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Welcome to the third issue of our SAGAS 
Offline, which has a slightly different look 
about this it time. Many thanks to all those 
of you, who sent in their contributions, 
which has helped to create a bumper 
issue. 
 

 
 
 
SAGAS SUMMER MEETING 2009 

HAG/NITELIFE 
Graham Bryant 

 
It has for many years been a tradition that 
astronomical societies in the SAGAS area 
come together for a summer astronomical 
convention usually hosted by one of the 
SAGAS societies. There are exceptions to 
that convention and that is when Nightlife 
makes the offer to host such an event. 
Nightlife is not an astronomical society but 
it began its life serving the astronomical 
societies in SAGAS area with a newsletter 
and the occasional astronomical 
convention. 
 
Two years ago, Nightlife agreed to host 
the 2009 International Year of Astronomy  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SAGAS summer convention in Portsmouth 
and set July 4th 2009 as the date. 
 
Traditionally Nightlife maintains a 
connection with the Royal Navy for the 
venue, which is either at the Victory Club 
in HMS Nelson or the Royal Sailors Home 
Club – now the Royal Maritime Club which 
is where this summer’s convention was 
held. Both Pete Seiden and I having lived 
in and around Portsmouth, the home of 
the Royal Navy, for much of our lives, Pete 
Seiden worked in the Naval Base for many 
years and hence the connection. 
 
The speakers billed this year offered a 
variety of interests and topics for the 
audience. There was to be five speakers; 
three professors and two PhDs giving the 
presentations. We were also grateful to 
have trade stands and a number of society 
stands around the hall.  
 
Delegates gathered from around 9.00 am 
onwards and at 10.30 am John Axtell, 
secretary of SAGAS gave the opening 
address and welcomed over 100 
delegates to the event and then handed 
over proceedings to the Nightlife team. 
 
Professor Bob Nichol from the Institute of 
Gravitation and Cosmology at University of 
Portsmouth gave the opening presentation 
and discussed Dark Energy. This was a  
subject close to his ‘research heart’ as it 
was one of the subjects that his 
department at the University of 
Portsmouth are much involved with. 
 
The next presentation was given by  
Emeritus Professor Carl Ross, again from  
the University of Portsmouth, whose 
research over many years has involved 
the design of nuclear submarines for the 
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Prof Bob Nicol                          Photo Graham Bryant 
 
Royal Navy and other deep diving 
submersibles. Prof. Ross gave an 
interesting talk on the feasibility, design 
and difficulties of exploring the sub-ice 
oceans of Europa, one of the moons of 
Jupiter. Prof. Ross looked at some of the 
solutions that may be required if we were 
to ever explore that world, a world that 
holds the tantalising possibility of 
harbouring extremeophiles (life that lives 
in hostile and in extreme environments). 
 
As usual lunch was long enough for 
delegates to wander around the historic 
area of Portsmouth and it’s visitor 
attractions, take in the history of the area 
and grab a bite to eat. 
 
After lunch, Professor Don Pollacco from 
Queens University Belfast and Principle 
Investigator of Super Wasp at the 
Northern European Observatory in La 
Palma gave the audience an update of the 
latest findings and research in the now fast 
moving field of the discovery of exoplanets 
and the holy grail of exoplanet research – 
finding earth type planets.  
 
Dr John Mason, well-known speaker, 
author, broadcaster and principle lecturer 
at the South Downs Planetarium in 
Chichester, gave a humorous account of 
his travels of many years as an 
astronomical tour guide. His illustrated talk 
was richly peppered with stories and 
anecdotes of the people he met during his 
worldwide travels. 
 
The final speaker of the day was to have 
been Dr Allan Chapman from Wadham 
College, Oxford. Pete Seiden agreed to 
collect him by car in order that we would 
thwart any attempts of public transport to 
mess things up. As it was, there was a 
massive hold up on the A34. Therefore, for 
hours no traffic got through to Oxford and 
the police eventually turned all traffic 
south, consequently and disappointingly, 

 
Prof Don Pollacco                    Photo Graham Bryant      
 
Dr Chapman did not make the talk – the 
first time in his life, he says, he had not 
made an engagement to speak.   
 
