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Thanks go to Dave Cook for providing the  
H-alpha mage of the transit of Mercury.  

Dave was one of many members  
observing the event from Seething.  See 

page 9. 

EDITORIAL  
 
 
 
 
My first attempt to see a transit of Mercury was in 1973.  At the time I had a 60mm re-
fractor and was well prepared for the event.  I had set the scope up in my garage and 
was anticipating viewing by the projection method, having constructed a box around the 
screen to ensure the image would be as bright and clear as possible.  Notebook, camera 
and sketching materials were at hand and I went to bed the night before expecting to 
raise the up-and-over door at the appointed time the following day and enjoy the specta-
cle of this tiny world silhouetted against the disk of the Sun. 
 
I woke to rain, rain that continued throughout the day!   
 
However, the weather was kinder on May 9th this year and on page 9 you will find imag-
es and accounts of the transit from several members of NAS. 
 
There are a couple of stunning images by Shaun Reynolds in this issue, though I’m afraid 
the size of the page does not show them to their best advantage. 
 
Elsewhere in this issue you will find that three great minds have been thinking alike.  Sue 
Napper, Dale Holt and Paul Webb have all sent in articles featuring objects to observe in 
Scorpius and/or Sagittarius!  Being a softy I hadn’t the heart to ask two of them to go 
away and do their homework again about different areas of the sky, so if you chose to 
read all three articles you must expect some repetition (but no deviation or hesitation, 
this is Cygnus, not Just a Minute).  By the time you have read all three you will have no 
excuse for not being very knowledgeable about these constellations, especially Sagittarius 
— watch out, I may be testing you on ‘an everyday story of archer folk’! 
 
Let’s have a big cheer for Paul Brocklehurst.  This issue sees the final part of his series 
Great Spirits vs Mediocre Minds.  Paul can take a well earned rest from slaving over a hot 
laptop and I must start looking for some new talent to fill the pages that will now be free.  
And it’s no good hiding in the run-off or either of the domes—I’ll track you down! 
 
Have a great summer, hopefully with clear skies, 
 
 
Spadge 
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CHAIRMAN’S REPORT 

 

 
Members of NAS are a surprisingly rare species. 
 
Why?  Well they are all members of a member-owned Society which owns 
its site.  Many UK societies are simply groups of astronomers with no group 
facilities at all.  A few have equipment, others have access to a site and/or 
observatory facilities, but surprisingly few actually own their land and even 
fewer have Society-owned domes and clubhouse facilities.   This situation is 
really good for members, but a bit of a double edged sword for the Society.  
On the one hand we can use and develop the site more or less how we 
wish, but to support the site we have to generate enough income to main-
tain the facilities. Whilst our naturally altruistic nature drives us to ‘spread 
the knowledge’, from a purely economic view it is necessary to provide our 
public outreach programme in order to fund our continued operation. 
 
This season our Public Nights have been well attended - nothing spectacular 
but good enough.  The talks have been good and there has been enough 
help (just).  Group visits have been busy.  Roger and Jeff have been stal-
warts in organising and running these with a few extra helpers and lecturers 
around them.  Once again I’d suggest that there has been just enough help, 
but little more.  It goes without saying that all these events are important to 
economic wellbeing of the site, but members must be aware of how few 
people are contributing time and effort to generating that income.  Without 
intending to sound downbeat, as we have had a good year, members need 
to understand the potential fragility of the situation – no volunteers, no in-
come, no site.  
 
Please help, in whatever way you feel able – as a ‘traffic cone’ on a Public 
Night, hoovering the Club Room carpet, volunteering to help paint the wall 
on a summer work party, emptying the bins, making the tea or collating ma-
terial for the web site.  Whether it’s bashing a nail or bashing a keyboard, 
however you are able to help will be welcomed.  It’s obvious but many 
hands and all that … Just make yourself known to a committee member. 
 
I’m sure the membership as a whole will join me in extending their thanks to 
all members who volunteered in any capacity this season.  NAS justifiably 
has a reputation as one of the best astro societies in the country, let’s work 
together to keep it that way! 
 
Clear skies! 
 
AndyG 
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MOONWATCHERS 

Evenings 1,2 and 3. 

There is a change from the usual format of ‘Moonwatchers’ in this copy of Cygnus.  In-
stead of writing about a specific area of the Moon, as I have done in the past, for the 
next few issues I intend to follow the Moon, day by day, from 24 hours after New Moon 
through to Full Moon, mentioning just a few of the prominent  features that come into 
view as the lunar day progresses.  I must emphasise that this is not intended to be a 
comprehensive guide and is aimed principally at those who are new to astronomy and  
who may be inexperienced at observing our satellite.  In the space available to me I can-
not hope to include all of the features one can see and I recommend to those who want 
to find out more buy the Sky and Telescope Mirror Image Field Map of the Moon.  This 
map is very detailed and shows the Moon as it would appear when viewed through a re-
fracting telescope, with north at the top and east on the left.  This is the same orienta-
tion used in the very basic sketch maps that will illustrate all of my articles.  Another 
handy item is the Sky and Telescope Lunar 100 Card, which highlights a selection of in-
teresting features. 
 
First Evening: 
 

There’s not much to be seen on the sliver of the 
Moon that appears 24 hours after New; indeed it can 
be a challenge to see it at all as at this time the Moon 
is a mere 13 degrees from the Sun and is scarcely 
brighter than the background sky.  Spring is the best 
time to try and see the day old Moon as in this season 
the ecliptic is at its steepest angle with the horizon 
and the slim, nail paring of a crescent will be at its 
highest after sunset. 
 
