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Editorôs Comments Gill England 

 
Hi Everyone, 
 
I hope you are all coping with the heatwave we are experiencing, and which 
hopefully will be over by the time you read this edition of the Hampshire Sky. 
 
The Group will be extending the Clubhouse and need your help.  Whether you 
can assist in raising funds or hold a paintbrush, we would love to hear from you. 
 
We have a HOYS update from Tim Nelson, a scientific project that the group is 
involved in. 
 
Ed Manchip writes about the Viking mission, itôs hard to believe that it has been 
50 years since the two Viking craft landed on Mars. 
 
Tim Nelsonôs article on the amazing Astronomical Clock of Arezzo may make you 
want to visit Italy so you can see it for yourself. 
 
We also learn about the people who were at the forefront in the Hunt for the 
Birthplace of Proto-Stars, and if you have ever wondered why Greenwich 
Observatory relocated from London, then wonder no more as Janet Turner 
explains the reason in Greenwich Royal Observatory at Herstmonceaux.  She 
also writes about the group visits to Clanfield Observatory which brings great joy 
to children and adults alike. 
 
For this issueôs memberôs interview the tables have been turned, and it is Geoff 
Burt being interviewed by Steve Knight. 
 
We also have some amazing images taken by HAG members, I hope you enjoy 
them as much as I do. 
 
Sadly, we have lost two long-standing members of the HAG group, Ron Lympany 
and Vyv Turner, two wonderful gentlemen who will be missed by all those who 
knew them. 
 
Gill England 
Editor 

 

Weôre always looking for articles to include in 

Hampshire Sky. 
 

Remember, itôs YOUR eZine! 
 

If you would like something included, send it to: 

gill.england@hantsastro.org.uk 
or pass it to one of the Hampshire Sky team. 

 
We would love you to send something to us to be included in 
your Newsletter.  
 
We can accept pictures and drawings on paper as well as 
computer-based formats such as CD, DVD, memory stick, email. 
We can even take images from old 35mm slides! 

How to navigate 
around the eZine 
 
The best way to jump 
between pages is using 
the ñBookmarksò feature 
built into Adobe Reader. 
 
If you canôt see the 
bookmarks panel on the 
left of this page, you 
should be able to see 
some tabs at the very 
left of the screen. The 
one at the top will say 
ñBookmarksò - click it 
and youôll see the list of 
bookmarked pages. 
 
We welcome all your 
comments about how 
you find the eZine. If 
thereôs an aspect of the 
newsletter that you feel 
could be improved, or 
you have some ideas, 
pass your comments on 
to one of the team. 
 

eZine Team  
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Bringing Our Clubroom Into the Future ï Together 
 

Over the past few years, the Hampshire Astronomical Group has 
worked hard to make our observatory and clubroom a welcoming 
place for everyone who shares our passion for the night sky. Now, 
with planning permission grated, we have the opportunity to take a 
major step forward: building a fully accessible disabled toilet 
extension that will finally bring our facilities in line with the inclusive 
values we stand for. 
 
This isnôt just a building project. Itôs a statement about who we are as 
a group. We want every visitor, members, guests, school groups, 
families, and those discovering astronomy for the first time, to feel 

that our site is open, comfortable, and accessible. For many people, this upgrade will make 
the difference between being able to take part or having to stay away. 
 

Why we need your help  
 
Like all volunteer-run societies, we achieve our best work when members pull together. The 
extension will only become a reality if we can gather the skills, resources, and enthusiasm that 
already exist within our Group. 
 
So we are calling on all members! whether youôre a seasoned DIYer, a creative fundraiser, a 
good organiser, or simply someone who wants to lend a hand, thereôs a place for you in this 
project. Even small contributions, an hour of labour, a donated item, a contact who can help, 
add up quickly when many people pitch in. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Presidentôs Piece Richard Judd 
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Ways you can get involved. 
 
The main construction will be undertaken by a professional builder of our 
choice. Quotes are in the region of Ã60,000.  
 
However, we will still need.   
 

¶ Fundraising: Could you help run an event, suggest an initiative, or support 
a campaign? 

¶ DIY & Practical Skills: From groundwork to finishing touches, weôll need 
hands and know how. 

¶ Materials & Donations: Do you have access to tools, supplies, or contacts 
who might help? 

¶ Spreading the Word: The more people who know about the project, the 
more support we can gather. 

 
The more we can ódo-ourselvesô the lower the cost will be ï makes sense 

really. 
 

By working together, we can create a facility that serves our members today and welcomes the 
next generation of astronomers tomorrow. 

 
How to take part. 

 
If you can help in any way, large or small, please get in touch with Steve, our Chairman,  

at chairman@hantsastro.co.uk.  
 

Even a brief message saying ñIôm willing to helpò is a great start. 
 
Letôs show what our Group can achieve when we focus our efforts, support one another, and 
build something that truly reflects the spirit of HAG. 
 

     
You can follow Hampshire Astronomical Group on Facebook by  
    clicking like on the Clanfield Observatory Facebook Page  

    https://www.facebook.com/clanfieldobservatory/  

Open Evenings 

    New dates for January to April 2027 Open Evenings  

will be uploaded to the website on the 15th September 
2026. 

Our tickets sell out really fast so book up early 
https://hantsastro.org.uk/openevenings/index.php 

mailto:chairman@hantsastro.co.uk
https://www.facebook.com/clanfieldobservatory/
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The joys of Astronomy never cease to amaze me, but sitting here 
looking out at the rain from my dining room window in mid-May, it is a 
wonder that we ever bother! But bother we do and when the clouds 
permit, many of our members can be found at the observatory or at 
home in their gardens, trying to capture a glimpse, and perhaps a 
photo of celestial objects that would have astounded our 
grandparents.  
 
There is a WhatsApp group for our members where these images 
are often shared. Images of distant galaxies and nearer-by nebulae 
and star clusters with exotic names such as Andromeda, the 
Pleiades, and Orion as well as some not so exotic names such as, 
the Elephant Trunk nebula, the Crowbar galaxy and the Hidden 
nebula é wait, the what ? 

 
Growing up with an interest in astronomy, you get used to the characters and creatures of 
Greek mythology woven into the fabric of the heavens. Indeed, most of the 48 constellations 
that Ptolomy recorded in his Almagest survive in todayôs skies (only Argo Navis has gone, 
replaced by Carina, Puppis and Vela, by modern astronomers).  
 
A further 40 were added as the southern skies were explored in more recent times, giving us 
such memorable(?) ones as Reticulum and Sextans (the eyepiece and the sextant). 
 
Somewhat later, for consistency, the IAU standardised all 88 names to use Latin (useful for all 
among us who are fluent in Latin). 
 
But I digress. The better the telescopes and instruments that have been deployed to study the 
skies, the more objects were found desperate to be honoured with a name. 
 
Left alone to the scientists, this was an easy task and the skies were codified, each with their 
own NGC number ï 7,840 in total. Subsequently a further 5,386 objects were identified and 
recorded in supplementary catalogues. And there are many other specialised catalogues too. 
 