As Pete Seiden was in constant touch we 
were able to ask the two afternoon 
speakers to extend their talks, and we 
finished at 4.20pm instead of 5pm.  Our 
grateful thanks are extended to Don and 
John for providing cover ‘on the hoof’. 
 
Oh….the cause of the hold-up???   … a 
double-decker bus caught fire!!! 
 
See you next year. 
 
Perhaps the bus caught fire because for 
once it was running on time!!!!!!! Thanks to 
Graham and Pete for their hard work in 
organising what was a good day, with the 
addition of some really lovely weather. ED 
 

HERSTMONCEUX 2009 
Jan Young 

 
On Saturday 12th and Sunday 13th 
September Herstmonceux Science Centre  
held their usual successful open weekend 
with a programme of lectures, visits to the 
domes, trade stands (including a beer 
tent) and an area dedicated to local  
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Herstmonceux Science Centre        Photo Jan Young 
 
Astronomy Societies where SAGAS had a  
stand alongside the Society for Popular  
Astronomy and several other SAGAS  
societies, Wealden, East Sussex, 
 

 
SPA Stand                                       Photo Jan Young 
 
Eastbourne, with Basingstoke, Cody and 
Worthing Astronomers representatives on 
the SAGAS stand itself. 
 

 
Eastbourne AS Stand                      Photo Jan Young 
 
There were a couple of other societies 
present who at the time of writing are not 
members of SAGAS, but hopefully a bit of 
friendly persuasion may have encouraged 
them to join in the not so distant future. 
 

The display boards recently purchased by 
SAGAS were put into good use, as was 
the even more recently purchased Lunar  
Globe. 
 

 
SAGAS Globe                                 Photo Jan Young 
 
Camping was available once again in the 
grounds as in previous years, with the 
exception that for once, this year, the skies 
were clear overnight. There were 
comments on the Sunday about the 
exceptional clarity of the previous night. 
 

 
Entertainment by Phil Alner, Cody   Photo Jan Young 
 
Phil Alner from Cody seemed to be 
enjoying himself with various scientific and 
interesting ‘toys’! 
 

 
East Sussex AS                               Photo Jan Young 
 
 



 4 

As was usual the venue was visited by the 
local team of Storm-Troopers on leave 
from fighting wars in a Galaxy far, far, 
away. 
 

 
Phil Alner Cody, Brian Halls Worthing Astronomers & 
the SAGAS stand.                           Photo Jan Young 
 

ASHFORD AS 
Exceptional GCSE Astronomy 

Pass Announced 
 

Ashford AS have proudly announced that 
a youngster of 12 years has passed their 
GCSE in Astronomy with an A Grade. 
Well done and congratulations from all in 
SAGAS. 
 
Ashford are also holding a day of 
astronomy called an Astrobash at the end 
of October, more details can be found 
further inside this issue. 
 

CODY AS 
Phil Alner 

 

 
Jupiter Stacked 50x0.06sec            Photo Phil Alner 
 
The two pictures of Jupiter shown here 
were taken as part of a project showing 
newcomers how to take images through a 
telescope, in this case a Meade LX200 + 
LPI camera. 
 

 
Jupiter & Moons                Photo Phil Alner, Cody AS 

 
CROYDON AS 

DAY OUT AT OTFORD 
Paul Harper 

 
If someone had said I would be walking 
around the solar system in one morning, I 
would think they were mad.  
 
In Otford, near Sevenoaks, Kent however, 
you can do just that. On a scale of 5 billion 
to 1, models of the inner and outer planets 
have been setup, starting in the local 
recreation ground for the rocky bodies, 
moving further afield for the gas giants, (in 
the middle of a field in the case  
of Pluto).  
Information is given at each point, which 
includes the planet’s relative position to 
the sun and its orbit path in space. 
 
It wouldn’t happen in a space probe, but at 
Saturn we even got offered tea  
and biscuits! The weather held for the 
duration of the walk which took about 2 
hours to complete, finishing up with a 
substantial lunch at a local pub. 
 