Obviously one needs a clear western horizon where 
neighbours’ roofs, trees and other obstacles don’t 
block the view.  Make your search with binoculars 
(but only after the Sun is below the horizon).  It 
will be hard to see recognisable features with the 
Moon shimmering owing to atmospheric turbulence, 
but there’s a sense of achievement in simply spotting 
the young crescent. 

Second Evening: 
 
With the Moon now making an angle of 25 degrees to 
the Sun it is easier to find and more favourable for 
observation.  In these early days of the lunation it  

KEY: 
 

H — Mare Humboldtianum, M — Mare Marginus, 
 

S — Mare Smyhii,  A — Mare Australe. 
Lunar Crescent on 

Second Evening 

Mare Crisium 

Langrenus 

Endymion 

Petavius 

M 

A 

S 

H 

Geminius 

Cleomedes 

Vendelinus 

Fabricus 

Condorcet 
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is possible to see the part of the Moon’s face that the Sun has yet to touch.  This is illumi-
nated by light reflected off the Earth – Earthshine.  This was, and probably still is, referred 
to as ‘the New Moon in the old Moon’s arms’ by non-astronomers who mistakenly identify 
the slender crescent as ‘New Moon’. 
 
 

 
I sometimes find it difficult to identify fea-
tures when looking at the Moon on days 
two and three, especially when it is close 
to the horizon.  Persevere and you will 
almost certainly see a ‘bite’ out of the 
crescent.  This is the eastern part of the 
Mare Crisium, a 400 km by 560 km impact 
basin that formed over 3.8 million years 
ago.  Now is a good time to use your tele-
scope and try to spot the wrinkle ridges 
close to its eastern edge – the 200 km 
long Dorsa Harker and the 150 km Dorsa 
Tetyaev should be easy to see when  the 
Sun is low in the lunar sky.  Look also for 
Promontorium Agarum, a broad cape on 
the south-east ‘shore’ of the mare.  Be-
yond it you may be able to make out the 
74 km crater Condorcet. 
 
Several craters are visible along the termi-
nator.  To the immediate north of Mare 
Crisium are Cleomedes (126 km) and 
Geminus (86 km) and to the south of the 
mare you will be able to pick out  the 133 
km diameter Langrenus, Vendelinus (147 
km), and Petavius (177 km), all of which 
will reveal more detail as the lunation pro-
gresses.  

 
 

 
Third Evening: 
 
By now the whole of the Mare Crisium can be seen.  Due to foreshortening it appears to us 
as a fat oval, looking wider north to south than it is east to west, but it is actually bigger 
east-west (620 km) than it is north-south (570 km).  Its walls rise up to 3 km in height and 
the cooling lava that filled this impact basin formed the wrinkle ridges already mentioned 
and flooded existing craters such as Lick and Yerkes.  ‘New’ impacts on the cooled lava cre-
ated Picard (23 km), Peirce (19 km), Greaves (14 km) and Swift (11 km).  Look out also for 
the promontories Olivium and Lavinium on the western shore; these are separated by a 
10km wide valley.  I remember in the early 1950s that an astronomer reported having seen 
an enormous natural bridge spanning this gap, but it proved to have been a trick of the 
light. 

The 3000 metre deep Cleomedes is the same age as Mare Crisium.  Its walls have been im-
pacted and contain several craterlets.  Its floor is relatively smooth with a small mountain 
and a couple of craterlets.  Geminus, which incidentally was one of the first craters I at-
tempted to sketch, is smaller, 86 km in diameter with terraced walls and only the merest  

Dorsa 
Tetyaev 

Dorsa 
Harker 

Promontorium 
Argarum 

Picard 

Swift 

Peirce 

Yerkes 

Greaves 

Lick 

L 

O 

Mare Crisium 
as it appears on evening three. 

 
L  = Promontorium Lavinium 
O  = Promontorium Olivium 
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 suggestion of a central mountain.  Terraced walls 
too in Langrenus, rising some 2600 metres. This 
crater boasts some fine central mountains and a 
ray system that, as the lunation progresses, will 
be seen to spread over the Mare Fecunditatis.  
This mare is cut in half by the terminator at this 
time and it’s worth looking for wrinkle ridges 
which should be prominent in the morning light. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Like Langrenus the crater Petavius has terraced walls.  It is larger than Langenus, and has 
an amazing floor with central mountains rising to 1500 metres, and several rilles, some of 
which need high magnification to resolve.  However the largest of these rilles, Rimae Peta-
vius, is easily visible in a small scope .  It runs 60 km straight from the base of the moun-
tains to the inner south-western wall and reminds me of the hour hand of a clock, sweep-
ing round the dial. 

Finally, it’s worth looking at the limb to see if you can spot the Mare Marginus, Mare 
Smythii, and Mare Humboldtianum.  How much can be seen of these will depend on the 
libration.   
 
The Sky and Telescope map is one of the best for showing the libration zones.  I really 
recommend this map, which is worth getting as it will enhance your observing sessions.  
It’s laminated, which means it will survive damp evenings, and conveniently folds into  a 
30 cm square.  You can find it on Amazon; remember to look for Sky and Telescope’s Mir-
ror Image Field Map of the Moon, there is a smaller scale  Sky and Telescope mirror image 
Moon Map which is far less detailed.  If you decide to buy, make sure you order the right 
one. 
 
