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Summer
Social

7.00pm
Saturday 13th August

Rodington Village Hall
Come along and socialise with fellow

members of the Society — as last
year, it will be a •bring and share‘

event, so please bring some
food and drink to share!

PPPPP
As in previous years,
we will be holding a



Another issue of Hermes —
another deadline — another panic
for me! Hopefully you will receive
this before the Summer Social
on Saturday 13 th August .  The

Social starts at 7.00pm, and as in
previous years, we are asking you
to bring along something you like
to eat with a bit spare; all the food
will be laid out for everyone to
share but this way there is always
something that everyone likes and
we have found there is less waste.
There will be the usual quiz and
raffle plus other activities.  I can‘t
be there in person but hope to be
able to skype in to say hello —
technology permitting!  I hope you
have a great time.

Since the last issue of Hermes I
have been elected to the Council
of the Royal Astronomical
Society  (RAS).  This was a
surprise (there were six of us
standing for two vacancies) but a
very great honour that so many of
the Fellows of the RAS thought I
was a suitable candidate and cast
their vote in my favour.  I will serve
on the Council for three years and
in that time I will have the

responsibility of being a trustee of
the RAS, so along with my fellow
Councillors and Officers of the
RAS will be responsible for the
running of the Society.  

For those of you with internet
access you can browse the website
of the RAS here:

http://www.ras.org.uk

which will tell you about the
history, aims, and meetings etc., of
the society.  In brief, the RAS was
founded in 1820, encourages and
promotes the study of astronomy,
solar-system science, geophysics
and closely related branches of
science.  The RAS:

• organizes scientific meetings in
Burlington House, its London
HQ, and throughout the
country

• publishes international research
and review journals

• recognizes outstanding achieve-
ments by the award of medals
and prizes

• maintains an extensive library 

• supports education through
grants and outreach activities

• represents UK astronomy
nationally and internationally.

So I shall be quite busy in the
next three years!  However, doing
what I can to help promote
astronomy and bind the amateur
and professional together is a part
of my work in astronomy that I
particularly enjoy, and as I attended
as many of the RAS meetings as
possible in the past anyway it
doesn‘t mean that it is yet more
time I will be away from
Shropshire and the SAS.  

I hope many of you have seen
the noctilucent clouds and aurora
(which are hitting the country as I
write this) and if so please do send
us your images for the website or
write about it for the next edition
of Hermes.  This is your publication
and it would be great to have
more contributors, you don‘t need
to be experts — sharing your first
observation of something as a
beginner has a real feel of wonder
and excitement and we would love
to share that with you.

The next observing season
kicks off on September 3rd as

Stan Courtney  leads
at the Ford Heath
Caravan Park.  This is a
great location and as
Stan chooses a time
between the Rodington
meetings, the Moon is
usually there in all its
glory — an object we all
too often let pass by
without observing, yet
drawing the Moon
features is an excellent
way to hone your
observational skills and
will improve the detail
you can see when
observing, the planets,
clusters or other
celestial objects.  

News  from  the  Chair



The Rodington sessions start
again on the 24th September.  We
are hoping to get some observing
groups going (planetary, deep sky
etc.,) so that we have something to
offer our more seasoned members
and something we can use to help
guide our beginner members.  As
always the rule is, if it is clear we
observe, but we have some inter-
esting cloudy night alternatives
lined up.  

Some dates for your diary: our
now famous MoonWatch  at
Attingham Park will be on 7th, 8th,
and 9th October, the Annual
Showcase Lecture which will be
given by Dr. Lucie Green  is on
18th November at Meole Brace
School and our AGM will be on
10th December.  There will also be
another BBC Stargazing Live
event in January 2012, but there
will be more information on that
in another issue of Hermes.

Finally, Grant Privett  has been
adding links to our website, so
please do have a browse around
particularly under Miscellaneous!
Here you will find a link to
Skymania, an online Astronomy
News Magazine run by an ex Fleet
Street journalist and amateur
astronomer Paul Sutherland .
Paul aims to bring the latest
astronomy news to the general
public in a balanced and
understandable way.  

Also in this section you will fnd
the website of Mark Thompson
— astronomer at the BBC‘s One
Show  and co-presenter of BBC
Stargazing live (he was the man
in the field).  Mark has linked to
our website to help advertise the
fact we exist and he is building up
a website that is also full of news
and good tips. 