Impressive, but hardly memorable (I struggle to remember all your names!). So, the less 
scientific among us started to give many of them ónicknamesô. 
 
Look up the word ñpareidoliaò ï it describes the human tendency to see familiar patterns in 
random stuff. 
 
Itôs not hard to see an elephantôs trunk in the Elephantôs Trunk nebula, but a crowbar? Iôm no 
engineer, so its alternative name works better for me ï the Hockey Stick galaxy (actually this 
is two objects interacting (NGC4656 and NGC 4657). So, clever as this memory shortcut is, it 
isnôt perfect ï you pays your money and makes your choice! 
 
But then again, those ancient constellations are not much better. Yes, we all know the ñWò is 
Cassiopeia, and most can point out Orion, but it is a stretch to see a seated queen in the first 
of those, or an archer in Sagittarius (most see a teapot). And therein lies the rub ï these 
likenesses are largely cultural.  
 
 
 

Chairmanôs Updates Steve Bosley 
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In the west we have the Coalsack Nebula, but the !Kung of the Kalahari refer to it as the Old 
Bag of the Night, whereas the indigenous tribes of Australia see it as the head of the much 
larger Emu in the Sky! 
 
The best I can suggest is that you take your time to familiarise yourself with them.  
 
Find a dark sky (above the observatory, perhaps) and try to pick out a few each time you visit. 
 
For the faint ones that only a camera can pick up then, unless your memory is way better than 
mine, I would suggest you stick to the catalogue designations ï at least then we all have to 
look them up. 
 
Well look at that, the sun has finally come out! 
 
Have a great summer. Iôm off to seek out that Emu. 
 
Steve Bosley 
Chairman 
 

Useful Websites 
 

NASA Astronomy picture of the day 
http://antwrp.gsfc.nasa.gov/apod/archivepix.html 

 
A good site for looking up sunspots and solar activity 

http://spaceweather.com/ 

 
Why not visit 

The South Downs Planetarium based in Chichester? 
http://www.southdowns.org.uk/   

 
Why not visit 

Winchester Science Centre & Planetarium Winchester  
https://www.winchestersciencecentre.org/  

 
Find out when you can see the ISS or Starlink Satellites  

flying over your home  
https://www.heavens-above.com/  

 
Stellarium is a free open source planetarium for your computer. 

https://stellarium.org 
 

Federation of Astronomical Societies 
https://fedastro.org.uk/fas/ 

 
British Astronomical Association 

https://britastro.org 
 

Royal Astronomical Society 
https://ras.ac.uk 

http://antwrp.gsfc.nasa.gov/apod/archivepix.html
http://spaceweather.com/
http://www.southdowns.org.uk/
https://www.winchestersciencecentre.org/
https://www.heavens-above.com/
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It has been a productive winter period this year for the HOYS section 
of the Group.  Despite the often poor weather during the winter, we 
did have several clear nights. HAG has still managed to contribute 
over 520 images for the period.  Overall, the project has received over 
175,000 images to date, of which HAG has contributed more than 
4600, making HAG the 5

th
 most prolific contributor to the project.  This 

has led to over 552 million measured star magnitudes in the 10 years 
of the project to date. 
 
We have 2 different analyses for stars in the same region. 
 
Years worth of Data on a single star 
 

 
For this edition we look at the young star TX Ori, in the sigma-Ori HOYS field. We have 
investigated this star in detail before, in the paper: A survey for variable young stars with small 
telescopes ï V. Analysis of TX Ori, V505 Ori, and V510 Ori, the HST ULLYSES targets in the ů 
Ori cluster. 
 
This field is lately one of the best observed, with over 10,000 images in the last 4 years alone.  
Thus, not much of the variability of sources in this field goes unnoticed in the data.  It is hence 
ideal to study objects in the region as all timescales from 1d to years can be covered.  We only 
miss out on about 80d each year, when this field is too close to the Sun for any observations. 
 
In the above plot we show the behaviour of the star during the last winter.  We show the B, V, R, 
and I-band data.  Note that the legend on the right shows by how much some of the data have 
been shifted to fainter magnitudes for better visibility of the features.  One can see that the 
source is constantly changing.  In most cases we see dimming events of different duration and 
depth.  In most cases, what looks like ónoiseô on very short timescales, is also real variations, as 
these small changes occur in all filters at the same time. 
 
 
 
 

Hunting Outbursting Young Stars (HOYS)  
by Lead Member Tim Nelson 

Tim Nelson 

https://simbad.cds.unistra.fr/simbad/sim-id?Ident=TX+Ori&NbIdent=1&Radius=2&Radius.unit=arcmin&submit=submit+id
https://simbad.cds.unistra.fr/simbad/sim-id?Ident=sigma+Ori&NbIdent=1&Radius=2&Radius.unit=arcmin&submit=submit+id
https://ui.adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/2022MNRAS.510.2883F/abstract
https://ui.adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/2022MNRAS.510.2883F/abstract
https://ui.adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/2022MNRAS.510.2883F/abstract
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The second object is the variable star KS Cyg in the Target area of MWSC3271 

For the second of the stars we stick with a target in the Sigma-Ori region, and have (yet 
another) look at the object V505Ori. HOYS have also published two papers where it was 
discussed in detail: A survey for variable young stars with small telescopes ï V. Analysis of TX 
Ori, V505 Ori, and V510 Ori, the HST ULLYSES targets in the ů Ori cluster, and PENELLOPE: 
VIII. Veiling and extinction variations of V505 Ori. 
 
 
In those papers it had become clear that the object is periodic, with a roughly 7d period.  The 
cause for the periodicity is a warped inner dust disk.  Material in the warp orbits in and out of 
view and causes the brightness changes.  Since the amount, properties and distribution of the 
material in the warp changes, almost no two periods look the same. 
 
In the above image it shows just over 2 months of the V, R, and I-band light curve of the 
source from this winter.  One can still see the periodicity, but also that the shape of the light 
curve is constantly changing.  It is data like this that allows further study of the small scale 
mass movements in the inner disks. 
 
One interesting feature visible is the one-day dimming events of almost one magnitude that 
occur during maximum light.  The first one is visible at JD=2460932.  These have the same 7d 
period, but in total they only show up 7 times and then disappear.  This looks like some clump 
of material at the same position as the warp, but positioned óon the other sideô of it.  The 
material survived for 7 orbits before it ómoved onô.  This could lead to further research which 
should systematically search for these events. 
 
