more about each
other. The meeting attracted over 35 participants from both hemispheres. As Dirk
Van Rompaey from WGAS summed it up,

“What a wonderful idea to organise this group chat with our 'konstgenoten' from the
southern hemisphere to share experiences and talk about our common hobby. Some
25 people from our WGAS group took part in this gathering—a new record for our
Antwerp People's Observatory's weekly meetings, both online and offline.

Northern and southern observers don't share the same night sky (though part of it
does show itself in both hemispheres) our main goal was to learn more about what is
still to be discovered and enjoyed in the part of the southern night sky that we cannot
observe. We were eager to talk about the experiences and stories of newly made
friends who observe in skies we have never seen. As the meeting progressed, we very
quickly discovered that two hours was too short! We all came away with a very good
reason to organise another online gathering someday soon”.

Since the group discussion hosted participants as far distant as Cape Town and
Sweden, the WGAS group used a chat application called lJitsi, which has the
convenient property that only the central host’s computer has to load the full
application onto its hard drive. Invited participants receive a simple web link by email.
Click on the link at the appointed hour and you suddenly find yourself in a sea of
friendly faces all talking about astronomy. The experience is like a Zoom meeting
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without having to load yet another proprietary app that may or may not ever be used
again. The quality of image and sound was every bit as good as the other group chat
meeting halls we have seen.

The meeting was introduced by WGAS president Sven Baelden in Antwerp. Sven
briefly described the goals of the meeting—a better understanding of the very
different observing conditions that northern and southern starry-sky buffs
experience, and how easily we can now share those experiences. After a round of
introductions by name and interest area (deep sky, planetary, etc), ASSA’s Auke
Slotegraff presented a fifteen-minute introduction to a few of the basic differences
between northern and southern skies. Auke made special mention of how vivid the
central part of the Milky Way galaxy is when high in the sky. The WGAS members
were astonished to learn that it is not uncommon to see shadows on the ground or on
telescope tubes cast by the bright Sagittarius region when it is night above. Auke also
provided a sketch of how one finds the South Celestial Pole using the Southern Cross
and Large Magellanic Cloud. The screen experience was unforgettable as Auke
showed a line connecting Crux and Alpha Toucanae with a little tik mark to indicate
the South Celestial Pole. ASSA President Chris Stewart showed an enlargement of the
qguadrilateral asterism colloquially called the “Chinese hat” that lies near Sigma
Octantis, close to the Pole itself. Since none of the conference members knew the
reason for the ‘Chinese hat’ moniker, here is the ‘sailor’s hat’ shape that gave the
guadrilateral its iconic name:

Fig 1. Traditional Chinese ‘sailor’ hat used by workers,
domestic servants, and in Chinese operas to signify a
character playing the role of a domestic servant.

-

Auke went on to describe in words and onscreen images
his list of “Big and Bright”and “Small and Faint” objects so familiar to southern
observers but unknown to those in the North. These included a few surprises such as
the seldom observed Thackeray Globules in the Running Chicken Nebula, originally
named in 1966 by Andrew David Thackeray when he catalogued a number of dense
dark blobs spotted visually in the 13-inch Alvan Clark refractor at the Radcliffe
Observatory in Pretoria. Thackeray globulars are dense gas/dust clumps self-
gravitating into protostars that differ from their Bok Globule cousins by having more
ragged shapes. They represent an early stage of dust cloud collapse before turbulence
pressures are dissipated and the ragged edges are pulled smooth.
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...if all goes well, you shall fly

as a butterfly bolted to a bullet.

If not, your only grave shall be
Schlieren lines across a shocked sky.”

In “Shuttle” — reflecting on the 1986 and 2003 Space Shuttle disasters. A very moving
comment on public tragedy and the striving for discovery that (some say)
characterizes the human spirit: “...a wreath we laid on our voyage to worlds.”

And it’s this voyage to worlds that is examined and regarded with sensitivity and
sometimes a wry lifted eyebrow in Gottschalk’s space exploration poems.

The whole panoply of science and discovery is covered here in Cosmonauts do it in
Heaven.  From Copernicus and Galileo through Kepler, to Einstein and beyond,
there’s a sense of tying space, time, astrophysics and astronomy together into a
significant, sometimes startling whole. From Newton’s reflecting ‘scope to Meerkat
and the SKA, via ballistics and orbital elements. And you may encounter a few names
that are not part of our astro-space-science popular culture.

Who was Walter Hohmann (1880-1945) for instance? He’s tagged in “The
Navigators”, featuring some pithy takes on those hero visionaries, like chronometer-
maker John Harrison, and the afore-mentioned Hohmann, the pioneers of our
technologically sophisticated age.