I‘m sorry I can‘t be with you at
the Social, but I am looking
forward to the new observing
season and I hope to be able to
make most of the Rodington
sessions — at least up until
Christmas.

Chair, Mandy Bailey

How Big
is the

Universe?
We had a very

successful day at our
event at The Quarry
on Saturday 23rd July —
thanks to everyone
who turned up to help
— and we would like to
give a particular •thank
you‘ to Andy Dowsett
for organising the
event and to  Rachel
Gilmour for doing the
•Question & Answer‘
sessions.  The day
turned out to be a very
well-received public
outreach for the Society.



In a faraway galaxy and long ago,
when I was a kid, Britain used to do
stuff.  We designed and built the first
supersonic airliner, created cutting-
edge observatories like Jodrell Bank,
chased the world water speed record
and were still good at making things.
We even won the World Cup.  

In those happy days before the
accountants, bankers, the service
industries, Oprah Winfrey and
assorted pressure groups took over
the world, Britons still dreamed big.
It was possible to try new things,
push the boundaries and manufacture
whatever was needed ourselves.  As
time has passed and government after
government has listened to the timid
advice (and slush funds) of the
financial sector, we have moved away
from being a nation that invents and
builds things to becoming one that
merely shuffles paper and sells
foreign goods.  

These days setting up a Facebook
page is deemed ”creative• and lauded
by a media that has trouble with
anything more complicated than
writing a shopping list.  I know it
wasn‘t a perfect world when I was
young — I well remember the casual
racism and the sexism of that time —
but those were problems that needed

sorting out, while an ability to do
things was something to be
cherished.

But for a while in the 1950‘s and
1960‘s, the UK basked in Harold
Wilson‘s ”white heat of science• and
all things seemed possible.  Being
technically minded and aware was not
just tolerated, but actually
encouraged.  I was reminded just how
different things once were when I
was lucky enough to pass through the
town of Woomera in South Australia
recently.  It‘s a stop on the Stuart
Highway — the road that sweeps
across that huge continent from
ocean to ocean — some two hours‘
drive north west of Port Augusta.  

Unfortunately, as emus and
kangaroos were clearly behind rabbits
or pheasants when the road sense was
handed out, the drive can seem much
longer.  One of Kate Bush‘s singles
”The dreaming•  features didgeridoos
and a chorus that goes ”Bang: there
goes another kanga on the bonnet of
the van• which is why ‘roo bars are
such a good idea when you drive after
dark.

By the standards of Britain it‘s
bleak, but it is also a strangely
beautiful countryside.  Theres a low
green scrub, deep rich ochre-coloured

soil, grizzled gum trees and silver
grey brush all strewn together
beneath a deep blue clean sky.
Sometimes it‘s so dry that there are
no trees and it‘s just brush, sand and
sky and then it‘s a bit like your eyes
have had a Technicolor (showing my
age again) upgrade or someone has
overdone the colour saturation when
fiddling with Photoshop.  The mean-
ing of  ”a big sky• becomes really
obvious.

Near Pimba, not far from Spuds
Roadhouse — a place with what
guidebooks would call ”local colour•
but I call ”large drunk truckers• and a
supply of bumper stickers that say
”Where the hell is Pimba?• — you
come to Woomera.  At 170km from
the next petrol station, it‘s fairly
isolated and the main administrative
area for the 127,000 square kilo-
metres of Woomera Test Facility
which is the worlds largest military
test range — well, that‘s what
Wikipedia says anyway.  

With a population of 400 and
dropping it provides accommodation
and support for the Australian
Defence Force activities that still go
on today.  This small, but neat
settlement, has a hotel which has
quite nice rooms and a restaurant
(albeit with a menu you would
exhaust in about five days) and other
facilities such as a post office, small
shop  and a swimming pool.  It‘s a
popular stopping place for people
who have watched the sunset at Lake
Hart — a brilliant white salt lake 70km
to the west.  