(Analysis by Dr Dirk Froebrich) 
 
For more information on HOYS and details of other light curves please go to: 
https://hoys.space/ 

https://simbad.u-strasbg.fr/simbad/sim-id?Ident=sigma+Ori&NbIdent=1&Radius=2&Radius.unit=arcmin&submit=submit+id
https://simbad.u-strasbg.fr/simbad/sim-id?Ident=V505Ori&NbIdent=1&Radius=2&Radius.unit=arcmin&submit=submit+id
https://ui.adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/2022MNRAS.510.2883F/abstract
https://ui.adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/2022MNRAS.510.2883F/abstract
https://ui.adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/2025A%26A...704A.229F/abstract
https://ui.adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/2025A%26A...704A.229F/abstract
https://hoys.space/
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Ron Lympany RIP 

It is with profound sadness that I share the 
news of the passing of Life Member Ron 
Lympany, who died peacefully on 17 May. 
Joining the Group in January 1996, Ron 
dedicated 30 years of committed service to 
the Group and was active from his very first 
day. He was always ready to volunteer, 
whatever the task, and his steady willingness 
to help became a hallmark of his 
membership. 
 

Many will remember him as the friendly and reliable face on the desk 
at the Memorial Hall, usually the first to arrive so he could welcome 

members and visitors. He was also a valued member of the 16 inch telescope maintenance 
team, and his craftsmanship proved essential during its refurbishment, a project he and 
Graham Bryant completed with great skill. Ron was quiet, modest, and utterly dependable, 
and he was always willing to help. For many years, much to my great appreciation, he was my 
go to member when the observatory needed opening for others to gain access often in the 
cold and wet. 
 

In recognition of his dedication, Ron was awarded Life Membership in 2010, and I had the 
privilege of presenting his certificate during our Golden 50th Anniversary celebrations at 
Horndean Community School. 
 

Ron had been unwell for some time, and in our many conversations he often expressed how 
much he missed being actively involved with the Group. 
 

We extend our deepest sympathies to his family at this very sad time. 
 

Dr. Vyv Turner 1944 ~2026 

I am saddened to report the passing of Vyv.  He was a loyal 
member of the Group for more than forty years having joined in 
January 1982 , one of the true old guard, always ready to lend his 
support whenever it was needed. His sharp mind, thoughtful 
questions and readiness to engage with speakers our monthly 
meetings, and the many articles he contributed to our newsletter all 
left a lasting mark on our community. 
 

Although he had not been active in recent years, his presence, 
wisdom, and quiet dedication will be missed by us all. 
 

We extend our most sincere condolences to his wife Beryl and 
family at this very sad time from everyone at the Clanfield 
Observatory. 
 
Kindest regards, 

Richard 
President 

                Obituary Richard Judd 
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By July 1976, humanity had already walked on the Moon. Yet 
when the Viking 1 lander settled onto the rust-coloured plains of 
Mars, it achieved something arguably more profound: it 
transformed Mars from a distant astronomical object into a 
place. 
 
On 20 July 1976, exactly seven years after Apollo 11 landed on the 
Moon, NASA's Viking 1 spacecraft touched down in Chryse Planitia. A 
few weeks later, Viking 2 followed at Utopia Planitia. Together, the 
two missions would become the most ambitious planetary science 
programme ever attempted and would fundamentally reshape our 
understanding of the Red Planet. 
 
Fifty years later, every rover, orbiter and lander that explores Mars still 

works in Viking's shadow. 

Image - Viking 1 first panorama of Mars (Source - NASA Viking Mission Archive:  
https://science.nasa.gov/mission/viking/) 

 
Before Viking: The Mars of Imagination  
 
For centuries, Mars occupied a unique place in the human imagination. During the late 
nineteenth century, observations by Giovanni Schiaparelli and later interpretations by Percival 
Lowell convinced many that artificial canals crossed the Martian surface. Although professional 
astronomers eventually rejected these claims, the notion of a living Mars persisted well into the 
twentieth century. 
 
Science fiction embraced the idea. Mars became a world of dying civilisations, invading armies 
and exotic ecosystems. Even by the 1960s, many scientists considered it plausible that simple 
life might exist on the planet. 
 
Then came the spacecraft era. 
 
The Mariner missions revealed a world far different from popular expectations. Mariner 4's flyby 
in 1965 showed a heavily cratered landscape more reminiscent of the Moon than a fertile world. 
Yet Mariner 9, arriving in orbit in 1971, complicated the picture. Beneath a global dust storm lay 
giant volcanoes, immense canyon systems and tantalising evidence that liquid water had once 
flowed across the surface. 
 
Mars was not alive in the way many had imagined. But it might once have been habitable. 
 
That possibility became Viking's central scientific question. 
 

 Viking at 50: The Mission That Invented Modern Mars Ed Manchip 

https://science.nasa.gov/mission/viking/
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The Most Ambitious Robotic Mission of Its Time 
 
Viking was not merely a lander. It was a complete planetary exploration system. 
 
Each mission consisted of an orbiter and a lander. The orbiters would map the planet and 
search for safe landing sites. The landers would analyse the atmosphere, monitor weather, 
investigate the geology and, most importantly, search for evidence of life. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Image ï Viking spacecraft in cruise configuration (Source ï NASA / JPL)  
 
No spacecraft had ever attempted so much science on another planet. 
 
The mission reflected a remarkable level of caution. Engineers sterilised major spacecraft 
components by baking them at high temperatures to minimise the risk of contaminating Mars 
with terrestrial microorganisms. Decades before "planetary protection" became a widely 
discussed issue, Viking treated contamination as a serious scientific threat. 
 
The total cost approached one billion dollars in 1970s currency - equivalent to many billions 
today. NASA was betting that the question of life on Mars justified the expense. 
 
Mars Becomes a Landscape 
 

When Viking 1 landed, the first image transmitted to Earth showed little more than one of the 
spacecraft's footpads resting on dusty ground. 
 
To the public, it seemed mundane. 
 
To planetary scientists, it was revolutionary. 
 
For the first time, humanity was looking directly from the surface of Mars. 
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Image - Viking 1 footpad image (Source - NASA Viking Mission Archive:  
https://science.nasa.gov/mission/viking/) 

 
Soon panoramic images followed. The photographs revealed a barren but surprisingly familiar 
landscape scattered with rocks, dunes and distant horizons beneath a salmon-coloured sky. 
Mars was no longer an unresolved disc in a telescope or a collection of orbital photographs. It 
had become a real place. 
 
That transformation is difficult to appreciate today. Modern audiences are accustomed to  
high-resolution images from Curiosity and Perseverance. In 1976, however, the Viking 
panoramas represented a profound shift in perspective. Mars ceased to be merely observed; it 
was experienced. 
 
A Geological Revolution 
 
Viking's scientific return extended far beyond its iconic photographs . 
 
The landers conducted the first detailed meteorological observations on another planet, 
measuring temperature, pressure and wind. They recorded dust storms and frost formation 
and revealed the complexity of Martian weather systems. 
 
Meanwhile, the orbiters returned tens of thousands of images. Their observations strengthened 
the case that liquid water had once played a major role in shaping the planet's surface. Vast 
valley networks and outflow channels pointed toward a dramatically different ancient Mars. 

Image - Viking orbiter view of Valles Marineris (Source - NASA Viking Mission Archive:  
https://science.nasa.gov/mission/viking/) 

https://science.nasa.gov/mission/viking/
https://science.nasa.gov/mission/viking/
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Many of the questions driving Martian exploration today emerged directly from Viking's 
discoveries. 
 
