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Foxton Beach Astronomical Society 
C/O  6A York Street, Levin 5510 

 
 
 
 

 
Nelson Bartlett Observatory                 (Photo by W Marshall) 
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FOXTON BEACH ASTRONOMICAL SOCIETY  
LIST OF OFFICERS 2010 – 2011 

 
President:  Stephen Chadwick Ph 329-9458 
Vice President:  Ian Cooper    Ph 329-7829 
Secretary:  Tina Hills      Ph 368-6926 
Treasurer:   Simon Hills  Ph 368-6926 
Viewing hotline:      Ph 0211270604 
 

SUBS ARE NOW DUE 
 

$30 – Waged  or $15 - Unwaged 
Please pay Simon or send cheque to 6A York Street, Levin 

 
We welcome contributions from any members - observing reports, photos, 
news, links to interesting websites, just about anything astronomical will be 
considered. Please have your contributions in by the 21st of the month. 
Address any newsletter contributions to Stephen Chadwick at 
stevechads@hotmail.com or post to 628 Himatangi Beach Road, RD11 Foxton 
We cannot guarantee everything will be included, but we will do our best. 
 

 

 
 
 

President’s Report 
 
We are a Registered Charity. All donations over $5.00 can be used to claim a 

Tax refund. 

                                                                                                

Tea, coffee and biscuits are now available at 
all meetings at a nominal charge of 50c  
 

NEXT MEETING 
 

General Meeting  
 

THURSDAY June 3rd 2010 at 7.30 pm 
 

at the Foxton Beach School Staff Rooms, 
 Carthew Terrace, Foxton Beach. 

 

Donation to Library 
 

Mike White recently received a generous donation of three books for our 
library. 
 
They are Pocket Space Guides by Robert Godwin 
 

Apollo 11 – First Men on the Moon 
Russian Spacecraft 
Mars 

 
These were kindly donated by Patricia and Ivan Hammond and were written by 
Patricia’s nephew. Patricia and Ivan wanted to donate them to our society after 
speaking to one of our members at the Levin Balloon Festival. They were 
resident at Horowhenua Masonic Village but have now moved to Australia 
 
 

Calendar of events 
 
 
Here is a provisional list of upcoming events: 
 
 
June 3rd:  Monthly Meeting 
  DVD "Einsteins Blunder Undone" by Prof Robert Kirshner 
 
 
July 1st:  Monthly Meeting 
  Variable Stars by Douglas Jackson 
 
 
August 5th: Monthly Meeting 
  “Building the Sand Dune Observatory” Steve Chadwick 
 
 
 
 

 
  



 

Yuri Gagarin (1934–1968) 
 
Yuri Gagarin a Russian astronaut (cosmonaut), was the first man in history to 
be rocketed into orbital space flight. His flight on Apr. 12, 1961, lasted 1 hr. 48 
min. and circled the earth once. The vehicle in which he travelled, named the 
Vostok (East) 1, weighed over five tons; it reached a maximum altitude of 188 
mi (303 km). All control over the spacecraft was handled from the ground, the 
pilot's reactions being carefully recorded. The success of this flight may be 
said to have opened the modern era of man in space. 
 
Yuri Gagarin died on March 27, 1968 when he lost control of his Mig-15 
trainer. 
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Minutes of the Foxton Beach Astronomical Society in c. 
General Meeting held on 6th May 2010 at 8:15pm 

 
Present:     19 Apologies: 1 
Introduction: 
Steve Chadwick new president began meeting by welcoming everyone. He 
spoke briefly about what had happened over the previous year. He thanked 
the past president for his contribution over the year. He spoke about the 
development of our very own website and thanked people fro their 
contributions to the newsletter. 
 
General business: 
Paul Matthews suggested subscribing to website to gain access to a variety of 
astronomical material. Ian Cooper informed club that there was plenty of free 
material freely available on the internet.    
 