 
Croydon AS at Otford         Picture Courtesy of Altair 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 5 

CROYDON AS 
THE GREAT LOOK UP 

Paul Harper 
 

This event was organised by the 
University of Surrey on the evening of 
Friday 28th August, at the Varsity Centre, 
Guildford. This year the British Science 
Festival comes from Guildford. The  
event starts on 5th September and 
finishes on the 10th September. You can 
find more details on:  
 
http://www.britishscienceassociation.org/w
eb/BritishScienceFestival/  
 
The Great Look Up was organised with the 
help of Guildford AS. They were also 
assisted by Crawley AS, Horsham AS, 
Ewell AS, Hants Astro and of course 
ourselves.  
 
The event was designed to encourage 
members of the public to come, observe, 
and learn more about astronomy and 
about local astronomical societies. 
 
There were three guest speakers for the 
evening, Maggie Philben (ex Tomorrow's 
World presenter), John Axtell (Guildford 
AS) and Andy Blair (Surrey University).  
The telescopes were housed in a large 
Astroturf football field, with a stage, which 
had a large screen linked up to a 
telescope to display images of the Moon 
and Jupiter. An area was also set aside for 
Hants Astro, which organised a telescope 
clinic.  
 
The event was also on Twitter to  
encourage people around the world to 
send photographs and their experiences. I 
am not too sure that part of the event was 
wholly successful 
 

 
John Axtell Guildford AS     Picture Courtesy Of Altair 
 

In all, there were over 300 members of the 
public, 35 telescopes and over 1,000 
tweets.  

 
EASTBOURNE AS 
Keith Brackenborough 

 
The total membership of the Eastbourne 
society stands exactly the same as last 
year at 102 with 11 new members and 2 
re-joiners from previous years. 
Following the IYA 2009 ‘Spring  Moon 
watch’ event which was badly let down by 
poor publicity, the society is having two 
more  public observing sessions for the  
Autumn Moon Watch, these will be held on 
Saturday 24th October and Sunday 25th at 
Helen Gardens, a small park on the 
Eastbourne seafront.  We have been 
promised more publicity this time. 
 
The Observing evenings are held nine 
miles from the town in the village of 
Arlington and are increasing in popularity 
with a short basic talk that now takes place 
in the village hall if the weather is poor, so 
members are still encouraged to attend 
regardless of observing conditions.  The 
talks cover a range of subjects, but will be 
more informal than the normal meetings.    
Seven dates from October to April have 
been planned. This year we hope to be 
joined by the Lewes Astronomers making 
it a more inter-society event. 
 
We have had only 5 visiting speakers 
instead of 7 or 8 and they all came from 
relatively nearby. The treasurer is to 
recommend to the AGM on 10th October 
that the subscription should remain at £10, 
being one of the cheapest of any local 
society. 
 
The society has purchased speaker 
amplifier equipment costing £235.92 
following a comment at the last AGM that 
people could not hear all the speakers at 
the back of the hall at our meetings. 
 
The society owns five telescopes and a 
pair of 25x 100 binoculars. Renovation of 
the Dobsonian 12” is under way. 
 
These instruments will be used at the 
observing evenings where members are 
also encouraged to bring along their own 
equipment. 
 
The society was present at the  
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Herstmonceux Astronomy Festival led by 
Gordon Taylor who is also the Director of 
the computer section of the BAA and a 
committee member of the Eastbourne 
society. 
 

ORPINGTON AS 
Autumn Deep Sky Camp 

13th-16th November 2009  
 
Orpington AS must be a hardy bunch as 
they have organised a weekend camping 
event in November! 
 
Based near Tenterden, Kent, they will be 
assured of dark skies if weather permits. 
More details can be found on the 
Orpington AS website.  
 
www.orpington-astronomy.org.uk/special.html 
 
Let us all hope there is a pub within 
distance for the occasional tot of rum and 
brandy to warm up those attending! 
 

VECTIS AS 
IYA Report Nettlestone Camp 

Brian Curd 
 
July’s Vectis AS IYA event was at a 
Buckinghamshire Schools Summer Camp 
in Nettlestone in July. A group of VAS 
members took telescopes and binoculars 
along on a rather cloudy Saturday 
evening.  
 