If water once flowed on Mars, where did it go? 
 
How long did habitable conditions persist? 
 
Could life have emerged during that earlier era? 
 
The Experiment That Refuses to Die 
 
Viking is remembered above all for its search for life. 
 
The landers carried three biological experiments designed to detect metabolic activity in Martian 
soil, alongside a gas chromatograph-mass spectrometer intended to identify organic molecules. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      
 
 
 
 
Image - Schematic of the Viking Lander Biological Experiment System (Source ï NASA) 
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The results were bewildering. 
 
One experiment, known as the Labelled Release experiment, produced what appeared to be a 
positive result. When nutrients were added to Martian soil, gases were released in a manner 
that resembled microbial metabolism. 
 
Yet the gas chromatograph-mass spectrometer failed to detect organic compounds. 
 
The apparent contradiction left scientists facing an uncomfortable dilemma. Either the 
biological experiments were being fooled by unfamiliar chemistry, or Mars hosted a form of life 
unlike anything anticipated. 
 
NASA eventually concluded that chemistry, not biology, explained the observations. 
 
The debate seemed settled. 
 
Then, decades later, it reopened. 
 
In 2008, NASA's Phoenix lander discovered perchlorates in Martian soil. These highly reactive 
compounds can destroy organic molecules when heated, potentially explaining why Viking's 
instrument failed to detect them. 
 
Suddenly, some researchers began asking whether Viking's biology experiments had been 
dismissed too quickly. 
 
Half a century after the mission landed, scientists remain divided. Most researchers still favour 
non-biological explanations, but a minority argue that Viking may have detected genuine 
biological activity. 
 
Remarkably, the most important experiment ever conducted on Mars remains scientifically 
controversial. 
 
The Legacy of Viking 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Image ï Comparison of the Mars landing sites (Source ï NASA / JPL) 
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Every successful Mars mission since Viking has inherited part of its scientific legacy. 
 
Pathfinder demonstrated mobile exploration. Spirit and Opportunity followed evidence of 
ancient water. Phoenix investigated polar ice. Curiosity explored ancient habitability. 
Perseverance now collects samples that may one day be returned to Earth. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Perseverance rover (Source - NASA Viking Mission Archive:  

https://science.nasa.gov/mission/viking/) 
 
Yet all these missions are, in a sense, pursuing questions Viking first posed. 
 
The mission also provided a cautionary lesson in scientific humility. Viking's investigators 
believed they had designed definitive life-detection experiments. Instead, they discovered how 
difficult it is to distinguish biology from chemistry on an alien world. 
 
The lesson remains relevant today as scientists plan future missions to Mars, Europa and 
Enceladus. 
 
Fifty Years On 
 
The Viking landers have now been silent for decades. Dust-covered and frozen, they remain 
where they landed, enduring beneath the Martian sky. 
 
Yet their scientific influence has never faded. 
 
Most planetary missions answer questions. Viking did something rarer. It transformed the 
questions themselves. 
 
Fifty years after its historic landing, the mission continues to challenge scientists with the same 
mystery that inspired its creation: 
 
Was Mars ever alive? 
 
The fact that we still cannot answer with certainty is perhaps Viking's greatest legacy. The 
mission that first searched for life on another planet also taught us how difficult the search 
would be. 
 

Half a century later, the debate continues. 

https://science.nasa.gov/mission/viking/
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On a recent visit to 
Italy, we went to the 
Northern City of 
Arezzo and saw the 
famous Astronomical 
clock.  Here is a photo 
of the clock, what 
appears different 
about this? 
 
Whilst pondering this, 
here is a little 
background of the city 
itself.  Founded by the 

Etruscans in the 5
th
 Century BCE, there has 

been a large settlement on this hilltop location 
ever since. 
 
The clock of interest is located in the clock 
tower of the ñFraternity Della Madonna 
Miscericordiaò founded in 1263 by Bishop 
Guglielmino degli Ubertini to deliver assistance 
and charity to the poorest and most needy in 
the region.  Later, after significant donations 
from wealthy benefactors, it became the city 
hospital.  Further development of the buildings continued until in 1781 it became the first ever 
city library open to the public.  It later also incorporated the School of Design and Modelling in 
1806.  Today it retains its primary aim of social care, and the public company now also 
handles projects beneficial to the community, education and commercial farms. 
 
The clock was commissioned in 
1550 from Felice di Salvatore 
Vannucci da Fossato, a master 
artisan from Fossato di Vico and 
finished in 1552.  This was just 
after Copernicus had presented 
his Helio-centric paper in 1543 
which was not initially accepted 
and hence this clock is based on 
the earth being the centre of the 
universe.  See the close up of the 
dial below. 
 
Here you can clearly see the 
earth is at the centre of the clock 
with the moon, including its 
phases (at about 1 oôclock), and 
the Sun (at about 2.30) which are 
subordinate to it. 
 

The Astronomical clock of Arezzo by Tim Nelson Tim Nelson 
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The face consists of one hand shaped like a golden lily, and then the astronomical clock that 
represents the golden sphere in the centre, with the sun and moon rotating around it according 
to the Ptolemaic conception.  The moon is painted half gold and half black and it turns on its 
own axis to indicate the lunar phases.  The internal mobile copper face (painted blue) shows a 
lunar calendar painted on the external crown of the circumference (29 days with the Arabic 
numbers.) 
 
Two large groups of gears make up the machine.  The train of the clock movements and the 
chimes, and the planetary movement placed right behind the external clock face. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Here is the complete mechanism unrestored since it was first built which has operated in the 
city ever since. 
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Here one can see the dial from the inside with the moon and the darker cogs which control the 
movement of the moon and sun driven by a counterweight and rope.  There are 3 
counterweight rocks on a central drum, a spare weight is shown below. 
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The clock has a 26 hour autonomy and thus 
needs winding at least once a day.  The winding 
consists of 3 ropes on the barrel which brings the 
3 weights to the top of the structure in the iron 
case. 
 
The clock itself is divided into three distinct 
sections contained within the iron frame case.  
 
Inside the frame, one train controls the scanning 
of time, a second runs the quarter chimes and is 
linked to the 2 lateral bells tolling every 15 
minutes.  The last train activates the hour chime 
and the upper central bell tolls for the hour and 
half hour.  The bell tolls from 1 to 6 times on each 
chime. 
 
A truly wonderful mechanism based on a time, 
before the modern era, and it is a masterpiece of 
engineering of the 16

th
 century, being one of the 

finest and oldest timepieces in Italy. 
 
All Images Copyright Tim Nelson. 
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Introduction 
 
This is a brief historical introduction to some of principal scientists 
and astronomers who, employing both theoretical and experimental 
approaches in the hunt for new proto-stars or young stellar objects 
(YSO's), have engaged our fascination in the cosmos over the past 
two hundred years. This effort continues today with the Search for 
Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence (SETI), since early spectroscopic 
techniques developed for YSO's can probe the atmospheres of 
planets found to encircle the central star, so providing evidence of 
biomes that may support life. 
 
