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Editorial

With our winter solstice occurring on the 21, this month provides us with the longest nights of the year. In between the

winter squalls and storms, this provides perfect opportunity to capturing the delights of the galactic centre, as well as the
Milky Way regions in Crux and Carina.

The recent Volunteer Dinner held at The Pines Buffet Restaurant in Scarborough, attended by 24 staff and volunteers,
proved to be a great success and an excellent way to mark the end of the 1997/98 tour season. Personally, it provided
me with a great opportunity to gain some much appreciated feedback about changes I have incorporated into this

newsletter over the last couple of issues. Many thanks to those of you who gave me encouragement and suggested
further changes for future issues.

Further feedback is welcomed, so please feel free to contact me with
your comments or suggestions about how you would like to see your
newsletter. Without making the task too onerous for myself, I would
like to include material which is useful at a variety of skill levels, as
well as the usual news of upcoming events, Observatory news (such
as discoveries) and the like. I have also received a couple of offers
for future articles (at least that was my impression <grin>), so watch
out for these in coming months.

The featured article this month examines the use of averted vision, a
vital skill which if used correctly can enable you to see more of the
faint fuzzies. It is one in an ongoing series written by US amateur and
astronomy educator Jeff Medkeff and generously donated for use by
the wider astronomical community. Further articles by Jeff may ] )
appear from time to time in this newsletter. NGC 2997 in Antlia

A new feature from this issue is In the Eyepiece, a segment which features typical objects which are suitable for viewing
on night tours. Each month a different object will be highlighted with both historical and descriptive information as well

as an accompanying image. For added interest, a brief extract pertaining to the object will usually be included from the
journals of historic and otherwise notable astronomers.

I hope you enjoy this issue.

Highlights In The Sky

After a dearth of bright planets in the evening sky since February, we see their gradual return with appearance of
Mercury and Jupiter toward the end of the month.

Rising less than an hour before the Sun on the Ist, this month Mercury provides us with an opportunity for both
morning and evening viewing. It passes through superior conjunction on the 10™ before reappearing in evening twilight
late in the month. A challenging alignment with a very thin crescent Moon (17 hours old) and Pollux occurs on the 25"
before Mercury crosses into Cancer on the 30th.

Following its recent appulse with Saturn, the rapidly lowering Venus begins the month in eastern Pisces as it heads
towards the Sun. It moves into Taurus on the 19® and passes the Pleiades around the 22™, where it is close to the
waning crescent Moon, before finishing the month next to the Hyades cluster at first light

Throughout the month Mars remains too close to the Sun to be observed. However it may be glimpsed between the
horns of Taurus the Bull in the dawn sky at month end.

Phases of the Moon | FQ: Tue 2™ FM: Wed 10"  LQ: Wed 17 NM: Wed 24"







In the Eyepiece - Omega Centauri

Omega Centauri is the largest and brightest globular cluster visible in
the sky. It has been known for literally thousands of years, appearing in
Ptolemy’s catalogue, and labelled as a star by Bayer in the early 17®

century. Edmund Halley was the first to recognize it as a cluster in
1677.

Appearing to the naked eye as a hazy patch at magnitude 3.7, this giant
extends over an area greater than two-thirds that of the full Moon. Small
telescopes and even binoculars begin to resolve its outer regions into
stars, but it remains a splendid sight at any aperture.

Visually, the angular measurement of the cluster is 36.3 arc minutes,
which equates to a-diameter of around 180 Ly. However, estimates of
the diameter from photographic plates can at least double these values,

The cluster’s brilliance and large apparent size are due partly to its

relative closeness, which at 17000 light years makes it among the nearest FACT ﬁ le

globular clusters to us. The title for the nearest globular cluster, at a .

rather neighbourly distance of 8200 Ly, goes to the faint NGC 6397 in Na.me :  Omega Centauri

the constellation Ara. Type of object 1 Globular cluster
Other names : NGC 5139

It has been estimated that Omega Centauri contains more than one Constellation :  Centaurus

million stars. The stellar density at the core is thought to be some RA : 13h 26m 44s

25000 times greater than in the solar neighbourhood, with the average Dec: -47°28 37"

interstellar distance measuring around 0.1 Ly.