Gottschalk reminds us that advances in science, astronomy, exploration, do not
happen in a political vacuum. The Royal Observatory was built on the Liesbeeck
banks before slavery was abolished in the Cape; the pioneering V2 rockets, brainchild
of von Braun, were assembled by underground slave-labour under Nazi rule. And
many Soviet space pioneers endured interrogation and banishment to the gulags
before emerging as national heroes.

The poet in “An Arresting Moment” plays punnily on the contrast between Joseph
Lagrange’s famous neutral gravity points in space and his own unpleasant encounter
as an unwilling guest of the apartheid government and police minister Louis le
Grange.

Poems inspired by achievements are very welcome, especially if they’'re thought-
provoking and not just obligatory celebratory verses. So “First Light”, a praise poem
for our huge telescope SALT, combines this celebratory mood with the sense of
wonder at the potential for discoveries — and the aspirations of the formerly
disadvantaged “sections of our community” (How do you put it?!) in astronomer
Thebe Medupe and SAAQ’s Freddie Marang, the first black South African night
assistant.
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Credit: http://archive.stsci.edu/cgi-bin/dss

Review: Cosmonauts do it in heaven by Keith Gottschalk

Published by: Hands-On Books, Cape Town, South Africa
Publication date: November 2020

ISBN: 9781928433132

Soft cover or eBook, 108 pages

Dimensions: 210 x 148mm

One date I'll not forget — 4 October 1957. | was thirteen years old at high school,
hoping to learn about the wonders of science which we sort of did in primary school,
but so far it was disappointing. Suddenly, Sputnik!

Keith Gottschalk is a poet who has a poem about Sputnik, and many other space and
science-related things in his book Cosmonauts do it in Heaven. It’s a compilation of
some 70 poems written over 35 years, dedicated to scientists, inventors, engineers,
astronauts and all progenitors of the ‘Space Age’. And there are colour images, and a
couple of the poems are translated into Chinese or Hebrew

“New Moon — 4 October 1957” sets the tone spot-on for how the world felt on that
day — (night?)

“awed crowds stared skywards; on the fourth evening
the world wondered at a sight never before seen:

a new moon under a full moon.”

And you’ll also encounter “Glushko’s 20 engines” — Valentin Glushko designed the
Sputnik rocket. And Newton, who knew it would work 250 years in the future, of
course.

Gottschalk’s poems are an evocation of stuff we all know — and the background most
of us have forgotten. Here you’ll read and nod your head and say — yes, yes, | saw
that on TV — and suddenly, a catch in the throat as you recall the terrible price some
astronauts and cosmonauts paid for progress. And the inventors, engineers,
scientists, mathematicians, computer coders who risked ridicule and even political
persecution for their dreams. Thus:

“you, frailness of flesh & skin,
wrapped in only blueprints & hope...
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After Auke’s introductory talk, Antwerp astro-enthusiast Jef De Wit then posed
guestions from a list compiled by Belgian WGAS members who were a little “in the
dark” about some of the finer points of southern skies observing. Some examples
(with ASSA member responses) were:

Q: Is there colour in the central part of the Milky Way?

A: Magda, Carol, and Chris: Nope, it is an illusion. The incoming photon density from
even such a bright region is multi-band, with rather less red H-alpha typical of new
star-forming regions. The colour-sensitive cone receptors in our eyes simply don’t get
enough of the blue and yellow bandwidths typical of the Milky Way bulge to register
as a colour. Auke added that we are so accustomed to seeing the highly accentuated
hues in pretty astro-images that we tend to project them onto things that are
extended and bright.

Q: Can we see the Aurora Australis?

A: Doug pointed out that Cape Town, South Africa is geographically equivalent to
Seville, Spain in Cape Town, on the far side of the South Magnetic Pole and very
distant from the it, so the Southern Lights are a visual rarity here.

Q: Is there is a Messier List for the southern skies? Sven Baelden commented that
from the latitude of Antwerp, M8 the Lagoon, M20 the Trifid, and the globular cluster
M22 can be seen, but are heavily dimmed by low latitude—and very often simply
obliterated by light pollution. (NB: The Benelux skies are among the most light
polluted in the world, matched only by the area around Beijing, China and the Tokyo-
Osaka corridor in Japan.)