The sky cleared quite a bit as darkness fell 
and our efforts were rewarded with good 
views of the Moon, Jupiter (and some of 
its moons) and the inquisitive attentions of 
about 120 school children, along with their 
teachers, who were visiting the IOW for 
their Summer Camp from a selection of 
schools in Buckinghamshire and 
Hertfordshire. The children were 
somewhat distracted by calls for supper 
but, as usual, VAS members were 
impressed and sometimes “floored” by the 
questions they asked! After the children 
had retired, we continued with a rather 

 
Nettlestone Camp                           Photo Brian Curd 

more relaxed viewing session for the 
teachers with theTelescopes closed for 
viewing at about 23.30 as the clouds once 
again rolled in and condensation became 
a problem. Many thanks to all the helpers 
who attended a very successful event..... 
 

WEALDEN AS 
Trip To Greenwich 

12th July 2009 
Chris Ellis 

 
The weather was fine and dry for 14 
members of Wealden AS on a tour of the 
Royal Greenwich Observatory on Sunday 
12th July. 
 
We met at the main gates at 10.30 to 
await our tour guide Graham Dolan, who 
was to give the members a privileged look 
at parts of the site not normally seen by 
the public. We started our tour by entering 
the main building through a side entrance 
and proceeded to the main building. 
Graham explained on the way the history 
of Greenwich and its progress as an 
Astronomical Observatory. We first looked 
at an early transit mural quadrant and 
telescope. The markings on the quadrant 
circle were of interest. There are two 
scales, one being the true scale of the 
Zenith to the Horizon, the other takes into 
account the aberration caused by the 
density of the Earth’s atmosphere. 
 
In the corner was a long tube reaching to 
the ceiling, this is a Zenithal telescope and 
could be moved a few degrees from the 
vertical in a small, 5 degree arc. After a 
short discussion on how and why the 
Observatory was set up by Charles II in 
1675, we moved on to the outside and 
took a look at the remains of William 
Herschel’s 40ft telescope. Before our 12 
o’clock show in the recently installed 
planetarium all the members posed posed 
on the Greenwich Meridian line, Graham 
described why the line was where it is 
today. 
 
The show in the planetarium was titled 
‘Invaders To Mars’ and was about our 
obsession with the Red Planet.  
 
After the show we joined our host for a 
look at the Altazimuth telescope housed it 
its tiny dome. Inside the dome was a 6 
inch Cooke Refractor on a German 
equatorial mount, still in working order. 
As we gathered round the instrument 
Graham explained how Greenwich 
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expanded to include more modern 
instruments and the effects of 
encroachment of the Victorian industrial 
era He described how the nearly 
Greenwich power station affected the 
precise measurements being undertaken 
by the instruments due to vibration. Later 
underground electrification was to badly 
affect magnetic equipment within the 
Observatory. 
 
We moved back into the main building and 
on the way Graham mentioned how the 
main buildings were added to over the 
years, what happened after the Second 
World War and the decision to move to 
Sussex and Herstmonceux. Our next treat 
was the great 28 inch Refractor originally 
at Greenwich and transferred to Sussex, 
then finally returned to its housing at 
Greenwich. This was done so that a new 
instrument could be accommodated at 
Herstmonceux. Graham explained that the 
dome was renewed as had all the domes 
at some stage, the originals being 
constructed of Papier-mâché. Despite the 
new dome with its distinctive onion shape, 
space was tight it was possible for the 
telescope to trap its user at certain angles. 
The instrument is now used on public 
observing evenings as are those at the 
Science Centre. Our final visit was up the 
spiral staircase to the dome once housing 
a 13 inch Astrographic. The housing has 
been completely stripped of all its internal 
structure to accommodate a modern spiral 
staircase. The dome is permanent 
reminder fixture to retain the original 
appearance but inside is a library. The 
centre has a round table and a large 
circular balcony with shelves full of books 
and circulars, largely yearbooks of the 
Observatory’s activities. 
 
We sat down around the table and 
Graham talked about the Greenwich site 
and instruments, all recorded in the 
yearbooks around us. Soon it was time 
to end our visit and we departed down the 
spiral staircase and at the bottom we said 
goodbye to Graham.  
 