In 1920 the visible wavelengths of light or electromagnetic radiation 
(EM) from a star and its planets was all an aspiring astrobiologist had 

to hand, as Earthbound observation was severely limited by the atmosphere. Today, radio and 
space telescopes can overcome the limitation of atmospheric absorption. 

            EM wavelengths of light at the Earth surface.  Courtesy Research Gate (1) 
 
This month, and in the following two issues of Hampshire Astronomical Group's (HAG's) 
magazine, we view the hunt for proto-stars and the concomitant search of evidence for extra-
terrestrial life. We see in the figure above, that the modern astronomical 'hunt' to assuage 
mankindôs thirst for knowledge of our cosmos now employs light sensor technologies designed 
to cover wavelengths of over ten orders of magnitude. However, before introducing the last 
100 years of foundational astrophysical developments, we briefly orient readers as to 
significant prior events (see Hampshire Sky #43, 05-2014 {2}) in England and America. During 
the early 1920ôs, American astronomers were attempting to measure the distance to stars in 
our own galaxy in addition to the size of the Milky Way. Americans had installed the most 
powerful earth based optical telescopes, the Yerks Observatory 40ñ refractor and the 100ò 
reflector at Mount Wilson. These instruments used the very narrow band of visible light to view 
the heavens, assisted by the Henry Draper catalogue (HD; 3), still in use today. This catalogue 

Two Cultures and Two Centuries of AstroNomy: 
The Hunt for the Birthplace of Proto-Stars  

Alan Fowler 
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lists bright stars above the 10th magnitude, for both the northern and southern hemispheres, 
their coordinates of Right Ascension and Declination (RA and DEC), alongside their spectral 
class. During the next four decades, such data will be seen pertinent to our story of the hunt for 
new borne stars and by association, to the search for extra-terrestrial life. Strangely, ólife on 
Mars' was culturally relevant to 1920's America, since the public's interest in astronomy had 
peaked due to Percival Lowell's promotion of Martian canals (Schiaparelli's 'Channels').  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   

Navy telegram of 1924, requesting National Radio Silence.  
 
Indeed, August 1924 saw the closest approach of Mars, at which time the US Army Signal 
Corps was to ask national radio signals to shut down to permit its engineers to listen for signals 
from Mars. Fourteen years later, America was to be panicked by disinformation following a 
1938 radio production of H.G Wells "War of the Worlds," purporting to report an attack on 
humanity by aliens from Mars. This public interest was to continue. 
 
No wonder that in 1962, astronomer Dr Frank Drake was to ponder the probability that life 
might exist on other Worlds. Thoughts of this nature were later to lead to support for the Search 
for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence (SETI); to provide a deeper understanding of how the stars had 
first generated the dust, gases, elements and molecules so essential for life and, to question 
the type of matter that progenitor stars might release into the interstellar medium (ISM).  
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Dust, gases and molecules in the InterStellar Medium  - Dr K Pattle, UCL 

 
In the above image, the Inter-Stellar Medium (ISM) is shown here illuminated by several 
wavelengths of light, including the visible, from nearby active stars. The presence of 
wavelengths of light from Hydrogen II and Helium is apparent, as are small amounts of 
molecular CO, NH4 (ammonia), together with silicates and carbonaceous compounds. Here, 
matter was visualized using narrowband filters of light from within the visible and the Intra-Red 
(IR), using special filters. These thin film (interference) filters select for unique and discrete 
spectral wavelengths of light that are emitted from the constituent elements when illuminated 
by hot adjacent stars.  
 
It is the selective transmission of discrete wavelengths of light by thin films illuminated by a 
broad spectrum light source such as our Sun, first explained in 1801 by Thomas Young, that 
play an important contribution to the success of spectroscopic techniques (footnote 1) that 
today are employed in the hunt for new proto-stars and indeed of other astronomical 
phenomena not visible to the human eye. But to return 1924, to developments in spectroscopy 
that were to prove so important to our interpretation of starlight spectra.  
 
Imagine then a visual observer on the 100ò reflector at Mount Wilson, looking at a small but 
bright luminous blue star from within the Pleiades star field in Taurus. The observer may have 
inadvertently selected a young (proto)-star in the process of creating a planetary biome 
supportive of life. Yet in retrospect, we can be absolutely sure, that star could not have been 
identified as a protostar. 
 
This failure to identify a star as a protostar was twofold: 
 
(i) the observer would have been using visible light, rather than infra-red light and, 
(ii) establishing a starôs class is similar to employing taxonomy to life forms in Biology. 
 
In this first post we discuss the origins of the hunt for young protostars.  We begin with an 
account of how the Lick Observatory was used to observe a dark nebula, first by famous late 
18th century observers, then by key early 19th century observers who were to propose dark 
nebula as a site for new stars. 
 
Next, we cover a breakthrough, both theoretical and experimental, by which a young English 
woman moving from the UK's Cambridge University was to join Annie Jump Cannon at the 
Harvard Observatory computers in America. There, together with a group of astrophysicists, 
she determined the principal component elements in the spectra of our Sun. This advance was 
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to unlock our understanding of stellar spectra and eventually, with others, to describe the 
origins of a mysterious variation in the brightness of certain stars seen among the unchanging 
star constellations of our heavens. 
 
In the next post we then consider how the young Englishwoman's PhD thesis, in conjunction 
with Annie Jump Cannon's HD star catalogue and Antonia Maury's work on variable stars, 
helped to place young stellar objects (YSO's) 'fall' on the Hertzsprung-Russell diagram, the 
people who used spectroscopic methods to reveal the nature of the processes occurring within 
such stars. 
 
In section three we consider where proto-stars, a class of newly forming variable stars, may be 
found. We present a simplified and schematic model of how the protostar might have evolved 
to create the ómagicalô phenomena of 'jets,' "knots' and Herbig-Haro (HH) objects that are 
associated with "Bok globules." Then we look at how infra-red (IR) spectrometry in space has 
revealed important new developments on the complex physical nature of proto-star jets and the 
associated interstellar magnetic field. 
 
A short list of constellations where YSO's may be found is followed with representative cases. 
 
In noting that the James Smithson legacy has supported the work of a HAG affiliated university 
in the Hunt for Stars in the Early Universe, we end with a summary of the pertinent factors to be 
considered when engaging in the spectroscopic study of protostars. 
 
In keeping with our title, we return to 18th century England and, courtesy of a modern historian 
of astronomy (5), two famous 18th century English astronomers Caroline and William Herschel 
who unknowingly had already made observations relevant to the hunt. 

                     

William Herschel's "Hole in the Sky:" the Dark Nebula in Rho Ophiuchi 
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In a regular scan of the sky using his 18.7inch reflector, William had noted a dark nebula in the 
constellation of Rho Ophiuchi, also known as Barnard 86, saying to his sister òHier ist 
wahrhaftig ein Loch im Himmelòé,ñhere is truly, a hole in the sky.ò and followed this with a 
1785 paper (Phil Trans) to the Royal Society (5). Much later in 1833, Caroline was to confirm 
his observation in a letter to John Herschel, his son. 
 