Best of all, despite Woomera being
well supplied with street lights, it has
an observatory that‘s open for public
observing on Thursday evenings and
provides observing sessions.  It‘s
equipped with a Celestron C14 on
CGE mount in a nice shiny new 3.6m
fibre glass dome with a large room
(and bar!) nearby for presentations on
cloudy nights — a very nice combi-
nation.  

Out  the  Back



Unfortunately, on the night I
visited, the sky was cloud strewn with
a Gibbous Moon making a nuisance
of itself.  But the operators Mike and
Tom, were really helpful, and the
glimpses of the Jewel Box cluster and
Saturn through cloud gaps were very
good.  Even with the moon just 60
degrees away the Eta Carinae nebula
was a wonderful and memorable sight:
large and bright with lots of dark
nebulosity to make it more
interesting.  The observatory clearly
has a good buy-in from the local
Town Board as the operators can even
turn some of the street lighting off —
making them the envy of most
astronomers world wide.  

Most importantly, Woomera is the
place from which, 40 years ago this
October, the UK lofted a homegrown
satellite using its own launcher, Black
Arrow: only the third nation to have
done so at that point.  The Prospero
satellite still sits in a 400km high
orbit and can be readily seen using
10x50 binoculars.  It appears as a star
of between 6th and 9th magnitudes
depending upon its distance
downrange from the observer —
predictions and maps for passes can
be obtained at 

www.heavens-above.com

The Australians also launched a
satellite, WIRSAT, using a Redstone
launcher given to them by the US
military, so the specially-built ELDO
Launch Site 6A — out somewhere on
the nearby range — sent two payloads
into orbit long before India, China,
Japan, Iran or the ESA got in on the
act.  Its easy to forget when contem-

plating this that the launcher facility
itself was the most massive concrete
construction in the southern hemi-
sphere at the time — no mean trick
when all water had to be shipped in
by tanker from hundreds of miles
away and the range roads were
probably scarcely better than beaten
tracks.  Launchers 6A and 6B were
great Australian creations.

Since Woomera was opened up to
the public, the Town Board have
embraced tourism and there‘s now a
Heritage Centre with a series of
museum exhibits and a short film
presentation which was well worth
the small entry cost.  Additionally,
there‘s a Technical History Centre
packed with enormous amounts of old
kit and memorabilia, and finally
there‘s the rocket park.  Sited on an
open area at the crossroads at the
centre of town you can stand amid a
number of the rocket systems tested
at the range.  

In pride of place, and illuminated
at night is a Black Arrow launcher
complete with the characteristic red
nosecone.  It seemed quite large
compared to me at 13 metres high,
but like the Skylark and Black
Knight rockets around it, it‘s bizarre
to think that something so small and
compact could get to orbit.  Besides
the rockets mentioned, theres some
hypersonic missiles, a Canberra
reconnaissance aircraft, the remains
of the first stage of the Redstone
launcher recovered from the desert, a
Blue Steel missile and several less
familiar items.  

When you look closely, you find
that there are missiles located all over

the town: a large sounding rocket as
you turn into the town, a Bloodhound
missile outside the Heritage Centre
and even a Kookabura 3 sounding
rocket hanging on the wall in the
breakfast area of the restaurant.  

The final feature of Woomera is its
darkness.  If you step outside the
boundary road of street lights you
find one of the darkest skies in the
world.  Skies so dark that you realise
you can faintly detect the haze of
airglow in the upper atmosphere and
a Milky-Way at its brightest.  Out
there, it‘s easy to believe Venus can
cast a shadow, as the Zodiacal light is
obvious and could be mistaken for
light pollution — despite the nearest
substantive town being a mining
community 50km away.  

Go a step further out into the
outback and if the prospect of  seven
out of the ten world‘s most poisonous
snakes, a host of nasty spiders and
scorpions doesn‘t put you off, you
will find skies that are unbelievably
lovely.  I only got to see the dark of
the sky for a little while as the moon
was rising and the evening cloudy,
but it certainly rivalled the view at La
Palma.  Were I 25 years younger I
would consider emigrating to
Australia or New Zealand just for the
southern sky in Centaurus, Crux and
Carina alone.  