WORTHING ASTRONOMERS 
PLANET/MOON WATCH 

WEEKEND 
Jan Young 

 
Friday 25th September through to Sunday 
27th September, Worthing Astronomers 
held another Planet/Moon Watch weekend  

at the usual venue of Splash Point. Once 
again, we had clear skies on all three 
nights though there was some very high 
hazy cloud on the Sunday evening. 
However, this served to reduce the glare 
when looking a Jupiter, making the 
markings on the planet even more 
prominent. The Moon was the usual 
beautiful object and even Neptune 
although a tiny blue star-like object, it 
could be found with ease. Several of our  
newer members came along and 
introduced themselves and brought along 
equipment. Afterwards some of the visitors 
signed up to become members. We will be 
having another a Moonwatch Week at the 
very end of October at the same place as 
part of the IYA celebrations and hopefully 
shall have good weather once again. 

 

 
Worthing Astronomers                     Photo Jan Young  
 

ASTROBASH 2009 
ASHFORD AS 

Saturday 24th October 

So What is Astrobash? Astrobash is a 
full afternoon and evening of space, 
science and fun! It's Kent's opportunity to 
look up into space, and it's open to all 
ages!  

Ashford Astronomical Society is hosting a 
celebration of Astronomy giving the public 
a chance to have a look through 
telescopes at the wonder of the night sky - 
with friendly guides on hand to explain it 
all! 

Telescopes will be available during the 
evening, and a series of fascinating talks 
have been organised during the afternoon, 
using our advanced computerised 
projectors and planetarium. 

During the day we plan to use a specially 
modified 'Solar Telescope' to image the 
sun on a large projector screen, and we 
will also be attempting to link up to an 
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earth orbiting satellite and gain a live 
weather forecast! 

For our younger visitors there is a bouncy 
castle, a chance to make and fly your own 
rocket, create your own planet, try your 
hand at controlling a lunar lander and even 
meet a Dalek! 

We will also be raffling a brand new 
Astronomical Telescope during the day. 

For further details visit the website of 
Ashford AS. 

http://www.ashfordastro.org.uk/website 

Meet A Dalek At Ashford! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
IYA 2009 

Stonehenge Winter Solstice 
Event 

December 16th – 19th 2009 
 
During normal opening hours, leading 
archaeologists and astronomers will be on 
hand offering tours of the site itself and, for 
the more energetic, tours of the 
surrounding landscape and its 
monuments, and an exhibition of 
remarkable astronomical images.  
 
If you are on site at 16:00hrs, you will be 
able to stay to watch the sunset (weather 
permitting!) before the site closes. 
 
After the site closes to the public, there is 
a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to visit the 
interior of the stone circle after sunset - 
PRE-BOOKED ONLY PLACES 
STRICTLY LIMITED.  
 
If you want to enter the normally closed 
centre circle at close quarters, make a 

booking by contacting Lara Maisey 
lkm@ras.org.uk, Tel 020 7734 4582 
ex221. 
 

PRACTICAL TIPS 
TRIPOD STEADYING 
John Axtell, Guildford AS 

 
I expect that sometimes you will have 
found your tripod to wobble a little, making 
the image shudder in the eyepiece. OK it 
settles down, but it can be irritating. This 
can be especially noticeable on the more 
lightweight of mounts, especially the 
lightweight aluminium ones that we buy as 
a relatively cheap “grab and go” mount to 
take on holiday or whatever. 
 
I certainly find this with an EQ1 that I 
bought to use with an Orion short-tube 
80mm refractor – it can be really wobbly!  
So how can we make it a little steadier?  
One answer is to use gravity – make it 
heavier.  This will have the effect of 
dampening out some of those vibrations 
(they’re not good ones!).  I use whatever 
happens to be at hand; bricks, sand or 
water.  In a builder’s shop I found a very 
useful little accessory, a canvas open-
topped bag into which one can heap sand, 
stones, a brick or two.  It has three straps, 
one for each tripod leg. 
This ensures that the weight is hanging 
centrally under the mount itself and gives 
greater stability, especially against a 
breeze.  An advantage of this is that the 
cloth bag can fold away taking little space 
and is all you need to take with you – 
assuming you are confident that 
appropriate ballast can be found at your 
observing site.   
 