Moving forward to the 1930ôs, we find the American and Dutch-American astronomers Edith F. 
Reilly and Bart Bok observing a small dark nebular structure Barnard 86 near M80, using the 
36inch Lick refractor at Mount Hamilton. However, it was to be 1945 before the Bok's 
observations were to lead to the postulate that this type of dark nebulae, called a Bok óglobuleô, 
could contain sufficient matter to form stars (6).  This was Bokôs conjecture. Yet it was to be 
1990, over 45 years later, before Boston University researchers proved his conjecture correct 
(7).  
 
We now return to the search for new stars and importantly, where they might be found.  
 
Spectral Classes of stars: 20th Century Star Spectroscopy 
 
In 1924 Einstein's general theory of relativity (1925), plus a quantum theory for the ionisation of 
gases, applied to the HD spectral library held at Harvard Observatory, was used to establish a 
correlation between laboratory-based experiment and the emission spectral lines from stars.  
The theory described the conditions by which elements absorb light and then emit specific 
wavelengths of light; how the energy that is released by newly formed ñprotostarsò can 
generate the stellar structures seen in their locality and, the astrophysics used to describe the 
sequence of their creation, of nucleosynthesis by stars. In finally providing the means to 
determine which elements present matched the spectral class of a given star, together with the 
relationship between the starôs surface energy and temperature, science was eventually able 
to identify the presence of and the order of elemental synthesis of elements in the newly 
evolving star. Critically, it was spectroscopic analysis of the light from elements present in stars 
that can be used to quantify the relative proportions of the elements present in a special class 
of newly formed protostars, those young stars exhibiting a variability in energy output over 
short time scales, that would then generate a solar system of planets.  These planets might 
then evolve to create the biomes to support life.  
 
        Albert Einstein       Arthur Eddington       Cecilia Payne             Meghnad Saha 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Starting from left to right, we first introduce a physicist born in the Kingdom of Prussia, then 
two English astronomers and far left an Indian mathematical astrophysicist. All were to prove 
foundational to modern astrophysics. Einstein is known to all as a Nobel Prize physicist. The 
second is Arthur Stanley Eddington KG who will be well known to both mathematicians, 
physicists and astrophysicists alike; next, Cecilia Helen Payne-Gaposchkin FRS is unique as 
the first woman scientist to obtain a chair in astronomy in early 20

th
 century America, while  
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Meghnad Saha, although born into an impoverished family, had studied at Dhaka College in 
Bengal, then part of the British Empire and, in 1938 was appointed Principal of the Faculty of 
Science, Kolcutta University, West Bengal, India. 
 

Cecilia was born in 1900, in London, England, to an emigrant Prussian family. We discover that 
Cecilia had much in common with Arthur Eddington in that, at an extremely young age, both had 
lost their fathers; he at the age of two, she when aged four. Arthurôs father had been 
Headmaster of Stramongate, a Quaker foundation based in Kendal, while Ceciliaôs father had 
been a London barrister. Fortunately, both were to enjoy strong parental encouragement from 
their respective mothers. Payneôs two siblings were all destined to become scientists and, 
despite her mother being unable to fund her higher education, Cecilia obtained a scholarship to 
Cambridge University, enrolling in undergraduate studies of botany, chemistry and Physics at 
Newnham College.  There, the staff included J.J. Thompson, E. Rutherford, C.T.R. Wilson, J. 
Chadwick and N. Bohr; all Nobel laureates 
 
It was while attending a lecture given by the astronomer Arthur Eddington, who had recently 
obtained experimental proof of Einsteinôs solution of the properties of Gravity, based on the 
General Principle of Relativity (8), that Cecilia was inspired to study astronomy. 
 
The results so impressed Cecilia who had first enrolled to study botany, chemistry and physics, 
she opted to transfer to the astrophysics department. In 1923 she was awarded a certificate. 
While neither England nor America of that time awarded degrees to women, Radcliffe College 
at Harvard University in America was offering fellowships for women researchers and, 
encouraged by Eddington, she communicated with Harlow Shapely then director of Harvard 
College Observatory who offered her a fellowship to work with the Harvard Computers. 
 

Cecilia Helen Payne-Gaposhkin FRS (1900ï1979)     Courtesy of NASA 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cecilia Payne had important advice for all young people wishing to study science. This advice, 
written toward the end of her life, is especially relevant in a chaotic world, as it ever was: 
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ñYoung people, especially young women, often ask me for advice. Here it is, valeat quantum. 
Do not undertake a scientific career in quest of fame or money. There are easier and better 
ways to reach them. Undertake it only if nothing else will satisfy you; for nothing else is 
probably what you will receive. Your reward will be the widening of the horizon as you climb. 
And if you achieve that reward you will ask of no other.ò 
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A recent visit to The Science and visitor Centre at Herstmonceux with 
members of the Hampshire Astronomical Group sparked my interest 
in the history of the site, and its connections to Clanfield Observatory. 
I have deliberately excluded details of the Equatorial Group 
telescopes. I wrote about them in the article in the January edition of 
Hampshire Sky, and there is also a lot of information on the 
Observatory Centre website. A link is at the end of this article. 
 
The person responsible for the move to Herstmonceux was the 
Astronomer Royal, Spencer Jones, who once owned the 5ò Cooke 
telescope. In the 1930ôs he realised that the atmospheric pollution in 
London was so bad that the Observatory at Greenwich would have to 
move, otherwise it would become a second-rate institution. The 
second world war delayed these plans, as well as ending 

observations, as equipment and people were evacuated to less vulnerable sites. Telescopes 
were also put into store. 
 
In 1944 the Admiralty approved in principle the removal of the Observatory to another site. 
There was a list of 70 sites, and Herstmonceux was chosen for its clean air, and apparently less 
cloud. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Castle and environs in the mid-1930s (postcard published by Astral Aviation  
 
Herstmonceux Castle with about 500 acres of land had an interesting history. The Castle was 
requisitioned in 1939 and occupied by the Hearts of Oak Benefit Society. Itôs owner, Sir Paul 
Latham (MP), resigned his seat in 1941 after being arrested for ñalleged offences against 
Military Lawò (he had signed up for military service). These alleged offences related to acts with 
three gunners and a civilian, for which he was sent to prison for two years. There must have 
been something in the atmosphere of the Castle ï a previous owner died of a self-inflicted 
gunshot wound. 
 
Notwithstanding this history, the site was eventually selected, and in 1946 the Admiralty  

Greenwich Royal Observatory at Herstmonceux Janet Turner 



 28 

 Hampshire Sky 
Issue 47 - July 2026 

 

 

  
approved the move. In 1947 it formally acquired the Castle and 368 acres, including temporary 
buildings erected during the war. These buildings or óhutmentsô as they were called, were to 
prove vital in the early days. They were used as offices as well as hostel style accommodation. 
The village did not have sufficient housing for the influx of staff. 
 