The brightest stars in the cluster are red and yellow giants some 1000x Magnitude : - 3.7

more luminous than our Sun. It also contains one of the richest Dls(asx?cef ;ZOQOL)'
populations of variable stars, which are predominantly RR Lyrae (or D 17.(—:: 36.3
cluster) variables with a pulsating period of less than a day. tameter :  180Ly

NGC description :  !!leL,B,eRi,vvC

“The noble globular cluster Omega Centauri is beyond all comparison the richest and largest of its kind in the heavens.
The stars are literally innumerable, and as their total light affects the eye hardly more than a star of 4" magnitude, the
minuteness of each star may be imagined...”  John Herschel

Supernova 1998ce

The automated supernova search program has scored another victory with a supernova discovered on March 19" by
Ralph Martin, Andrew Williams and Simon Woodings. Designated SN1998ce and reported in IAU Circular 6912, the
supernova is located in the galaxy MCG -4-24-19, which is located in the constellation Hydra near the border of Antlia,
at RA 10h10m35s Dec -25°49m31s (2000.0). The supernova’s discovery and position were confirmed with additional
images ‘taken at Perth Observatory on May 21%. No supernova was apparent in a previous image to mag. 19 taken on
May 3",

The MCG galaxies are listed in the Morphological Catalogue of galaxies, which is a Russian compilation from the 70’s
and 80’s. MCG -4-24-19 is about 40 megaparsecs (abbreviated Mpc) or greater than 130 million light years distant.
This is the Observatory's fourth supernova discovery in 1998, after SN1998a, SN1998¢ and SN1998x.

Courtesy: IAUC 6912

Night Tour Attendances

The final tally of visitors for the 1997/98 Night Tour season was 4167, which is just one fess than for the previous year’s
record figure! This represents a fine effort which we wouldn’t have been able to achicve without the invaluable
assistance rendered by the night tour volunteers.  For comparison, before we employed volunteer assistance the
attendance figure was about 2200.






t is Averted Vision, Anyway?

s often employ an observing technique called “averted vision”, the art of looking slightly to the side of a
being studied. This works because, we are told, there are more rods slightly off the optical axis of our eyes.

e is a great deal more to it than that, and with some understanding of the physiology of the eye, it will be seen
Te are right and wrong ways to use averted vision.

It is true that the density of rods peaks well outside the center of vision. Since the rods are the eye’s faint light detectors,
it stands to reason that this peculiarity of physiology is what makes averted vision work. The density of the rods at a
point 20 degrees off the center of vision reaches about 160,000 rod cells per square millimeter. This is a greater density

than the peak density of the cones - the eye’s bright light and color detectors - on the fovea (the center of vision), where
cones only reach about 140,000 cells per square millimeter.

The point of greatest density of the rods does not correspond to the point of greatest sensitivity, however. The area of
greatest sensitivity has been shown to vary considerably from observer to observer, but it is never as far as 18 degrees

from the center of vision. The reason for this has to do with the manner in which the retinal cells are “wired” to the
brain.

In the fovea, each cone is connected to a single ganglion cell, which in turn is hooked up to a nerve fiber that eventually
joins the optic nerve. As we move away from the fovea, each ganglion cell starts to service several cones or rods.
Eighteen degrees from the fovea, 100 rods might be connected to a single ganglion cell. At some point on this line
extending outward from the fovea, the number of rods per ganglion cell is such that the eye operates at peak sensitivity.
For most people, this point is somewhere between 8 and 16 degrees from the fovea.

But so far we have only been
considering the sensitivity of the eye
as a function of an image’s angle from
the fovea. One might suppose that it
makes a difference if we avert our
vision to the left or right, up or down,
or at some angle. And it does matter.
The most effective direction to avert
our eyes is that required to place the
object on the nasal side of our vision.
Simplified, this means if you are a
right-eyed observer, you shift your
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Source: http:/finsight. med.utah.edu/Webvision/imageswv/Ostergr jpeg By using this most efficient portion of

the retina, you will experience a gain
of some four magnitudes or more over your direct vision! The effect of this is not insignificant. It means the detection
or not of many stars and most details in deep sky objects.

It is important not to avert your vision the opposite direction - that is, if right eyed, you should not use averted vision by
shifting your gaze to the left. This will place the image on the blind spot, right where the optic nerve connects to the
retina. Nothing will be seen in such a circumstance, no matter how bright!

This poses an interesting dilemma for binocular observers and for those who use binocular viewing attachments on their
telescopes. Averting one eye to its optimal position puts the image on, or nearly on, the blind spot on the other eye.
This is counterproductive; the advantage of the binocular system is its use of two eyes. Inadvertently disabling one eye
makes no sense. The solution is simple, and astronomers have been saying it for centuries: look up!

The second most efficient direction to avert your gaze is upward - lock in the direction of the top of your head, so that
the image is below your center of vision. The area of the retina in use here is somewhat less sensitive than the optimal
horizontal location, but only slightly so. Doing this does not put the image in the blind spot of either eye, and
considering the gains to be had from binocular vision, this will likely prove as efficient (or more so) under such
conditions as using the optimal monocular method.

If you choose to avert your gaze downward, you will find your averted vision slightly less sensitive again. In actuality,
the retina is every bit as sensitive here as it is if you avert your vision upward, but it is sensitive over a much smaller
area. Thus, it is harder to consistently rest the image on the “sweet spot”.