A. Hands raised all over the screen on this one. Chris Stewart pointed out that the
Sagittarius Galactic bulge is directly overhead during our winter and spring, and that
we easily see faint Messiers such as M54, M69, M71, and M75. Magda and Auke both
chimed in that we have our very own object catalog of a similar nature in the Jack
Bennett Catalogue. Few observers from the North had heard of either it or the La
Caille Catalogue. Carol stated that the Bennett Catalog lists 130 objects, many of them
also in the Messier Catalogue, and that Jack Bennett discovered discover comet 1969i
Bennet. He also was first person to discover a supernova in an external galaxy, in
M83. Magda mentioned that we shouldn’t leave out the James Dunlop Catalogue that
was compiled by a Scotsman living in Australia and we most certainly should not
forget the landmark observing efforts of La Caille.
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Q: What makes the Magellanic Clouds so fascinating and what can we southerners
see in large and small telescopes?

A: Chris Stewart described the experience of seeing the stellar core and writhing gas
tendrils that give the Tarantula Nebula its name. Carol Botha enthused that the LMC
and SMC are so object-rich that one can spend a lifetime observing them and never
get bored. Doug Bullis commented that he could easily see individual O and B giants
in the LMC young clusters near the Tarantula Nebula at 160,000 light years distance in
his 152 mm and 200 mm scopes.

Q: What are The Big 5 of the Southern Sky and why are given so much attention on the
ASSA web site?

A: Chris and Magda both gave due honours to Carol Botha as the inspiration behind
bequeathing that name to the Coal Sack, Carina Nebula, Omega Centauri, Southern
Pleiades, and lastly, the Milky Way itself. Today these are equated in interest and
visual impact to, respectively, the elephant, cape buffalo, lion, rhinoceros, and—if lie
on your back to see it in full—the Milky Way does indeed look like a spotted leopard
in full leap across the night from horizon to horizon. Carol was given the
teleconference equivalent of high-fives from the entire northern contingent for being
the inspiration behind this icon-naming idea.

Q: How well do we see dark nebula under southern skies?

A: Both Auke Slotegraaf and Doug Bullis concurred that from a good dark sky location,
dark nebulae can strike the eye as more vivid and intricate than bright star fields.
Auke reported that he could see “The Snake” in Musca with his bare eye at
Sutherland. (“The Snake” is better known as the “Dark Doodad” to northern
observers). Doug related that many times while using a pair of 11 x 51 binoculars on
the Coal Sack, the field seemed almost three-dimensional, with the dark gaseous dust
filaments so linear and dense that they looked like someone popped a black balloon
with a pin and the tatters exploded in front of the densely populated stars of the
Milky Way.

Q: Jef De Wit stated that the darkest SQM reading he had seen in the skies above the
Belgian countryside was 21.3, and he wondered how dark South African skies can be.

A: Again, the screen exploded with waving hands as it seemed that every ASSA
member had lots to say on this subject. Chris pointed out that South Africa is so
sparsely populated outside its larger cities that most of the country would clock in
with SQMs above 21.6. Doug Bullis said that his eastern Karoo dark site has no visible
human-originated light anywhere in view and that his SQM regularly registers 21.8
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Coin-Gaia 28. For background and explanation please see:
https://cosmostatistics-initiative.org/coin-gaia_ocs/

STREICHER 55 - DSH J0708.5+0027
Monoceros

Five relatively outstanding stars in a clear kite-shape of sorts. The heart of the shape
consists of the brightest star magnitude 7.8, which has a very faint companion star to
share this main spot. The background star field is scattered with faint stars. The
planetary nebula NGC 2346 is situated only one degree south and the open cluster
NGC 2324 a degree north-west.

OBIJECT TYPE RA DEC MAG | SIZE
STREICHER 55 Asterism 07h08m.33 | +00°27’.12 | 8 9’
DSH

J0708.5+0027
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STREICHER 54 — DSH J0625.6+1111 — COIN-Gaia 28
Monoceros

A few nice bright stars clearly defined against a faint starry background. It reaches
the target for being classified as a bright asterism intermingle with fainter members
and it is a joy to find groupings like this. The surrounding area is rich in various
nebulae and clusters. The southern brightest magnitude 6.3-star is listed as HD
45090. The Gaia spacecraft was launched on 19 December 2013 to measure the
precise astrometric, photometric and spectroscopic of parallaxes and proper motions
of around 1.4 billion sources with a limiting magnitude of about 21 magnitude. The
latest EDR3 was released on 3 December 2020 and stated this asterism to be an open
cluster now listed as COIN-Gaia 28.