To finish off.  If you ever try a
trans-Australian road trip make sure
you book a visit to Woomera.  The
beer‘s not bad, and while its certainly
not Canaveral or Baikonaur, there‘s a
fair amount to see and an observatory.
It‘s also a window to a past that was,
for a while, glorious.  Grant Privett



Every year, Meole Brace School
Science College opens its doors to
the public for its Science and Maths
Day.  Our new partnership with the
college means that our Society is
invited to mount a display and meet
people as they come into the foyer.  

This year the event was held on
18th June and committee members
Mandy Bailey, Steve Swajkun,
David Woodward  and Peter Gunn
were up and ready to go by the time
the doors opened.  Visitors of every
age were shown what the SAS is all
about and invited to come along to a
Rodington meeting to sample the
night sky.  All thanks and credit to
Steve and Peter who sets up the
display screens, manned the binoculars
and telescope and handed out flyers —
all with great good humour and
patience — whilst David sneaked off
with his camera to enjoy the show.  

If you have never been to one of
these open days then you have missed
a great treat — a whole host of treats,
in fact, from the 11.6 metre Skybolt
rocket (a model of the Starchaser 5
rocket for human flight) to the tiniest
of living creatures seen in the Magical
Microscopes section.  There were
Maths Puzzles for the mentally awake,
Laser Cutting for those with a
constructional bent and Face Painting
for fun.  

The demonstrations of Chemical
Magic in one of the labs were

spectacular and
beautiful whilst the
Climbing Wall was
an impressive chall-
enge for those with
good muscles.  

However, the
highlight of the day
for me was the
programme of
demonstrations by
Enginuity from the
Ironbridge Gorge
Museums.  The
energetic demon-
strator kept the
audience riveted
and highly engaged
as various objects
and substances
(mostly smoke)
flew around the
assembly hall.  

Astronomy was
well-represented
by an inflatable
p l a n e t a r i u m ,
Dennis Ashton
from Sheffield
inviting his audi-
ences to build
planets and, of course, by the
unforgettable Galileo  whose per-
formances in a small back classroom
were amazing.  He was a living and
declaiming spitting image of the 17th

century astronomer! 

All this and much more besides to
entertain, inform, engage and
challenge.  Don‘t miss it next year! We
shall be there.  Our thanks are due to
Geoff Puplett , Head of Science and
Louise Parsons, Community Links
Co-ordinator who are as enthusiastic
about our involvement with the
college as we are.  

David Woodward

Open  Door  Science  at  Meole  Brace



by Dr. Tony Phillips

Strange but true: When it
comes to finding new extra-solar
planets, or exoplanets, stars can be
an incredible nuisance.  

It‘s a matter of luminosity.  Stars
are bright, but their planets are
not.  Indeed, when an astronomer
peers across light years to find a
distant Earth-like world, what he
often finds instead is an annoying
glare.  The light of the star itself
makes the star‘s dim planetary
system nearly impossible to see.

Talk about frustration! How
would you like to be an
astronomer who‘s constantly
vexed by stars?  Fortunately, there
may be a solution.  It comes from
NASA‘s Galaxy Evolution
Explorer, an ultraviolet space
telescope orbiting Earth since
2003.  In a new study, researchers
say the Galaxy Evolution Explorer
is able to pinpoint dim stars that
might not badly outshine their own
planets.

”We‘ve discovered a new
technique of using ultraviolet light to
search for young, low-mass stars near
the Earth,• said David Rodriguez ,
a graduate student of astronomy at
UCLA, and the study‘s lead author.
”These M-class stars, also known as
red dwarfs, make excellent targets for
future direct imaging of exoplanets.•

Young red dwarfs produce a
telltale glow in the ultraviolet part
of the electromagnetic spectrum
that Galaxy Evolution Explorer can
sense.  Because dwarf stars are so
numerous — as a class, they
account for more than two-thirds
of the stars in the galaxy —

astronomers could reap a rich
bounty of targets.

In many ways, these stars
represent a best-case scenario for
planet hunting.  They are close and
in clear lines-of-sight, which
generally makes viewing easier.
Their low mass means they are
dimmer than heavier stars, so their
light is less likely to mask the
feeble light of a planet.  And
because they are young, their
planets are freshly formed, and
thus warmer and brighter than
older planetary bodies.