Warwick Marshall suggested that an updated photo should now be taken. 
Warwick offered to take photo. – to be discussed at next committee meeting. 
 
14inch mirror for Dobsonian telescope has now been re-coated at a cost of 
$100. 
 
Richard Leach updated on grant applications for refurbishment of Thomas 
Cook and dome, books for the library, data projector will be submitted soon. If 
anyone one wants further information regarding these applications please see 
Richard. 
 
Thanks were given to Tina and Simon Hills for arranging teas and coffee at 
each meeting. 
 
Joan suggested putting announcement in paper to announce AGM and 
officers. 
 
Richard Leach informed club that Levin East School will be having a 6 week 
space programme for year 9-10 Years. Volunteers wanted contact Richard 
Leach if able to help 
 
Douglas Jackson talked briefly about Variable Stars South group. He will talk 
to club further at club meeting in July. 
 
Allen Little talked about International Dark Sky association 
 
Meeting closed  8:45pm  



 

Planet Unwinds in “Death March”  
 
The gravity of an alien star is causing its planet to unwind, research now 
reveals. 
  
The world in question is WASP-12b, the only known planet circling the yellow 
sun-like star WASP-12 some 867 light-years from Earth. This gas giant is so 
close to its host star that it takes just 26 hours to orbit it and complete a year. 
Unsurprisingly, given its closeness to its star, WASP-12b is scorching hot. At 
some 4,000 degrees F (2,200 degrees C), it's nearly half as hot as the surface 
of our sun. 
  
Strangely, WASP-12b, which is roughly 1.4 times Jupiter's mass, is 
unexpectedly large compared with most gas giants of similar mass and 
distance from their stars. Its diameter is some 3.6 times Jupiter's. 
 
Now scientists find the heat from the star is not enough to explain the planet's 
inflated size. Instead, the gravity of the star appears responsible. 
 
On Earth, the moon's gravity causes tides. On WASP-12b, the tidal forces due 
to its star are far greater, and the energy is dissipated in the planet in the form 
of heat. 
  
"Whereas tidal force on the Earth leads to a few meter changes in the height of 
the ocean surface, that on WASP-12b is 10 million times larger," said 
researcher Shu-lin Li, an astrophysicist at Peking University in Beijing. 
In fact, WASP-12b is getting inflated so much that its atmosphere is escaping, 
losing an amount roughly equal to a thousandth of our moon's mass every 
year. 
  
"We are witnessing the ongoing disruption and death march of a planet," Li 
said. 
 
The researchers predict this gas is flowing toward the host star, forming a 
tenuous disk that should emit heat detectable by the Hubble or Spitzer Space 
Telescopes. They also calculate that an as-yet unseen planet roughly 5 to 10 
times Earth's mass — a "super-Earth" — might be influencing WASP-12b's 
orbit.  
 
The scientists detailed their findings in the February 25 issue of the journal 
Nature 
 
 From www.space.com 
 

 

 
 

Astro facts 
 

Ptolemy (Claudius Ptolemaeus) (87 -150 AD) 
 
A celebrated Greco-Egyptian mathematician, astronomer, and geographer. He 
made his observations in Alexandria and was the last great astronomer of 
ancient times. Although he discovered the irregularity in the moon's motion, 
known as evection, and made original observations regarding the motions of 
the planets, his place in the history of science is that of collator and 
expounder. He systematized and recorded the data and doctrines that were 
known to Alexandrian men of science. His works on astronomy and geography 
were the standard textbooks until the teachings of Copernicus came to be 
accepted. 

 
Nicholas Copernicus (1473–1543) 

 
A Polish astronomer. He established in his writings the Copernican system, 
the first modern European theory of planetary motion that placed the sun 
motionless at the center of the solar system with all the planets, including the 
earth, revolving around it. 
 

Galileo Galilei (1564–1642) 
 
A great Italian astronomer, mathematician, and physicist. By his persistent 
investigation of natural laws he laid foundations for modern experimental 
science, and by the construction of astronomical telescopes he greatly 
enlarged humanity's vision and conception of the universe. He gave a 
mathematical formulation to many physical laws. 
 

