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The recent passing of th.e March equinox is an important way-point for southern 
hemisphere observers - it signals the progressively lengthening nights as winter 
approaches. Here at Perth Observatory that means it's coming up to PLANET time, 
when the galactic centre sweeps majestically overhead and this cutting-edge search 
for extra-solar planets gets under way. 
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Be quick! There's a special lecture announced this month that features the Young 
Australian of the Year who is an astronomer - no less! Places are VERY limited, 
so it's a case of first come - first served if you'd like to hear this young ambassador 
of science. 
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There's also another of Russell Porter's excellent engineering drawings of the Hale 
200" telescope project presented for your enjoyment. Read on!! 
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Highlights in the Sky 

Mercury, the winged messenger, is well placed as a morning object during the month of April. Located in Pisces near its 
border with Aquarius, the planet begins the month rising some one and a half hours ahead of the Sun and steadily increases 
its lead until mid-month. On the 14 th Mercury will be visible beneath a slender crescent Moon and may even be glimpsed by 
the careful observer during daylight as the Moon's limb passes a scant 0.1° from the planet. [Note : Although the 
separation between Mercury and the Sun will be some 27°, extreme caution should be exercised when viewing at 
daytime. If possible, use a building, tree or some other obstacle to obscure the Sun from view.] Mercury reaches 
Greatest Elongation West (greatest angular separation from the Sun) on the 16 th

, on which date it will rise two hours and ten 
minutes before the Sun. Thereafter Mercury will be seen to gradually descend the morning sky as it falls back toward the 
Sun. It passes through Cetus from the 23'd -29 th before approaching the rising Jupittr at the end of the month. 

Venus still dominates the early evening skies, setting slightly before 2000 for the entire month. Beginning in Aries, it passes 
into Taurus on the 8th where it will be located some 2 ½ degrees south of the Pleiades on the 12 th

. The planet will appear 
close to the Moon on the 18 th and 19 th and terminates the month as it prepares to pass between the Bull's horns. 
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Mars is the only planet available for prime evening viewing during April. 
Initially located in the constellation Libra, it rises some ninety minutes after 
sunset at the beginning of the month and appears steadily earlier as the month 
progresses. The planet crosses into Virgo on 16t\ on which date it rises 
around 1830, and will be visible for the entire night on the 25 th when it is at 
opposition. Mars will be close to the Moon on three occasions this month -
on the 3rd at the beginning of the month and on the consecutive nights of the 
29 th and 30 th at the end of the month. 

Following conjunction on April I'\ Jupiter will become visible again from 
about mid-month in the morning t"".ilight. As it climbs away from the Sun in 
the latter .part of the month, the giant planet will draw near to diminutive 
Mercury ahead of a close approach of the two planets in early May. 

Thu 15th Fri 23rd Fri 30th 



Saturn becomes lost lo view ear ly this 117011th as it heads towards conjunction 011 the 27 '". 11 wi ll reappear in the 117o r11111 g sky 
from mid May. 

Uranus and Neptune arc still in Capricornus. with both planets ming before midnight hy the end of the month. while distant 
Pluto remains in Ophi uc hus . 

In the Eyepiece - Eta Carinae Nebula 

A I though th e name more properly rders 10 the peculiar vari,1hlc st,1r ·17 (e ta) 
Ca rin ac , the name Eta Carinac is often associated with the bright diffuse 
nebula NGC3372 in which this sta r 1s embedded. 

Preceding the Southern Cross by a few degrees. this vast nebulous re gion is 
one or th e true treasures or the deep southern skies . Covering an area 
greater than its more we ll known cousi n. th e Orion Nebula. it is easi ly 
visible to the naked eye as a hr illianl patch or the Milky Way . 13 inocu lars 
and small telescopes reveal a stunnin g vista con tai nin g sw irl s of glowing 
gas allernaling with dark lanes and in terspersed with numerous jewelled 
sta r clusters. 

Situated al its heart and si lhouelled against the brilliant crntra l port ion or 
the nebu la is this ob1ec1 ' s most famous feature - a duk notc h called th e 
K e y h O IC ' s () 11 a Ille d h CC au s e () r i ls dis I I 11 CI i V C sh ,I 11 C 

The star 17 Carinac is itself an object which arouses great int erest. 
A !though it now on ly glows at a modest 61

1, or 7'" magnitude. thi s has no t 
always been th e case. During the past 1s brightness has fluc111atcd 
errati cally, wi th a peak magnitude or -I being recorded in 1843. It was at 
during !his mos! recent outburst that the star ejec ted a large quantity or 
material. The resultant expanding shell or gases, sometim es called th e 
Hom unculu s Nebula, has been imaged hy Hubhle Space Tel escope . 

Today 17 Carinac remains one or the most mass ive and lum inous stars 
known in our galaxy , and perhaps th e universe, with an estimated mass 
some 150 times that or the Sun and 4 million times brighte r. It rndiates 
99% of it s luminosity in the infrared part or the sp ectrum , where it is the 
brightest object in the sky at I 0-20 microns wavelength. 