This bag is useful but unless you are filling 
it with depleted uranium, you might not get 
as much dampening, as you might like.  
Water can be heavy (oh no, not another 
nuclear reference!) but clearly a cloth bag 
is not a suitable receptacle for this.  I use a 
plastic jerry-can, such as the sort we buy 
containing several litres of anti-freeze.   
 
This can be taken empty and filled on the 
spot.  So how are we to attach this to the 
tripod?  The answer is to be found 
perhaps in your garden shed!  Find an old 
hanging basket where perhaps the frame 
has seen better days, perhaps rusting 
quietly away.  It will have chains from 
which it used to be hung.  Those chains 
are probably still OK, and are usable for 
our purposes.  The chains consist of three  
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separate strands, combining into one 
central stand that attaches to the hook by 
which your filled basket was hung.  The 
triple elements of the chain each has a 
spring clip, and we will use these to secure 
once we have wrapped around each of the 
tripod legs.   I was concerned that the 
chains and clips might scratch the 
relatively soft aluminium legs.  I solved this 
by again rummaging in the garden shed!   
 
Sure enough, there was an old bicycle tyre 
inner tube.  I cut off some, three or so 
inches in length, and threaded one onto 
each of the three strands.  You can then 
wrap that part round the leg, and then 
secure it into place using the clip.  The 
result is that the central hook now hangs 
down directly below the central mount.  
The water container can now be attached 
to this, adding considerably more weight to 
the assembly.  
 
Obviously the length of extension you wish 
to make on the telescopic legs determines 
the height of the tripod.  This might mean 
that the water container is swinging free, 
above the ground. This won’t do, as it will 
start a pendulum action that will cause 
more perturbation at the eyepiece. The  
 
answer is to lower the container.  It’s 
important that you don’t lower it to the 
point that it sits on the ground, because 
that will waste all your hard work as the 
floor is now bearing the weight, rather than 
the tripod.  Lower it just enough that it just 
about make contact with the ground.  This 
will be enough to stop it swinging, but 
leaving the vast bulk of the weight 
supported by the tripod.   
 
You can dangle the jerry can from the 
hook using string, but the downside of 
string is that any knots will tighten under 
the tension caused by the weight, and will 
be difficult to undo – especially in the dark.  
 
What I use came from, no not the garden 
shed again, but my greenhouse!  I use a 
couple of garden ties, the sort often used 
to secure a small sapling to a stake.  
These are rubber, have holes built in so 
that one end can slip through, and with a 
twist, secured. These are easy to adjust to 
the appropriate height, and easy to undo. 
 
So get out into that shed, or perhaps down 
to the garden centre, and see how these  
everyday and inexpensive items can  
improve your observing experience. 
 

STARTING AS A STARGAZER   
Rebecca Mitchelmore, Vectis AS 

 
The new telescope seemed much larger in 
my dining room than it had at the 
Planetarium. I read the ‘quick setup’ 
guide and skimmed the user manual, 
practised putting the bits together and 
watched the sky impatiently.  
 
That evening was cloudy, but a crescent 
moon could be seen in gaps in the clouds. 
Out I went, ferrying equipment onto the 
driveway. It was theoretically very easy to 
assemble the telescope, though I was all 
thumbs in the gathering dusk. The 25mm 
eyepiece dropped into its place. 
 
The red dot in the finder had been set up 
for me to a usable accuracy - I suspect 
this would have been the most difficult 
part. I plugged in the controller and 
switched on. Finding the moon was trickier 
than I expected. I pushed buttons on the 
handset, bobbing up and down as I 
squinted at the red dot and the top of the 
scope and the moon, while the telescope 
buzzed and slewed. 
 
At last, a bright light shone at the 
eyepiece, and after some, more twiddles 
the moon appeared, crisp and undeniably 
mountainous. I goggled like a tourist, then 
groped in the box for the 9mm eyepiece 
and changed over. Far more features now 
appeared, including tiny craters. The 
family were marched out into the night so 
that each person could 
take a ceremonial look (one or two of them 
did actually want to) and I discovered how 
rapidly the sky moves, continually having 
to chase the moon to keep it in view. 
 