Johannes Kepler (1571–1630) 
 
German astronomer. He was influenced by the Copernican teachings. In 1600 
Kepler became Tycho's assistant in his observatory near Prague. On Tycho's 
death (1601) Kepler succeeded him as court mathematician to Holy Roman 
Emperor Rudolf II. In 1609 he published the results of Tycho's calculations of 
the orbit of Mars. In this celebrated work were stated the first two of what 
became known as Kepler's laws - three mathematical statements that 
accurately describe the revolutions of the planets around the sun. Kepler's 
laws opened the way for the development of celestial mechanics, i.e., the 
application of the laws of physics to the motions of heavenly bodies. 
 

 



 

Did You Know? 
 
About 1000 Earths would fit inside Jupiter - and the Sun could hold about 1000 
Jupiters. 
 
The Pistol Star is the most luminous star known - 10 million times the power of 
the Sun and as big as the size of Earth's entire orbit around the Sun. 
 
Earth is the only planet not named after a Roman or Greek god. 
 
The sky is blue because when sunlight collides with our atmosphere, colours 
of the shortest wavelengths (violet and blue) are scattered - and our eyes are 
more sensitive to see blue 
 
One of Jupiter's moons is believed to grow and shrink because of the water 
beneath its frozen surface. 
 
 

 
 

Big Mystery: Jupiter Loses a Stripe  
 
Lost: A giant belt of brown clouds big enough to swallow Earth twenty times 
over. If found, please return to Jupiter. 
 
May 20, 2010:  In a development that has transformed the appearance of the 
solar system's largest planet, one of Jupiter's two main cloud belts has 
completely disappeared.  
"This is a big event," says planetary scientist Glenn Orton of NASA's Jet 
Propulsion Lab. "We're monitoring the situation closely and do not yet fully 
understand what's going on."  

 
These side by side images of Jupiter taken by Australian astrophotographer 
Anthony Wesley show the SEB in August 2009, but not in May 2010. 
Known as the South Equatorial Belt (SEB), the brown cloudy band is twice as 
wide as Earth and more than twenty times as long. The loss of such an 
enormous "stripe" can be seen with ease halfway across the solar system.  
"In any size telescope, or even in large binoculars, Jupiter's signature 
appearance has always included two broad equatorial belts," says amateur 
astronomer Anthony Wesley of Australia. "I remember as a child seeing them 
through my small backyard refractor and it was unmistakable. Anyone who 
turns their telescope on Jupiter at the moment, however, will see a planet with 
only one belt--a very strange sight."  
Wesley is a veteran observer of Jupiter, famous for his discovery of a comet 
hitting the planet in 2009. Like many other astronomers, he noticed the belt 



 

fading late last year, "but I certainly didn't expect to see it completely 
disappear," he says. "Jupiter continues to surprise."  
Orton thinks the belt is not actually gone, but may be just hiding underneath 
some higher clouds.  

 
Without the SEB present, Jupiter's Great Red Spot is surrounded by almost 
uninterrupted white. Anthony Wesley took this picture on May 18, 2010.  
"It's possible," he hypothesizes, "that some 'ammonia cirrus' has formed on 
top of the SEB, hiding the SEB from view." On Earth, white wispy cirrus clouds 
are made of ice crystals. On Jupiter, the same sort of clouds can form, but the 
crystals are made of ammonia (NH3) instead of water (H20).  
What would trigger such a broad outbreak of "ammonia cirrus"? Orton 
suspects that changes in global wind patterns have brought ammonia-rich 
material into the clear, cold zone above the SEB, setting the stage for 
formation of the high-altitude, icy clouds.  
"I'd love to send a probe in there to find out what's really going on."  
Indeed, Jupiter's atmosphere is a mysterious place which would benefit from 
exploration. No one knows, for instance, why the Great Red Spot is red—or 
what has sustained the raging storm for so many years. Neither does theory 
explain why the twin equatorial belts are brown, nor why one should vanish 
while the other remains. "We have a long list of questions," says Orton.  
This isn't the first time the SEB has faded out.  
"The SEB fades at irregular intervals, most recently in 1973-75, 1989-90, 
1993, 2007, 2010," says John Rogers, director of the British Astronomical 
Association's Jupiter Section. "The 2007 fading was terminated rather early, 
but in the other years the SEB was almost absent, as at present."  
The return of the SEB can be dramatic.  
 