I’m afraid you will have to wait until the autumn for the fourth evening.  In the meantime 
clear skies and happy Moonwatching. 
 
                                                                                                                      Spadge 

Lunar Crescent on 
Third Evening 

Mare Crisium 

Mare Fecunditatis 

Picard 

T 

H 

T  -  Dorsa Tetyaev 
H  -  Dorsa Harker The Crater Petavius 

Condorcet 
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SUE’S STELLAR SUGGESTIONS 

Sagittarius 

(And a few planets while we wait) 

Summer is not generally considered to be the best time for observing the night sky, but if we stay 

up late enough we can be treated to some wonderful sights.  There are constellations which just 

skim the horizon at this time of year—of course, if you take a holiday in more southerly countries 

and remember to pack binoculars you will have a better chance of seeing them.  In this country we 

need to find a southern  horizon without too many trees in the way.  With this in mind we cleared 

the far end of the observatory site a few years ago and installed some observing pads there.  So 

during the summer months we can set up here to take a look at the constellation of Sagittarius, 

along with Scorpius and Scutum.  A sky chart will be needed to pick out the many deep sky objects 

in this region.  For now I will try to guide you to some favourites in Sagittarius. 

Whilst waiting for darkness to fall so that we can see the fainter stars low down, take the opportuni-

ty to observe some planets.  Jupiter will be going down in the west but should still be high enough 

to see.  There is much of interest here, with the bands of cloud and occasionally the Great Red Spot 

and of course the fascinating passing of the Galilean moons. 

Shining brightly red is the unmistakable Mars.  Although rather low this year and so viewed through 

a thick part of our atmosphere I have been surprised by how much detail is on show.  I am no plan-

etary expert but  certainly detected the dark areas and the bright polar cap. 

Last but not least is the really beautiful Saturn.  We say it’s really too low this year to have a good 

view, but even so I cannot resist turning my scope in its direction and have been pleasantly sur-

prised by the amount of detail is on view.  The planet is tilted so that the rings are quite open and I 

have been able to see the Cassini division. 

We can tell planets apart from the stars because they never ‘twinkle’.  Jupiter is one of the brightest 

objects, Mars is distinctly red and Saturn is a soft buttery yellow.  The current Astro Calendar will 

show you just where they can be found. 

Once the sky has darkened enough we see the bright haze of the Milky Way heading down to the 

southern horizon.  Here we find the ‘teapot’ shape of Sagittarius.  There are 16 Messier objects in 

this constellation and many other objects, so it is worth finding a good sky chart to seek out as 

many of these as you can.  I will suggest a few of them here. 

First up is a brilliant globular cluster M22—some half a million stars in a tight ball thought to be 12 

billion years old and lying 10 000 light years away.   My small scope shows its hazy core with a few 

individual stars around the edge.  Larger scopes are needed for the ‘diamond brooch’ effect.  To find 

this go just above and slightly to the left of the ‘teapot’s’   lid.  Above M22 we come to M25, another 

bright cluster of stars, but this time a very pretty open cluster.  Binoculars or low power are needed 

for this.  To the right of these two clusters, making the point of a triangle, is the small, bright elon-

gated star cloud, M24.  Good conditions show the rectangular shape of this bright  mass of stars.  A  
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wide field scope or binoculars show this to greatest effect.  It is surrounded by nine other Messier 

objects in an extremely rich part of the Milky Way.  It’s wonderful to see such a blaze of stars but 

this can make it tricky to be absolutely sure of identifying objects.  If we go above this star cloud 

we see M18, another open cluster.  A small scope shows only a dozen or so stars in a triangular 

shape, possibly making a letter ‘S’.  Larger scopes will show many more of the fainter stars in the 

cluster but these can be lost in the surrounding richness of the Milky Way.  From here we contin-

ue up and arrive at one of my big favourites, M17, the Swan Nebula.  A clear, dark sky is needed 

here, perhaps with the help of a narrow band filter.  This has several other names but I definitely 

see the swan shape.  This object looks very different in astro images compared to the view I get 

through a telescope.  It is interesting to look for sketches made at the eyepiece and compare 

them with what the camera sees. 

Altogether this is a wonderful part of the night sky, with some really lovely sights with a telescope 

or binocular.  Even without a chart and without necessarily identifying everything that you see, 

sweeping this end of our home galaxy there is such a richness of stars visible that it makes for a 

great end to a summer’s day. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sue Napper 
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 The Transit from Seething. 
 
Sam and I got there in good time and were set up with my iOptron mount with refractor and Mak in dual 
white light configuration.  With tracking it promised to be great viewing.  There were several members 
attending and as first contact drew nearer Andrew called out, ‘Five minutes to go!’  Then it was two 
minutes. 

 
Andrew spotted it first and soon Sam and I 
saw the tiniest notch appear in the right hand 
limb.  I was on the Mak, Sam on the refractor.  
As Mercury crept onto the Sun’s disk it was 
easy to see a very sharp, clear disk.  It was 
tiny relative to the Sun and put things into per-
spective as to the scale of the Solar system.  
As second contact was about to begin Andrew 
mentioned the black drop effect, a phenome-
non where the disk of Mercury elongates at the 
limb to look like a drop of water falling to the 
centre of the Sun.  
 
 Once the planet was clear a small gap, ever 
increasing, opened up between the limb and 
the small,  perfect black dot.  I increased mag-
nification on the Mak to enjoy this most spec-

tacular with at least a dozen smaller spots in its vicinity.  The Mak showed these particularly well, along 
with a feathering within the penumbra.  I also looked through a H-α scope and the filaments and promi-
nences were a delight to behold.  As an aside Andrew suggested we track over to  
Venus which was about eight degrees away and equally impressive. 
 