FACT 

Name: 
Type or object : 

Other names : 
Constellati on : 

RA: 
Dec: 

Magnitude : 
Distance: 

Size: 
Di mensions : 

NGC Description : 

file 

NGC3372 
Bright nebula 
Dunlop 309 
Carina 
!Oh 43m 44s 
-59 ° 51'48" 

1.0 
10000 L.y. 
120.0'x 120.0' 

1 great neb ,Eta 
Cari nae 

Such large stars arc extremely unstable a11d arc co nsidered to be prime supernova candidates . It is highly probable that such 
a fate awaits 17 Carinac , with ast ron omers predicting it will end it s li re in a massive supernova exp lo sion within the next 
I 00,000 years. 

" ... to convey a f11ll impression of the beauty and rnblimity of th e spectacle offered by this 11 eb 11/a , when viewed in a sweep , 
ushered in as it is by a glorious and inn11m erab le procession of stars, to which it forms a sort of climax." 

Sir John Herschel 

Volunteer Training Nights 

Arie Verveer de111011.<lrati11g 
the site-te.<ti111i telescope 

March's training night was an opportunity for !h ose who attended th e annular eclipse to relive 
their experiences and also to share them with others who had missed the expedit ion . 
Commencing with some relaxed conversa tion around a cheese platter and cake while passing 
around ph otog raph s (courtesy or Mark Emmons), the evening progressed with a slide 
prcscntation ;b y Peter Birch as well as highlights rrom the eclipse video. 

Vic Levis, who shunned the main Observatory group in ravour or a mob of sheep, photographed 
the eclipse rrom a location near Walkaway . He produced a selection of excellent images that 
ltad been transferred lo computer fil es, and also aroused great interest when he showed orr th e 
ins trument he used lo acquire them - a M cadc ETX-90. 

Many thank s arc due to all tho se who attended the night and made it such a success, especially 
to those who brought so mething to share - whether it were the photographs or the nibhl ies. 

Thanks also lo Arie Yervecr who gracious ly allowed us lo overrun his sanctuary while he 
demonstrated one of his latest projects, an attachment that allows accurate site-testing through 
the Ob se rvat ory's portable telescopes. The device works by producing two separate images of 



Differences observed between the two images provide a reliable measure of "seeing'' and therefore the 
a particular site for astronomical observing. Arie also showed the plot of a mini-earthquake he had recorded 
on the seismograph he has located at the Observatory. The quakc's magnitude was around 2.5 on the Richter 

Astroriavigation Practice Nights - (7.00pm) Monday 99/04/12 and 99/05/17 

Superstar star viewing volunteer Bert Hollebon has kindly offered to share his knowledge of astronavigation with us. All 
staff are strongly encouraged to participate in this unique opportunity to learn about this fascinating topic from a person who 
has actually used this technique many times in "field" conditions. On April 12th the theory will be 
discussed and in the next month (May 17 th

) we will conduct the practical component with Bert's 
sextant. Sincere thanks arc expressed to Bert for action above and beyond the call of duty. If 
you are planning to attend either of these sessions, would you please notify Greg Lowe on 
9293-8255 of your intention. 

Unfortunately, we have visitors using the VOF on both these nights so telescope practice will 
not be possible (sorry - JB ®). 

Note that the dates for the next few training nights are: 

April 12th 

Astronavigation 
(theory) 

Observatory Open Day 

May 1711
' 

Astronavigation 
(practical) 

June 14th 

TBA 
July 5th 

TBA 

As announced briefly in last month's newsletter, there is to be an Observatory Open Day held on Sunday May 2nd (12:00 
noon - 5:00 pm) in conjunction with the Bickley Valley Harvest Festival and the National Science Week. 

Volunteers are required to assist in operating the solar projection telescope, directing the public around the grounds etc. 
Volunteer help will be essential as some permanent staff will not be able to attend. Please register your willingness to help 
on the Astronomy Field Night roster sheet (attached to the clipboard under the under the volunteer noticeboard). 

Young Australian of the Year - Special Lecture at Perth Observatory Wed 99/05/12 7 :30pm 

The Australia Day Council has contacted Perth Observatory and organised for Dr Bryan Gaensler, Young Australian of the 
Year, to deliver a lecture lo university students at the Observatory. At this stage we arc unsure of the topic but we have 
requested it that it be related to his (recent) experiences in the education system and in particular astronomy education. No 
doubt it will be filled with all sorts of astronomical tidbits. Space is limited and the talk is aimed at students, however ten 
spaces are available to Perth Observatory volunteers. To reserve your seat, please contact Volunteer Coordinator Jamie 
Biggs before Monday 99/05/03. After that date any spare seats will be reallocated to others. Finger food ·and drinks will be 
served after the lecture. 