The move to Herstmonceux began in 1948, and was renamed The Royal Greenwich 
Observatory, Herstmonceux. 
 
Solar Dome  
 
The first dome to be built was the Solar Dome, which will look very familiar to HAG members, as 
it is the dome for the 5ò Cooke telescope at Clanfield. The dome was offered as a gift to the 
Observatory at Herstmonceux by a Mr. Newbegin, along with a 6ıò Cooke refractor. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The solar dome in 1949. (Credit RGO Herstmonceux) 
 
The two piers in front of the building were built to support the coelostats of the Greenwich and 
Newbegin spectrohelioscopes which were installed the following year. The dome was built by 
staff from Chatham Dockyard. The relocation was so well planned that solar observations 
seamlessly moved from Greenwich to Herstmonceux. 
 
In the 1970ôs the Observatory became involved with Satellite Laser Ranging ï a system to 
measure the journey time for the pulse of a laser to travel to and from a satellite. A new facility 
for this was approved in 1979. A new dome was built, complete with a clamshell design, and the 
old Cooke dome was discarded. It came to the attention of HAG in 1982 who bought it for Ã25, 
and with some help from the Navy, built what is now the 5ò dome structure to accommodate it. 
 
However, there were objections to the appearance of the Solar Dome. With new planning 
legislation in force and questions asked in Parliament, the Admiralty appointed Brian OôRorke  
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as consulting architect for the site. OôRorke was better known for designing interiors for the 
Orient Steam Navigation Company. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Satellite Laser Ranger facility at Herstmonceux in the 1980s. The dome on the left contains 
the radar equipment and that on the right the receiving telescope. Mounted on the left side of  
the receiving telescope is a smaller telescope through which the laser beam is emitted. 

Photo courtesy of Patrick Moore. 
 
Equatorial Group 
 

Although Brian OôRorke was the consulting architect for the site, it was the designer of the Solar 
Dome, Richard Atkinson, who was the architect for the next phase known as the Equatorial 
Group. This was to be the site for five equatorial telescopes from Greenwich, and the new 
Schmidt Telescope. Delays and drip feed funding meant that some of the telescopes were in 
store for almost 20 years. The domes were finally completed in 1958. 
 

The designs of these domes were controversial. The domes were made of copper, rather than 
the usual papier mach®. The green of the verdigris was supposed to blend into the Sussex 
countryside. However, the copper cladding affected the internal temperature of the domes. 
Tests later showed that the temperature inside the dome did not match the external temperature 
until dawn, this affected the viewing and imaging. 
 
The paths between the domes were designed with elevated walkways without any barriers. 
Also, the lily pond looked very attractive but could be a menace in the dark. When the pond was 
drained for cleaning, many glass photographic plates were found. Were they dropped, or thrown 
in? 
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Architect plan of the Equatorial Group (Credit royal Observatory, Greenwich) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 The completed Equatorial Group from the south in about 1959 (From an old (RGO?) postcard) 
 
By the time Spencer Jones retired in 1955, staff numbers had increased from 57 to 195, rising 
to 237 by 1980. 
 
The Equatorial Group was not the only scientific undertaking. The Spencer Jones Group, 
named in honour of Sir Harold Spencer Jones who died in 1960, comprised of meridian 
instruments for positional astronomy, time determination and other equipment. 
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All of this development cost much more than had been anticipated, rising to Ã1.1 million in 
1958, five times the original estimates. The Parliamentary Accounts Committee, questioned 
amongst other things the wisdom of moving everything to Herstmonceux, rather than retaining 
some functions at Greenwich, and questioned why a greenfield site had not been chosen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The newly completed Isaac Newton Dome.  Photo credit: Ministry of Public Building and Works 

photograph No. G12042/8, November 1967) 
 
Isaac Newton Telescope 
 
The Isaac Newton Telescope was intended as a ñTelescope for British Astronomersò and was 
to be built as a celebration of the tercentenary of Sir Isaac Newton (4 January 1643), which 
had been delayed by the war.  The official celebrations started on 15 July 1946, and on that 
day, it was reported that the Chancellor of the Exchequer was to request funding for a 100ò 
Reflecting telescope. It was decided that it should be built at Herstmonceux, even though many 
people thought it should be built abroad. 
 
In 1949, a gift of a 98-inch mirror blank that had been cast in 1936 was received from the 
Trustees of the McGregor Fund in the USA. Fred Hoyle called Spencer Jones ñscrounger 
Jonesò. There were many delays as the design committee could not agree even on what kind 
of telescope to build, or to make key decisions. At one point the funding was removed. 
 
Eventually, the telescope was inaugurated by the Queen on 1 December 1967, with better 
opportunities for astronomers. The telescope ceased operation in 1979 and was moved to La 
Palma in the Canary Isles. It is still in operation. 
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Today the Herstmonceux dome for the ITN still 
stands but is half hidden behind trees, and is in a 
derelict state, not open to the public 
 

 
Photo/image/video courtesy of the Isaac Newton Group 
of Telescopes, La Palma 
 
 
 

Herstmonceux ï the final years 
 

The future of Herstmonceux came into question 
when the Science Research Council was formed, 
and all of UK astronomy funding was brought together, removing control from the Admiralty. 
The responsibility of the national time service and Navigational Almanacs were moved 
elsewhere. The Observatoryôs resources were redirected towards supporting university 
research: staffing and funds were cut. In 1974, it was agreed to fund three new telescopes in 
the Northern Hemisphere, abroad, one of which would be the relocation of the Isaac Newton 
Telescope. 
 

In June 1986, the newly titled Science and Engineering Research Council (SERC) announced 
that the Observatory would be moved to Cambridge. BBC took over the management of the 
time pips. There were further cuts to staffing and funding. Finally in 1997, it was announced 
that the Observatory would be shut down. The Observatory, after 323 years, ceased at the end 
of October in 1998. 
 

Achievements 
 

Despite all the delays, the RGO at Herstmonceux built up a reputation for world class 
astronomical research. Projects included careful mapping of star positions, monitoring of solar 
activity, provision of a national time service, and much more. 
 
Fortunately, the former Royal Observatory sites at Greenwich and Herstmonceux remain 
valuable assets in the public domain. Both sites are open to the public and provide a 
fascinating insight into the history and development of astronomy over 300 years. And we have 
some of its heritage, here at Clanfield. 
 

Sources 
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Observatory and Science Centre and Museum, Herstmonceux     https://www.the-observatory.org/ 
 
Equatorial Group of Telescopes      https://www.the-observatory.org/ 
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This issue the tables have been turned! This 
time around, Steve Knight became the 
interviewer and posed 10 questions to HAG 
member Geoff Burt about his astronomical 
interests. 
 
1) Could you tell us something about 
your background? 
 