There was a tremendous buzz as people shared views in various scopes and in different ways, some by 
projection and on laptop.  Thanks must go to Andrew for organising the day. 
 
                                                                                                                                              Paul Webb  

Sue’s Solar Outreach. 
 
I had a really good day on Monday.  My drawing class teacher was away so a couple of the group came 
round to sketch in the back garden.  Before they arrived I set up the solar scope ready to go.  A bit of 
sketching and then I saw first contact …and got quite excited!  A tiny ‘nibble’ on the limb growing to be a 
sharp disk, plus a sunspot group and three filaments.  My friends had a look and were both very im-
pressed.  After they left I took the scope across the road for some rather senior neighbours to have a 
look. 
 
I got back to find the family that are planning to buy our house were there, so three more saw the tiny 
dot on the Sun.  These were followed by the next door neighbours, and finally the husband of one of my 
sketching friends called on his way home from work!  So all through the day I was sharing with ten other 
folk who would not otherwise have seen the transit.  I hoped to see the last moments but some cloud got 
in the way about ten minutes beforehand. 
 
Strange how a small dot on a red disk can be quite so exciting!  One thing, I was almost sure that as the 
planet had just got half its disk onto the Sun I could see a trace of the other half of its silhouette beyond 
the limb!  I’m not sure if it was just a trick of the eye or if it was really evident against the background.  I 
hope to find out if anyone else had the same impression. 
 
                                                                                                                                            Sue Napper 

TRANSIT OF MERCURY, 9th May 2016  

Photo of transit watchers, provided by Martin Howe. 
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Transit (and Teeth!) 
 
I observed the transit from home, partly because I had everything set up in my run-off shed and also 
because I had to be on hand to drive Imogen and Emily to a family dental check-up.  Bad planning 
that, but when we’d made the appointment, six months previously I’d not realised the dates clashed!  
However the check-up came late in the afternoon, by which time the sky was beginning to cloud up, so 
I was not too upset by this. 
 
I had three scopes set up, plus my 15X780 binocular on its parallelogram mount.  The principal instru-

ment was my 100mm APO which I had on a driven EQ 
mount.  The idea of having several instruments sta-
tioned at different points was that after watching the 
start of the transit I would be able to get on with a few 
gardening jobs, pausing from time to time to   look 
through whichever device was nearest.  As it happened 
I did no gardening, but spent all of the time at the 
scopes, following Mercury’s slow progress across the 
face of the Sun and sketching it in both white light and 
H - α. 

 
Like others who observed this event I was struck by 
the sharply defined, intensely black appearance of Mer-
cury, which contrasted with the softer and fuzzier sun-
spots that were present.  I’d previously been fortunate 
enough to see both of the Venusian transits in 2004 
and 2012, but this was the first time I’d witnessed a 
transit of the Solar System’s innermost world and I feel 
privileged to have seen both of the inner planets cross-
ing the Sun’s disk.   
 
The next transit of Mercury will be in 2019, but as it 
will occur on 11th November and not all of it will be 
visible from the UK and I suspect the weather might 
deny us a view, but as a certain TV astronomer was 
often heard to say, ‘Well of course we just don’t know!’ 
 

                                                                                                                             
                                     Graham Sparrow 
 

One of my sketches recording the event, 
made using the 100mm APO with a Televue 
25mm plossl, which gave a magnification of 

24X. 

Chris Grimmer’s image of the start of the transit. 

Below:  Making good use of his 
‘Dinglescope’ Barry Dingle produced this 

sketch, recording the position of  
Mercury at two points during its transit. 
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These excellent observational drawings of the transit were made at Seething by Sam Gray. 

Another white light image provided by Chris Grimmer. 
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A Good Day at School. 
 
 
It was unusually warm, dry and relatively cloud-free for the Mercury transit. Seeing was variable 
across the county, but seemingly members were observing everywhere.  I set up both a white light, 
Herschel wedge and hydrogen-alpha (H-α) monochromatic scopes at the school where Tracy and I 
work.   
 
All was set up for 12 noon, ready for first 
contact and a bit of solar outreach over lunch 
time. Tracy was on one scope, I was on the 
other, desperately trying to spot first contact.  
I saw it first in H-α then we rapidly swapped 
back and forth between eyepieces to com-
pare the views.  We both agreed that the ‘oil 
drop’ illusion ( the planetary silhouette seem-
ingly distorting and dragging a dark ‘splodge’ 
from the solar edge at second contact ) was 
obvious in white light but not present in H-α 

– thus second contact in H-α was significantly 
before white light. We assumed that this may 
have been a result of the monochromatic 
light.   
 
 
 

 
 
However, discussion with other members brought up 
the observation that there was a solar prominence very 
close which would have produced a glow beyond the 
solar surface.  This effectively extended and softened 
the contact point which could have ‘filled in’ the effect.  
My H-α scope was tuned for prominences, so they were 
obvious.  Sue Napper reported that she didn’t see a 
‘drop’ in her PST , which was not tuned for prominenc-
es - this would back up the monochromatic light theory.  
It would be interesting to see if other members can add 
to these observations. 
 