VIP (Vollies In Print) 

Congratulations to Jacquie Milner and Bevan Harris, who feature (separately) as authors in the latest issue of "Sky & Space". 
In both instances they write about their experiences during the recent annular eclipse expedition to Greenough. 

Once in a Blue Moon 

Two full moons occur in Western Australia this month. According to a recent tradition, the second occurrence of a full moon 
in the same calendar month is referred to as a "bl11e 1110011 ". If this 11se of the term is only a rece11t phenomenon, the 
question begs an answer as to how it came about a11d just what is the true origin of the phrase "Once i11 a blue 1110011"? The 
following article, authored by Philip Hiscock, seeks to explain the term. Originally appeari11g on Usenet i11 the 
"alt.usage.english" newsgroup FAQ several years ago, it was reposted to the "sci.astro.amateur" newsgroup earlier this 
year. An updated version of the article, from which minor alterations have been draw11, also appeared in the March 1999 
issue of "Sky & Telescope" magazine (pp 52-55). 



The phrase "blue moon" has been around a long lime, well over 400 years, bul during lhal lime ils meaning has shifted 
a'round .a lot. I have counted seven different meanings lhal have been carried by the lcrm, and al lcasl four of them are still 
current today. The earlies! uses of the term arc in a phrase remarkably like early references lo "green cheese". Both were 
used as examples of obvious absurdities about which there could be no argument. r:our hundred years ago , 1r someone said 
"He\Woul~ argue the moon was blue", the average l6lh-ccnluryman would lake il lhe way we lake "He 'd argue lhal black is 
while '." The earlies! citation is a 1528 poem "Rede Mc and Be Nol Wroth" "YI !hey say the monc is blcwc/Wc , musl 
believe that it is true." · 

This understanding of a blue moon's being absurd 
meaning, that of "never" . To say that 
turned blue was like saying lhal it would 
got a day near Christmas assigned lo 

Bul ol course , there arc examples ol 
the third meaning: the moon's 
Indonesian volcano Krakatoa 
sunsets green and the moon blue all 
two years. In 1927, a I ale monsoon 
moon. And the moon in 

1951 when huge forest fires in 
the sky. Even by the 19th century, it 
moons were rare , they did happen from 
blue moon" came about. It meant then 
was fairly int·requenl, but nol quite regular 
lour, and today il is still the main one. 

(lhe firs! meaning) led eventually lo a second 
something would happen when the moon 

happen on Tib's Eve (al least before Tib 
her). 

lhc moon actually turning blue; that's 
visually appearing blue. When lhc 
exploded in 1883, ils dust turned 
around lhe world for 1he bcsl parl of 
in India sel up conditions for a blue 

Ncwroundland was turned blue in 
A lbcrla threw smoke particles up into 

was clear lhal although visually blue 
lime lo lime. So the phrase "once in a 

exactly whal it means today: lhal an event 
enough lo pinp oint. That's meaning number 

I know of six songs thal use "blue moon" as a symbol of sadness and loneliness. In half of them, lhc poor crooner's moon 
turns 10 gold when he gels his love al the end of the song. That's meaning number five: check your old Elvis Presley or Bill 
Mon roe records for more information. 

And did I mention a slinky blue liquid in a cocktail glass, one lhal requires curapo , gin , and perhaps a lwisl of lemon? 
That's number six. 

Finally , in the 1980s, another was popularized (chiefly by lhc game Trivial Pursuit): lhc second full moon in a month. The 
earliest reference cited for this is The Maine Farmers' Al111anac for 1937. Rumour has it that when !here were lwo full 
moons in a calendar monlh, calendars would pul the firs! in red, the second in blue. While there is no evidence lo support 
lhis assertion, il has nol slopped its rapid acceptance inlo modern folklore. 

Robust debate continues 011 this topic with a second i11sta/111ent appearing i11 the May /999 issue of "Sky & Telescope", as 
well as on Internet disrns.rion groups. One argument is that a "blue: moon" is actually the fourth full moon to occur in a 
given season, while others reaffirm the second full 1110011 in a 111011th /citing antique cale11dars as proof). All! ca11 say is 
"stay tuned." 

Field Stop 

Following lasl month's Field Stop, I received a ]eller rrom fellow volunteer John Mills which contained this somewhat deep 
offering (Thanks John!). If you have some astronomical tidbit, humorous or otherwise, why 1101 follow John's example and 
share ii around in another Field Stop? 

Two astronomers were talking in a reslauranl. 

"Yes," said one "According lo these calculations in about eleven billion years lhc sun will swell up and engulf lhe 
earth," 

A man silting al a nearby table rushed over: 

"How long did you say? How long did you say?" 

"Aboul eleven billion years." 

"Thank God! I thought you said eleven million!" 

If you have something to contribute lo the newslcller, you can submit it to me via fax on (08) 9250 8240 or e-mail lo <bmh@bigpond.com>. 
Allernalively, submissions may be pinned lo the volunteer notice board for collection. Thanks, Bevan 