Three or four nights later the weather 
improved enough to try again. The moon 
was nearly half-full, again visible through 
high clouds. Once again I lined up the 
scope, and began to make a more serious 
attempt to recognise the maria and a few 
major craters. Even through thin cloud the 
light was dazzling, but the long shadows 
around the terminator gave wonderful 
clarity.  
 
The cloud broke somewhat, and I turned 
to the bright star which I thought was 
Saturn. After some more buzzing and 
twizzling (often in the wrong direction) I 
finally got my red dot lined up. Peering in  
the 25mm eyepiece I saw a bright 
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yellowish spot. I plopped in the 9mm, and 
eagerly looked at ... nothing. Returning to 
the 25mm, I assimilated the importance of 
centring the image before changing 
eyepieces, and tried again. This time a 
wobbling yellow doughnut presented itself. 
Groping for the focus knob, I eventually 
turned it in the right direction and a wobbly 
disc appeared. The vibration settled down, 
and in the eyepiece floated a tiny serene 
Saturn and its rings, with two infinitesimal 
points of its moons punctuating the 
blackness.  
 
Then the clouds came trooping over, and I 
dismantled everything and fled indoors….. 

 
A SPACEMAN –  

JEAN-FRANÇOIS CLERVOY 
John Axtell, Guildford AS 

 
“A society that stops exploring is a society 
that stops progressing” 
 
When working in London I occasionally 
attended lectures at the Space Section of 
the Royal Aeronautical Society.  These  
 
meetings are held at Burlington House, 
just where Piccadilly meets Hyde Park.   
 
They start around 18.30 hrs and are free.  
On Wednesday 12th November 2008 the 
talk was given by a visiting astronaut from 
the European Space Agency, Jean-
François Clervois and my opening quote 
was amongst his inspirational lines.  His 
talk was principally about his three 
missions into space and the upcoming 
work at the International Space Station.   
 
This was very appropriate considering the 
then imminent 10th anniversary of the 
launch of the very first ISS module by the 
Russians from Kyuratam. 
 
Some interesting snippets came out, 
especially about the interactions of the two 
principal ISS partners, the Americans and 
the Russians.  The US signed up to use 
metric measurements, but maybe this was 
far too radical a concept for US industry.   
 
Suffice to say that if an astronaut has to 
perform work outside on the ISS they have 
to take with them two sets of tools, one in 
metric measurements, the other in old-
fashioned imperial (AF and torque 
wrenches scaled in PSI).  I wonder if that 
is why US astronaut Heidi-Marie managed 
to lose her handbag of tools – perhaps 

they were only metric and so “not 
important”? 
 
As for the Russians, there was a language 
issue.  They signed up with the US, ESA 
and the Japanese that English would be 
the language used aboard the ISS.  When 
astronaut training began in Star City, the 
US found all the training sessions were 
being conducted in Russian.  They 
complained that the Russians had signed 
up to the use of English.  “Da” came the 
reply “in space yes, but we signed nothing 
about training”.  Result – everyone else 
had to learn Russian!   
 
On that score the US team seems to have 
trouble with European too – the name 
“Jean-François” seems too difficult to 
them, and so he is known as “Billy-Bob”!  
Despite these issues, he said that it is 
amazingly fast how cosmonauts and 
astronauts in orbit together cease to be 
US, Russian or European – they soon gel 
into a team.  Interestingly 2009 will see the 
first ESA astronaut commanding the ISS, 
Frank De Winne, a Belgian. 
 
So far approx. 480 people have been in 
space. He stated that it is actually easier in 
space than in training, in the latter 
emergencies are constantly simulated 
whereas they are fortunately rare in reality.  
J-FC said that living aboard was like 
camping in space, with everyone sleeping 
in sleeping bags.  Astronauts still 
habitually use pillows – these are of 
course totally useless in zero-g, but are 
somehow comforting.   
 
The ISS now has 200 DVDs on board, and 
the iPod has recently been certified.  
Astronauts spend a lot of their leisure time 
just gazing out of the windows at the 
Earth.  Stars cannot be seen, just an 
incredible deep blackness.  To see the 
stars it is necessary to turn off all interior 
lights, shut down all computer screens and 
ensure that the Sun and Earth are behind 
the viewer.   
 