After second contact we allowed the students to have a 
look.  The hour of lunchtime was satisfyingly busy with 
lots of passing traffic.  Then, as we were thinking about 
packing up, teachers asked whether their classes could 
have a look.  Of course we obliged and were then busy 
until about 4pm!  High cloud made contrast a problem 
in H-α – it really dropped off from about 3pm until 3.30 
– however, the white light views were still good enough 
for less able observers to get decent views. 
 
Unfortunately a finger of thicker cloud wiped out third/
fourth contact, but we had 200 or more students at the 
eyepiece over the afternoon and most were actually 
interested!  A good day. 

 
                                                                                                                              AndyG. 
 

The editor’s sketch of the transit as  
observed in H—alpha.  The prominence to 
which Andy refers can be see to the right 

of Mercury’s disk. 

A colleague of Andy’s with the chairman’s solar 
 Scopes. 
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SKETCHPAD 

Sue Napper’s drawing of M51 was done at Kelling, working from her  
husband Pete’s raw image of the galaxy on his laptop screen. 

 
Sam Gray’s observational drawing of a sunspot, 

made on the day of the transit of Mercury. 

Mars, sketched by the editor on 6th 
June using his Celestron 8SE with a 

magnification of 250X. 
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MEMBERS’ IMAGES 

Both of these images were produced by Shaun Reynolds.  Above are M81 and M82 ,favourite 
targets for many of us NAS members, though we never see the amazing detail revealed in 

Shaun’s image of the pair of galaxies. 
 

Below is Shaun’s 28 pane mosaic of the Milky Way over Wastwater.  Scafell Pike is to the 
right of the centre.  The mysterious light up on the fells was caused by the head torches of a 

group of hillwalkers coming down at 1.30 in the morning! 
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DALE’S DSOs 

 
How many times have you heard fellow astronomers say that the summer months are 
regarded as the observing closed season?  Whilst it is true that what is termed 
‘astronomical dark’ (dark enough for worthwhile deep sky observation) is limited to the 
midnight hour and the following two, observational astronomy is an interest for those 
who don’t mind pushing themselves to stay up late, wake up early and venture outside 
when the rest of the world sleeps soundly, blissfully unaware of the incredible treasures 
enjoyed by but a handful of dedicated deep sky observers. 
 
So should we miss what is on offer for the summer months just because it means we 
need to push ourselves a little more to enjoy it?  Of course not!  Weekday observation in 
the wee small hours may be out for most, but over the weekend it should be possible, 
and this is the holiday season too, when many of us take time off from work and study.  
We often take breaks in darker locations, possibly overseas and further south where we 
can enjoy what is lost below UK horizons. 
 
I’m thinking primarily of those gem laden constellations of Scorpius and Sagittarius that 
never rise high above our southern horizons at our northern latitude.  These two constel-
lations, embedded in the Milky Way, bring with them the  most amazing deep sky treas-
ures imaginable, much of it readily observed with binoculars and small telescopes. 
 
Our binocular challenge in this edition of 
Dale’s DSOs is Charles Messier’s object 
number four.  M4 can be caught not far 
from that fiery red star Antares, α Scorpii.  
This ‘Mars-like’ star is unmistakable, low in 
the south throughout the summer months.  
M4 at 7 000 light years from Earth is one 
of the closest globular clusters in the night 
sky.  It is no M13, but still an exciting ob-
ject to see, especially so low down for us in 
an area into which most observers fail to 
venture.  M4 fits neatly into the same field 
of view as Antares in binoculars, lying just 
to the right of that mighty star.  A tele-
scope with a low power eyepiece will soon 
show you this condensation of stars, just a 
nudge right of centred Antares.  Push up 
the power and more stars will  fill the field 
of view.  
 
The constellation of Sagittarius, the Archer, 
lies to the left and east of the Scorpion as 
you look south.  Again low on our horizon, it is often identified by its ‘teapot’ asterism of 
stars, these will easily be identified under darker skies, especially if you are holidaying to 
the south—in the Mediterranean for example.  
 
It is just above the lid of the teapot that we will find two bright, magnificent and con-
trasting deep sky objects.  The first of the pair we shall look at is number 22 on Messier’s 

Summertime and the Archer is Easy... 

M4 is to be found close to Antares. 
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list of ‘non comets’.  As with M4 this is a 
globular star cluster, but there the similarity 
ceases, as this is bright, condensed and very 
impressive.  At magnitude 5.1 it is actually 
brighter than the best known of northern 
globulars, M13.  Residing as it does for us in 
the thick atmospheric murk of the southern 
horizon, it is often overlooked.  At the 2009 
Kelling Heath Autumn Equinox Star Party I 
found it very easy to pick out in binoculars, 
as a large, bright and fuzzy glow. From my 
Hertfordshire observatory, with a relatively 
poor southern horizon, I  have enjoyed its 
immense splendour when examined through 
a large telescope.  If you haven’t added this 
object to your list yet you are in for  a treat.  
Do remember to let me or Spadge know how 
you get on. 
 
 
 

 
Approximately seven degrees to the right of this mighty 
cluster — that is around one and a  half fields of view of 
average binoculars — is the amazing Lagoon Nebula, 
number eight on Messier’s list.  M8 is an exciting object 
in binoculars and small telescopes;  I have heard it de-
scribed as the ‘summer M42’.  This diffuse nebula is fur-
ther enhanced by an open star cluster, NGC 6530, add-
ing sparkle and glamour in the left of the nebula.  Under 
dark skies on the south coast of England, and certainly 
at more southerly declinations, this is a naked eye treat.  
Amazing in binoculars, enthralling in a low power tele-
scope eyepiece, it can be further enhanced by using a 
UHC filter if you have one.  This must surely rank in the 
top ten observers delights!  Let me know if you agree, 
and if you image or sketch it make sure you send the 
result to Spadge for inclusion in Cygnus! 