Astronomers know of more
than five hundred distant planets,
but very few have actually been
seen.   Many exoplanets are
detected indirectly by means of
their ”wobbles•˜the gravitational
tugs they exert on their central
stars.   Some are found when they
transit the parent star, moment-
arily dimming the glare, but not

dimming it enough to reveal the
planet itself.

The new Galaxy Evolution
Explorer technique might event-
ually lead to planets that can be
seen directly.  That would be good
because, as Rodriguez points out,
”seeing is believing.•

And it just might make
astronomers feel a little better
about the stars.

The Galaxy Evolution Explorer
Web site at 

www.galex.caltech.edu 

describes many of the other
discoveries and accomplishments
of this mission.  And for kids, how
do astronomers know how far
away a star or galaxy is? Play ”How
Old do I Look• on The Space Place
at 

spaceplace.nasa.gov/whats-
older 

and find out!

This article was provided by the Jet
Propulsion Laboratory, California
Institute of Technology, under a

contract with the National
Aeronautics and Space

Administration.

Finding  Planets  Among  The  Stars

Exoplanets are easier to see directly when their star is a dim, red dwarf.



Shropshire Astronomical Society
2011 Observing Programme

Hermes by e-mail!
We hope you have enjoyed this edition

of Hermes, and welcome any feedback you
might have — and of course any contri-
butions are always welcome.  We‘d like to
remind you that the newsletter is also
available via e-mail (which saves the Society
printing and postage costs).  Contact the
Editor Mark Wiggin  for details.

Observing Rodington Village  Hall
All Shrewsbury and Telford Observing Meetings are scheduled for

Saturdays at 8.00pm and are held at Rodington Village Hall.  If cloudy
there will normally be indoor sessions.  Check the website for any alterations.

Internet Connection and Video-playing facilities are available for use
during meetings, and there is often a local speaker!  

Dates for the rest of 2011 are as follows:

Summer Social August 13th Rodington 7.00pm
September 24th, October 22nd, November 19th, 

MoonWatch at Attingham Park 7th, 8th & 9th October
Showcase Lecture Meole Brace School Science College
18th November 8.00pm.  Dr. Lucie Green
 Annual General Meeting December 10th 7.30pm

Please remember that at both venues you are responsible for your own
safety, and you should familiarise yourself with the location of any hazards,
and to take care near astronomical equipment which may have protruding
components or trailing cables.

Observing Ford
(Shrewsbury)

Saturdays at 8.00pm — conducted by Stan Courtney
By kind permission of Mr. & Mrs. Edwards, 
Ford Heath Caravan Park.

Take the A458 out of Shrewsbury towards Welsh-
pool. When you enter the •40‘ zone at Ford you will
pass the Saffron Cottage Indian Restaurant and Shell
garage on the left. At the next crossroads turn left,
and then follow the signs to the caravan and camp
site. (1½ miles).

Dates for the rest of 2011 — all close to first quarter
Moon — are as follows:  

(No meetings in June, July & August).

September 3rd, October 1st, November 5th,
December 3rd

2012 dates for both venues will appear in
the December edition of Hermes.

http://www.shropshire-astro.com — contacts
Chair Mandy Bailey 22 Christine Avenue, Wellington,Telford mandybailey22@gmail.com
Vice-Chair Steve Szwajkun 15 Highfields, Market Drayton 01630 657209
Treasurer Nigel Thomas 34 Green Lane, Bayston Hill, Shrewsbury 01743 873989
Membership Secretary Ron Iremonger 56 The Mount, Shrewsbury 01743 356768
Newsletter Editor Mark Wiggin 50 Forton Road, Newport 01952 405211
Website Manager Grant Privett 6 The Elms, Fovant, Wiltshire 01722 714581
Instrument Curator Douglas Renton-Cooper •Winterbourne‘, The Rock, Telford 01952 506411
Secretary/Librarian David Woodward 20 Station Road, Condover, Shrewsbury 01743 872991
Publicity Officer Mandy Bailey 22 Christine Avenue, Wellington,Telford mandybailey22@gmail.com
Ford Heath Coordinator Stan Courtney 69 The Leasowes, Ford, Shrewsbury 01743 850055
Committee Member Richard Pearce 17 Hamilton Road, Dawley, Telford 01952 595168
Committee Member Peter Gunn 24 Everglade Road, Priorslee, Telford 01952 299309