I was born in January 1963, into the coldest 
Winter for 200 years. My timing never was 
much good; not that I remember anything 
about it! I grew up in Witley, a village near the Surrey/West Sussex 
border, and attended school and college nearby. Being a semi-rural 
area, the night skies were reasonably dark so that helped my early  

                                       stargazing days! 
 

The family ancestry goes back to west Dorset, near the border with Devon 
and Somerset. That might seem idyllic seen through modern eyes, but back 
in the 19th century and earlier it was a tough, sometimes harsh, existence 
for most folk. As it was, my great-great grandfather ended his days in 1903 
as a workhouse inmate! 
 
So, my family background, as with many people, goes back to agriculture 
but my late father broke with tradition. In 1948, seeing no future in delivering 
sausages for the local butcher, he joined the Royal Air Force as a 
technician. That in turn eventually led me into my working life, 30 years in 
military aviation, followed by 15 years in civil aviation so far.....and a 
passion for astronomy!                                                                                      A lot has Changed   
 
2) How did you first get interested in astronomy? 
 
I have a memory from a tender age, not quite sure when, of looking at the Moon and 
wondering quite what it was and how it hung there in the sky. That was possibly the first thing 
that got me looking skyward and I've specialized in observing the Moon ever since! 
 
Next, I happen to be of that generation who were children when the NASA Mercury, Gemini 
and Apollo missions were in full swing. In those days, around 50 to 60 years ago, it was 
impossible to be unaware of crewed spaceflight. Even those with no particular interest in the 
subject couldn't miss the almost constant space mission reports in the newspapers, on the 
radio, and on TV. Space was the 'in thing', so I watched the mission coverage and shows like 
'Sky at Night'. 
 
3) You specialise in drawing sketches of lunar features and astronomy cartoons. 
Could you tell us something about that?  
 
For reasons unknown, I have a bit of artistic ability. In professional life I started out as a 
technical illustrator, producing cutaways and exploded assembly views of aircraft systems for 
engineering manuals. 
 
Having studied perspective in my working life, this translated into making observational 
sketches of various lunar features while stargazing. I'd recommend this activity to anyone. 

Memberôs Interview - Geoff Burt FRAS Steve Knight 
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Don't worry if you don't fancy your artistic ability, the aim is accuracy rather than style. Even 
attempting to make a sketch teaches you to observe the subject properly. 
 

The cartooning mostly came about as a contribution to 'Hampshire Sky' magazine. I love 
drawing cartoons, because they blend creativity with humour and they're a great way of 
communicating to people of all ages! On one memorable occasion, I collaborated with authors 
and broadcasters Nigel Henbest and Heather Couper to contribute a set of cartoons for their 
book 'The Universe Explained'. One cartoon was a óStar Carô, where an impatient child is 
asking if the car has arrived at the nearest star yet! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

Star Car Cartoon 
 
4) You've been a mentor for the Open University 'Moons of Our Solar System' online 

course. What memorable experiences did you have? 
 
Back in 2015 I had a serious illness which very nearly finished me. While convalescing for a 
long period and with lots of time on my hands, I happened to join the Open University 'Moons 
of our Solar System' online course. 
 
Having completed the course, I volunteered to stay on as a mentor, providing encouragement 
and help for new students, and continued to do so for about 8 years until the Lead Educator, 
Prof. David Rothery, withdrew from leading the course in 2024. As far as I'm aware, the 
course content is still available. 
 
The whole experience was tremendous fun which, after all, is what learning should be! We 
had an online student/mentor forum for Q and A which was well attended. During the Covid 
period in particular there were several hundred students worldwide at any one time. 

 
5) Refractor or reflector? 

 
Hmm, tricky. Perhaps on balance the reflector has the edge for me. My favourite personal 
'scope was a 200mm Newtonian which, while it needed a bit of practice to set up properly, 
was very comfortable to use. Once everything was properly adjusted, you could simply stand 
by the eyepiece without any need for contortions and that was ideal for sketching! 
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Having said that, I'm impressed by the SeeStar 'Smart Scope' (I have an S50 model) which is 
a refractor although it's purely for imaging so you don't actually look through it. My favourite 
'scope at the observatory has always been the venerable 5-inch Cooke refractor. 
 
6) If you could visit anywhere in space where would you choose and why? 
 
The Moon because it's fascinating; easy as that! I wonder if before long it will be possible for 
space tourists to take trips around the Moon and even visit the surface. There are all kinds of 
breathtaking features on the lunar surface and it's relatively easy to get to. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Observational Sketch of 
Cassini Crater 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The way things are looking now with commercial companies aiming for the Moon, not to 
mention the resurgence of interest by NASA, there may well come a time in the not too distant 
future when it will be possible to spend a long weekend on our nearest neighbour in space! 

 
7) Who has influenced you? 
 
Many, many people have influenced me to some degree or other and this is a great 
opportunity for a shout-out to my fellow members at HAG; it's always great to have the benefit 
of others' support, advice and experience! 
 
My top three astronomical mentors, in no particular order, are Sir Patrick Moore, our own 
much-missed Dr. Robin Gorman, and Prof. David Rothery of the Open University. 
 
Nearly 20 years ago, I was researching an article about the Moon and visited the library at the 
South Downs Planetarium in Chichester. Out of the blue, I was invited to visit Sir Patrick at his 
home in Selsey! Taken aback, I mumbled something about needing to prepare something, but 
a week later I found myself sitting opposite him in his study for a chat. He lent me some books 
and typewritten notes, hammered out on his indestructible Woodstock typewriter! This was the 
first of a few visits I later made to Selsey in connection with astronomical activities. 
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When I joined HAG back in 2003, I began by attending Robin's Monday evening astronomy 
course. In those days, talks were delivered using an overhead projector with hand-drawn clear 
acetate sheets. No digital projection back then! Over the following years I benefitted from 
Robin's encouragement and, due to my artistic and graphics activities, he invited me to take 
part in UK National Astronomy Week of which he was the founder. In 2008, Robin and I visited 
Patrick Moore for a National Astronomy Week meeting and to this day I have a treasured 
image of both of them! 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Robin Gorman and Patrick Moore 
 
Earlier, I mentioned the Open University 'Moons of the Solar System online course, led by 
Prof. David Rothery. Over a period of years, we corresponded online, until we finally met when 
he came to Clanfield Memorial Hall to deliver a talk to HAG. At the time, I asked him to sign 
my copy of his book, "A Brief Introduction to Moons". Inside he wrote, "I thought you knew all 
about this anyway?"! 

 
8)  What is your most memorable astronomical observation, achievement or 
experience? 
 
Two things stand out. The first was being elected a Fellow of the Royal Astronomical Society 
back in 2009. This came out of my connection with UK National Astronomy Week and in due 
course I was invited to join the RAS. Definitely chuffed to bits about that! 
 
The second was also connected with National Astronomy Week. For the 2009 event, we 
celebrated the 400th anniversary of the telescope in astronomy. Everyone has heard of 
Galileo, but few at that time had heard of pioneer Jacobean astronomer Thomas Harriot, who 
actually beat Galileo to it by a matter of months. 