 
 
 
To finish these notes I want to leave owners 
of larger telescopes with a challenge, I was 
going to whisk you away to Hercules, but 
that can wait until a later date.  We shall re-
main with the stunning Lagoon nebula, look-
ing deep into its heart of stellar-forming gas 
and dust clouds we find the Hourglass Nebu-
la, to the lower right (east) of 9th magnitude 
9 Sagittarii.  Can you pick out what Hubble 
has made so well known? 
 
                                                 Dale Holt 

 
 

Dale’s drawing of M22. 

M22.  An early sketch of Dale’s. 

Left: M22. 
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 Great Spirits vs. Mediocre Minds:  
A History of Astronomers  and Cosmologists in Their Long  

Struggle Against Irrationality, Dogma & Tyranny.   

(Part 4 ) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Astronomy and Cosmology in the 'Age Of Reason'?  
- No not yet! 

 
In the previous articles I examined trials and tribulations great spirits had to endure from ignorant 
and intolerant regimes, but in this article I make the case that we're still not entirely free of the 
shackles of irrationality which dogged the forefathers - and mothers - of our 'Age Of Reason'.   In fact 
I would argue that we cannot honestly say we live in an age where reason rules the roost, and one 
can see this is the case even in the field of astronomy and cosmology of the 21st century.  
 
What we call 'The Enlightenment' began well over three hundred years ago but I maintain that epi-
sode in our history still hasn't come to full term even now.  This may seem to be an exaggeration and 
I'll concede that as a species it is no mean feat to have walked on another world or to have sent 
probes to the furthest reaches of the solar system but these great achievements are only one side of 
the story.  
To paraphrase the late great Christopher Hitchens: Once we had alchemy now we have chemistry.  
Once we had religion now we have philosophy.  Once we had astrology and now we have astronomy.  
Despite these major advances, reason still hasn't trumped claims which are as unsupportable today 
as they were back in the dark ages.  
 
In most cases this state of affairs isn't as much of an obstacle to human progress as it may have 
been then, but none the less the same mind set which restricted our picture of reality are still obscur-
ing our view today and sometimes in genuinely dangerous ways. 

 

Astrology: Where's the Harm? 
 
Many great astronomers who are household names today, dabbled to a greater or lesser extent in 
astrology: Copernicus, Galileo and even Newton.  This may come as a surprise to many people, see-
ing as there isn't a shred of evidence to support the idea that the position of stars and planets can 
significantly influence our lives, but hindsight is a wonderful thing isn't it?  
 
It could be said that astronomy, and science in general made one giant leap free from the quagmire 
of supernaturalism once scientists finally realised that magical thinking added nothing to their under-
standings of the heavens and therefore astrology would only be found in history books rather than in 
contemporary media, but this is not the case.  Walk into any newsagent’s and you'll find magazines 
and newspapers featuring horoscopes written by 21st century astrologers.  Only yesterday I heard a 
BBC news report about the death of a 'famous' astrologer (One wonders whether the media would 
report the death of renown exorcists or palm-readers too?).   
 
‘But,' I hear you cry, 'where's the harm in believing in astrology?'  Much of the time there's probably 
little or no harm, as long as you don't take it too seriously.  In fact seeing as the advice given consists 
of vague platitudes like, 'Be honest with yourself,' or, 'Look before you leap,' it's even possible it 
might do a certain amount of good.  But the subtext of normalizing the acceptance of unsupportable 
claims is that they needn't be demonstrable in order to be believed. Or worse still, that truth is rela-
tive. That's all well and good in matters of taste, e.g. He thinks jazz is 'better' than opera, but she 
disagrees.  Such matters aren't likely to cause too many ructions in the world but when this mind set 
spills into other areas and persuades people that gut feelings and celebrity endorsements are just as 
good as meta-study data, or the consensus of 98% of climatologists agree climate change is a real 
and  present danger that's a major problem.  
 
In the US and many other parts of the world the electorate neither know nor care how their leaders 
reach important decisions, as long as they seem to be 'regular folk' like themselves .  Perhaps Britain 
isn't too far removed from this attitude.  
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‘ 

If we wish to draw philosophical conclusions about 
our own existence, our significance, and the signifi-
cance of the universe itself, our conclusions should 
be based on empirical knowledge. A truly open mind 
means forcing our imaginations to conform to the 
evidence of reality, & not vice versa, whether or not 
we like the implications.”’  

 - Cosmologist, Lawrence Krauss. 

‘During the Reagan administration in the 1980s the 
President's wife Nancy regularly consulted with an as-
trologer by the name of Joan Quigley.  Their relation-
ship was very close but when the president was al-
most killed in an assassination attempt Quigley capi-
talized on what she called the 'Zero Year Curse', which 

was a planetary conjunction that vaguely coincided with some other misfortunes which previous presi-
dents had experienced during their terms in the White House.  This galvanised Nancy's influence on 
her husband and from that day forward Quigley became very closely 
involved with the President's day to day affairs - not only in matters of 
his safety, but with most events in his political diary. 
  