"We can look forward to a spectacular outburst of storms and vortices when 
the 'SEB Revival' begins," says Rogers. "It always begins at a single point, 
and a disturbance spreads out rapidly around the planet from there, often 
becoming spectacular even for amateurs eyeballing the planet through 
medium-sized telescopes. However we can't predict when or where it will start. 

 

20th Anniversary Meal 
On Saturday 15th May we had a special get together to celebrate 20 years of 
Foxton Beach Astronomical Society Inc. 
 

 
 

 
 
This was held at Levin RSA and we had a good turn out with 18 members and 
partners present. The food was good and the company was excellent. Let’s try 
to find reasons for more social activities like this. 



 

The scientists have an answer ready for her, "Oh, just uncover the secrets of 
the Martian core." At present, however, no one knows if Spirit will ever get to 
hear her next assignment--or whether Opportunity will complete the marathon 
trek to Endeavour.  
Stay tuned for updates.  

 
Author: Dauna Coulter | Editor: Dr. Tony Phillips | Credit: Science@NASA  

 
 
CAPTURE THE MOMENT                        By Allen Little 
 
From time to time we hear of Astronomical broadcasts which capture our 
interest and imagination. It would be good if we were able to pre publicise 
these so members were alerted to up coming broadcast events. Once a 
broadcast has taken place its often hard to re capture the moment. These 
days broadcasters such as Radio New Zealand offer “Replay Radio” 
opportunities when a listener can recall a particular programme and listen on 
line or request an audio copy. The benefits of listening to good investigative 
and educational radio are myriad.  Contributors of renown shoot along the 
sound waves and their knowledge, insights or experience is there to be 
captured.  Actually ‘listening’ to radio, is something many of us fail in.   Some 
of the best information I have heard in recent times has been on Radio New 
Zealand’s “Nights” with presenter Bryan Crump and it happens to clash with 
our Club or Committee nights.  I would like to think we were able to access this 
material and or share what we hear with our members.  
 
Here are some broadcasts that may be of interest 
 
Thursday 3 June   Dr Tim Schrabback Astronomer, Leiden Observatory    

data collected from the Hubble Telescope confirms 
that the universe is expanding at an accelerating rate  

Thursday 17 June  Astronomy - Alan Gilmore 
Thursday 29 July   Astronomy - Alan Gilmore 
Thursday 9 September  Astronomy - Alan Gilmore 
Thursday 21 October  Astronomy - Alan Gilmore 
Thursday 9 December  Astronomy - Alan Gilmore 
 
NIGHTS with Bryan Crump 
Radio New Zealand National 101FM 
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On historical precedent it could be any time in the next 2 years. We hope it will 
be in the next few months so that everyone can get a good view.  
"I'll be watching every chance I get," says Wesley. "The revival will likely be 
sudden and dramatic, with planet-circling groups of storms appearing over the 
space of just a week or so."  
Indeed, says Orton, "anyone could be the first to spot the return of the SEB."  
Jupiter shines in the eastern sky before dawn: 
 Point your optics at the "morning star" and … is that really Jupiter? Happy 
hunting!  