Given that the observation is through the 
thickness of the window, the number of 
stars seen is probably similar of that seen 
naked-eye at the top of the Alps, but the 
contrast is much deeper.  Jean-François 
admitted to crying when he first looked out 
at the Earth for the very first time and that 
he was surprised at how thin is the bright 
line of atmosphere at the edge of the 
planet.  To him the Earth is now a much 
more fragile place than before he went into 
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space, he feels the constant urge to do 
whatever he can to protect it. 
 
Turning to ESA’s contribution to the ISS, 
he showed and talked through a video of 
the approach and docking of the Jules 
Verne cargo module. First of all, he made 
an interesting comparison, the diameter of 
the vehicle is exactly the same as a 
London Routemaster bus, and the 
respective lengths are also the same.   
 
This huge beast made a perfect approach, 
totally controlled by its own internal 
guidance systems, unlike the Russian 
Progress cargo ships that are manually 
controlled.  These zig-zag around on 
approach, often as much as 80 cm off-
target – fortunately the drogue/probe 
mating unit can accommodate this degree 
of inaccuracy.  The furthest Jules Verne 
drifted was 1 cm off target! 
 
During 2009 the ISS will move to a new 
regime, with a permanent crew of six.  
This means that there will need to be two  
 
Soyuz capsules permanently docked, to 
act as lifeboats.  
 
What with the impending demise of the 
Shuttle, both the US and Europe will be 
totally dependant upon the Russian space 
programme.  It’s encouraging to 
contemplate how far we have come since 
the days of intense competition and rivalry 
during the Cold War. 
 
Although the UK has not funded projects 
that would have resulted in a British 
astronaut, the door is currently open for 
anyone to apply.   
 
Jean-Fançois is involved in the current 
selection process and told us that he has 
interviewed some amazing Brits, well 
qualified it would seem for the job.  These 
range from test pilots, RAF personnel to 
deep-sea divers.   
 
Subsequent note: - since then Timothy 
Peake has indeed been selected as the 
UK’s first ESA astronaut, and will 
commence training in September 2009. 
 
Jean-François explained that the ESA 
astronaut job-description mandates two 
days per month on outreach work, a 
surprisingly high proportion.  The day after 
this talk he appeared on BBC Breakfast 
TV and was then off to talk to youngsters 
at some London comprehensive schools.   

He was an inspirational speaker, his 
enthusiasm most contagious.  Let us hope 
he has infected some young Londoners 
with the desire to get into Space – who 
knows, the first European on Mars might 
perhaps be one of those youngsters! 
 
Footnote:-  I made my own small 
contribution to his talk –on the day the 
official laser-pointer could not be found, 
and so I lent him mine which happened to 
be in my laptop rucksack. I can now claim 
to have equipped an astronaut with a 
laser! 
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Keith Brackenborough, Co-Ordinator 
 
 
And Last Of All………. 
 
My thanks go to the societies who have 
passed to me a copy of their newsletter 
from which I have been able to select 
some items that may be of interest to 
others in the group. It also serves to show 
who is doing what, especially this year 
being The International Year Of 
Astronomy. 
 
I take this opportunity to remind everyone 
that the next SAGAS meeting will be on 
Saturday 17th October 2009, from 
2.15pm, at the South Downs Planetarium,  
Chichester, West Sussex, website below if 
any of you reading this has not been 
before: 
 
http://www.southdowns.org.uk/sdpt/ 
 
This will be our first meeting in the new 
hall that has been built onto the building. 
 
It is hoped to have a speaker for the 
second half of the meeting, which at the 
time of writing is still awaiting 
announcement. 
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Please do not hesitate to send your 
newsletters, articles, photographs of 
events, photographs of the sky, anything 
so long as it relates to SAGAS and 
members of the societies that belong to 
the group. 
 
I have to end on a very sobering fact, 
although I know most of you (like myself) 
are not acknowledging the big and for 
some, expensive, event that occurs in 
December. However, since the next issue 
of the newsletter will not be until January 
2010, I have no choice but to end this 
issue wishing SAGAS and its membership 
a Very Merry Christmas and a Happy New 
Year. 
 
Hoping to see many of you at our next 
meeting in October 
 
Jan 
Newsletter09@sagasonline.org.uk 
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