The full extent of her influence isn't known, but she has openly boasted 
of her significant impact on President Reagan's years in office and 
many of the astronomical events she refers to in her autobiography 
'What Does Joan Say? My 7 Years as White House Astrologer To Nancy 
& Ronald Reagan'  do coincide with actions the president made during 

his presidency, so there is likely to be a 
significant degree of truth to her claims 
about her influence. 

Quigley's role within the White House was 
hidden from media for many years, but 
eventually Reagan's chief of staff ousted 
her from her position after the Iran-Contra 
Affair and her involvement in American 
politics finally came to an end.  
 
We can only guess what sort of impact her 
horoscopes may have had on world affairs, but is there any doubt that it 
was unlikely to have been any less damaging than consulting tea leaves 
when negotiating peace talks in the Middle East or casting rune stones to 
help draft international foreign policies? - I think not! 

 

The Pope Says Wave Goodbye to Big Bang Gravitational Wave Astronomy 
 
Perhaps the influence of astrology on decision making is finally dying out, at least in the west, but 
surely the discipline of science is at last free of the curse of superstition?  By and large it is, therefore 
this isn't something we need to loose sleep over, when one considers that science is diametrically op-
posed to magical thinking in all its forms.  But this doesn't mean other forces cannot impinge on scien-
tists’ pursuit of knowledge.  One such force is the Catholic Church which, as has been described in pre-
vious articles, has had a deeply negative effect on astronomers’ work.  But who would think that the 
church was even now attempting to extinguish newer candles which science has created to illuminate 
the darkness that shrouds our cosmic origins?  In essence this is precisely what Pope Paul the II de-
creed in 1981. 
 
Since then science has inexorably progressed to the point where we now have a totally new form of 
astronomy thanks to the discovery of the gravitational waves.  Contemporary cosmologists now have a 
technology which could allow them to see right the way back to the very first moments of the Big 
Bang some 13.8 billion years ago, a feat we simply could never have achieved were it not for this one 
giant leap in physics, potentially the most significant discovery of the century.   
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 Who knows what extraordinary cosmic secrets such investigations may open for humankind?  I for one 
am waiting with baited breath for the next wave of discoveries this new discipline may herald.  But not 
so fast!  According to Pope Paul, this endeavour is strictly forbidden!  I'll let Professor Stephen Hawk-
ing explain why: 

’At a conference on cosmology in the Vati-
can, the Pope told the delegates that it was 
OK to study the universe after it began, but 
they should not inquire into the beginning 
itself, because that was the moment of crea-
tion, and the work of God. 
 
I was glad he didn't realize I had presented a 
paper at the conference suggesting how the 
universe began.  I didn't fancy the thought of 
being handed over to the Inquisition, like 
Galileo.’ 
 
So there you have it!  If the Vatican had its way no 
one would be permitted to employ gravitational 

astronomy to examine what is perhaps the most fascinating subject matter imaginable: what caused 
the Big Bang to 'bang'.  According to the Pope, God doesn't take kindly to us examining his earliest 
work and gets kind of shy about letting us taking a peek.   

‘Shirtstorm’: Touch down on a comet and touching a nerve in the Twittersphere!  
 
2,500 years ago the Chinese philosopher Confucius said: ‘When the wise man points at the Moon, the 
fool looks at the finger’ and his aphorism is as true today as it was on the day he said it.  A perfect ex-
ample of this occurred on 12 November 2014 when the European Space Agency successfully landed 
the first space probe 'Philae' on the comet 67P/Churyumov–Gerasimenko, millions of miles away from 
planet Earth.  The Philae project scientist Dr. Matt Taylor played a critical role in the success of this 
historic mission and all over the world the media showed him celebrating this achievement.  For once 
we had something genuinely uplifting to witness on our TVs, as opposed to the usual earthly doom and 
gloom. 
 
Was the achievement celebrated by the media and public alike?  By 
and large it was.  However, within hours of Philae touching down a 
storm was brewing, which became known as 'Shirtstorm'.  Matt 
Taylor had decided to celebrate the success of the mission by 
wearing a shirt that his friend Elly Prizeman had specially made for 
him to wear at the press conference.  The shirt depicted scantily 
clad women holding machine guns (what else?).  Was this an ideal 
choice considering Taylor would probably be appearing on every 
news report on the planet?  Probably not, but aren't there a lot 
worse ‘crimes’ to get hot under the collar about than this minor 
misdemeanor?  The amount of outrage his choice of apparel trig-

gered beggars belief.  The 
Twittersphere lit up like a 
Christmas tree as a 'name 
and shame' campaign unfold-
ed, accusing him of gross insensitivity and even sexual intimida-
tion!  The following day his mission success was off the radar and 
this 'story' took its place.  
 
The stress of this swerve in the narrative brought Taylor to tears 
and he made a heartfelt apology for any offense caused.  Fortu-
nately there was a backlash to this backlash and various journal-
ists waxed lyrical about this ludicrous witch hunt against some-
one who could be described as a credit to the nation more than 
anything else. 
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Conclusion 
 
We are strange creatures, us Earthlings, and I often wonder whether we ought to consider ourselves as a 
genuinely intelligent species.  Do we teach children about the uses of alchemy now?  No, not unless 
they're educated at Hogwarts! 
 
How about astrology?  Again no, Catweazle may have learnt about it some 900 years ago but it's not a 
subject that's been popular for an awfully long time.  

 
Should children be taught alchemy or chemistry?  Astrology or astronomy?  Six day creation-
ism (N.B. at taxpayers’ cost) or 13 800 000 cosmology? 
 