 
Author: Dr. Tony Phillips | Credit: Science@NASA  

 
 

MARS ROVER UPDATE 
 
May 21, 2010:  Earlier this month, Mars Exploration Project manager John 
Callas updated a NASA audience at the Marshall Space Flight Center about 
future prospects for the Mars rovers. Spirit, he says, is in peril from the 
advancing Martian winter, and Opportunity could soon run into trouble as the 
rover attempts a daring trek across dangerous terrain. Nevertheless, both 
rovers are still in the hunt for new discoveries.  
In other words, it's business as usual on Mars.  

 
(Left) Tracks in the sand made by Opportunity. (Right) An artist's concept of 
the Mars rovers.  
 
His report began with the "lucky rover," Opportunity, which set the surface 
longevity record for Mars landers on May 20th, breaking Viking 1's old record 
of 6 years and 116 days. Opportunity is now inching her way across rough 
terrain toward the tremendous Endeavour crater – a destination the team is 
eager to reach because it may contain the habitats of possible ancient Martian 
life.  



 

But there's a problem.  
"These rovers were each designed to traverse about 1/3 of a mile total, yet 
Opportunity has already covered almost 13 miles," says Callas. "She'll have to 
almost double that to reach Endeavour. That's like racking up 2 million miles 
on your car's odometer, and then expecting to do that again, all without an oil 
change."  

 
Opportunity sees the rim of its destination, the huge Endeavour crater, in the 
horizon across the desert landscape. Image credit: NASA/JPL-Caltech/Cornell 
University 
Right now, Opportunity's cameras can see part of Endeavour's rim on the 
horizon, about eight miles away, across the ripples of windblown sand.  
"The ripples look like waves on the ocean, like we're out in the middle of the 
ocean with land on the horizon, our destination," said Steve Squyres, principal 
investigator for Opportunity and Spirit. "Even though we know we might never 
get there, Endeavour is the goal that drives our exploration."  
The rover team has a new trick up their sleeves to improve Opportunity's odds 
for reaching its distant goal.  
"We've been developing a computer model of the rovers to simulate their 
mechanics over Martian landscapes," says deputy principal investigator Ray 
Arvidson. "Throughout their mission, we've recorded the rovers' every move, 
so we have a history of their tilt, their wheel torque and slip – everything we 
need to derive the mechanical properties of the soil they've traversed. And 
we've got good stereo images of the topography as well."  
The team has used all of this information to simulate the terrain Opportunity is 
facing now and determine how best to cross it. This software will help 
Opportunity avoid sandtraps (like the one where Spirit is stuck) and similar 
hazards to improve her chances of reaching Endeavour.  
"If we make it, we can sample a rock type we haven't come across on Mars 
yet," explains Callas. "The Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter has detected 
Phyllosilicates [clay minerals] at Endeavor. These minerals form under wet, 
warm, non-acidic conditions."  

 

 
A satellite map of Opportunity's ongoing traverse, updated May 20, 2010. 
According to Callas and Arvidson, these rocks are good for preserving organic 
material and even micro-fossils.  
"Up until now, all the evidence the rovers have found for ancient water has 
been very acidic water, which gives the astrobiologists heartburn," says 
Callas. "Phyllosilicates suggest the possibility for more neutral pH water to 
have existed. This would be very exciting for the possibility of ancient life on 
Mars."  
"If we make it, we'll be right on top of the oldest part of Mars -- ancient ground 
exposed, still preserved after 4 to 4 1/2 billion years," says Arvidson.  
Meanwhile, Spirit is motionless – hunkered down for the winter. To survive, 
she must weather the coldest temperatures either rover has yet faced and 
collect enough solar energy to awaken.  
"We've lost contact," says Arvidson. "The sun has been too low for the rover to 
collect enough power to stay in touch with Earth. She's merely surviving now."  
May 14th was winter solstice in Mars' southern hemisphere, where Spirit is 
waiting for the sun to provide a much-needed dose of solar power. "In 
September or October the sun will be high enough for Spirit to wake up, hear 
us, and 'talk' to us. I won't be greatly surprised if she wakes up and says 'I'm 
here. What do I do next?'"  