OBJECT TYPE RA DEC MAG | SIZE
STREICHER 54 Asterism 06h25m.38 | +11°11’.24 |8 18’
DSH

J0625.6+1111

COIN-Gaia 28
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and above. Chris cautioned that while Sutherland has some of the darkest skies in
South Africa and averages four cloudless nights out of every seven, it also has some of
the coldest weather in the country. Chris’s mention that Sutherland winter
temperatures can go as low as minus 5° C brought a hoot of laughter from Swedish
observer Erik van Lierde, who informed us that his wintertime observing often saw
the thermometer regularly plummet below minus 20 degrees C. He laughed, “In
February you can drive out to the middle of a lake and set up your scope with the
flattest horizon you’ll see anywhere,” to which Auke retorted, “You haven’t seen the
Karoo!”

The rest of the meeting devolved into what can only be described as a rather merry
chat of shared experiences of the kind that makes astronomy such an engaging hobby
for all who take a fancy to it.

Screen grab videos of the chat are viewable and downloadable at these two Dropbox
locations:

https://www.dropbox.com/s/7s03jk3ahcawhkw/wgas1%200n%202021-04-22%2018-
20.mp4?dI=0

https://www.dropbox.com/s/6bzkdl91zst8hgb/wgas1%200n%202021-04-22%2019-
37.mp42dI=0

Comments on the meeting by some of the participants:

WGAS president SVEN BAELDEN:

What a wonderful idea to organise a 'chat' with 'konstgenoten' from the southern
hemisphere and talk about our common hobby. Well, common might not be the right
wording, because northern and southern observers don't share the same night sky,
notwithstanding a part of it does show itself to both hemispheres. But that common
part was not what we wanted to talk about, on the contrary, we (in the North)
wanted to hear experiences and stories about the part of the southern night sky that
we cannot observe from our part of the World. Our main goal was to get to know a
little bit about that non-common part. Very soon and not really surprisingly it became
clear that a lot more is out there to discover and to talk about, but the time frame
(almost two hours) was just too short for more. Looks like a very good reason to
organise another online gathering someday soon
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Some 25 people from the South and the North took part in this online gathering. This
is a new record for our Antwerp Public Observatory's weekly meetings, both online
and offline.

Auke was the man who introduced us to the southern night sky, in just 15 minutes!
Our respect Auke! It isn't easy to reduce all there is to talk about in such a short time
frame, but you did a great job !

The most interesting part of the gathering was the part after the introduction in
which our southern fellows answered very willing and enthusiastically our numerous
questions, and the talks, discussions and nice, interesting or funny stories that
popped up spontaneously (e.g. Shadows caused by the Milky Way ?! Are you guys
kidding us!)

In short, this was not just another astronomers' gathering, but a great encounter of a
special kind of two worlds with a common interest: gazing the night sky.

We all agreed we should do this again but the other way around : an introduction to
the northern hemisphere for our southern 'konstgenoten'.

We from the North are looking forward to it ! [=edited by SGAS member Dirk Van
Rompaey]

JEF DE WIT:

It's safe to say that our group meeting with the Antwerp Astro group was a bang-on
good time had by all. | counted 36 online at one point -- and their club numbers only
15! A good show from our side, to be sure.

MAGDA STREICHER

Yes, it was fun sharing with the northern guys, we must do it more. As | mentioned,
the two asterisms Streicher 52 and 54, whose individual stellar trajectories and
distances were tracked by Gaia and shown to be true bound open clusters. My
contribution to this discovery was modest. | first identified what appeared to be
random scatter as asterism, meaning that they were a group of stars with visually
similar properties. Even so, that contribution at the beginning was very small. | just
picked up the bright stars in the grouping, Gaia's intense observations and
documentation are of course much more accurate. What is special to me, however, is
that the coordinates of the grouping match correspond to Gaia's coordinates. | also
mentioned some bright objects like nebulae in the LMC, Clusters in Carina, Galaxies
like NGC 4945 in Centaurus. We also talked about the Bennett, Dunlop, and La Caille
catalogues.
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Picture Credit: http://archive.stsci.edu/cgi-bin/dss
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Coin-Gaia 27. For background and explanation please see:
https://cosmostatistics-initiative.org/coin-gaia_ocs/

STREICHER 53 - DSH J1221.5-7627
Chameleon

In this very busy part of the starry skies, only a handful of stars can be lifted out
against the fainter background stars. In a way not much of an asterism, although the
first impression lets the eye of the beholder see it as a group of sorts. Averted vision
lets it grow in size and appear to be standing out more. Towards the northern part,
the star field is quite busy with very faint stars.

OBJECT TYPE RA DEC MAG | SIZE
STREICHER 53 Asterism 12h21m.36 |-76°27°.00 |11 20
DSH

11221.6-7627

Picture Credit:

http://archive.stsci.edu/cgi-
bin/dss
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