How about religion?  Absolutely!   In fact there’s a good deal more in recent years since Tony Blair made 
faith schools de rigeur a decade ago.  So we now have over a third of schools and academies run by ei-
ther Christian, Jewish, Muslim, etc. organizations.  Is this really a good idea? Aren't we all Earthlings with 
essentially the same global problems to deal with: environmental, economic and political?  
 
I’m not against teaching religion—as a matter of fact I would like to see more religions represented in the 
classroom, not just one view, in much the same way that politics ought to be studied: across the board.  
Segregating children as if they are this species or that species is as daft as having a special kindergarten 
for socialists and another for capitalists.  I thought we were all ‘Earthlings’ - am I wrong?  Is it likely we 
will attain a successfully integrated society (or planet) by creating artificial differences rather than cele-
brating real commonalities? 
 
So far the SETI project for seeking extra-terrestrial 
life has failed to reveal any compelling evidence of 
us having cosmic neighbours.  

Perhaps we are the first on the scene, or the last.  
Or maybe the universe is actually teeming with 
intelligent life, but since they are genuinely smart 
they don't recognise us as such and therefore 
don't consider us as worthy of fraternization.   

But with our track record of persecuting so many 
of our brightest and best minds and continually 
fighting among ourselves should we really blame 
them for keeping their distance?  

No, so what does this tell us? - Superstition clearly 
does bring	bad luck!  

 

Paul Brocklehurst 
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Summer is a wonderful time for most, but for deep sky observing you are presented with a 
dilemma as to whether you put your scope away until the late Autumn or to persevere un-
der grey skies.  That is because it no longer gets truly dark.  It’s not really dark enough be-
fore midnight most nights for the best observing to be had.  Astronomical dark is the best 
time for observing faint fuzzies, so now is the time to consider brighter but more elusive 
targets.   
 
The southern sky brings a fascinating area that sadly does not give many opportunities to 
be marvelled at.  I’m talking about Scorpius and Sagittarius.  There are so many objects in 
this part of the sky, but it can prove a bit tricky to observe them.  In our part of the world 
most barely rise 10 degrees above the horizon at best.  There are many globular clusters 
and open clusters to be found, as well as some stunning nebulae.  However, the views can 
be somewhat disappointing, particularly as it is rarely clear down to the horizon.  Atmos-
pheric extinction and haze are likely to diminish the target’s spectacle but you may get 
lucky, as I did a few years ago. 
 
I would recommend a site with as clear an horizon as possible.  Seething has a reasonable 
southern view if you go to the bottom of the site.  The larger the scope the better, but 
some nice views can still be had with 3 to 4” scopes.  Rather than my usual guide, I shall 
just offer a suggested route through this dense area of great interest.  In early August the 
Moon will be out of the way and interestingly both Mars and Saturn straddle the tail of Scor-
pius.  Why not check these out too? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Close to Antares is M4, a large globular that in more southern latitudes will put M13 to 
shame.  Travelling left from here you will find several globular clusters on the way to the 
aptly named butterfly cluster, M6.  This does indeed resemble a butterfly.  Much more diffi-
cult because of its very low altitude is M7.  Moving into the body of the tea pot of Sagittari-

WEBB’S WONDERS 

Summer is Here! (?) 

Recent sketches of Saturn and Mars by the editor. 
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 us again are numerous globulars, most notably M22.  Also at the spout is an interesting pair, 
the double globular clusters NGC 6528 and 6522, which were discovered by William Herschel 
on June 24th 1784. 
 
 
 
 
  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As you finish on the top of the tea pot, close to Kaus Borealis is another large globular, M22 
and also the much smaller M28. About 5 degrees to the right of that same star you’ll spot in 
your finder scope the Lagoon Nebula, M8, which has a delightful open cluster embedded 
within (NGC 6530).  It is likely that the cluster was observed before the nebula some time 
before 1654.  As you continue to rise to more favourable altitudes you will take in several 
more Messier objects.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
But my favourite in this area is the Swan Nebula, M17.  In larger scopes it takes on the form 
of a figure 2, or upside down swan for those with good imagination.  A narrow band filter 
can further enhance this wonderful object. In a scope of 18” fine detail can be seen trans-
forming this object considerably.  Truly a wonder! 

Left:  M6,The Butterfly Cluster.  Right: M7. 

M17, The Swan Nebula. 
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I hope my articles may have inspired you to get out and search for many of these won-
ders hidden from our unaided view.  I have enjoyed researching and writing them but 
now find my observing becoming less easy because of my changed circumstances.   
 
This is my last article, but as always, you’ll find myself and others observing at Seething 
on clear nights.  Look on the forum for notification of when the observatory is open. 
 
Don’t forget the club owns several telescopes of various sizes and all are available to use.  
Ask a committee member to find out about training to use them. 
 
Happy stargazing. 
 
Paul Webb 

 
 

 

FORTHCOMING MEMBERS’ TALK. 
 

19th August  
 

Dr. Matthew Bothwell - ‘Monsters in the Dark, Hunting for 
the Universe’s Most Extreme Galaxies’. 

 

NAS cartoonist Mike Doddington produced this to thank  
previous guest speaker Matt Taylor. 
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NEW MEMBERS 

 
I know none of the regular contributors to Cygnus ever read this (they are  

always asking me the deadline date!), but I’ll mention it anyway: 
 

Articles, images, sketches, etc. for the next issue should  
be sent to the editor by Friday 2nd September. 

 
(Contributors sending stuff before that date will be helping reduce the  

editor’s blood pressure and stress levels!) 
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