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Forthcoming Events 
 

Star gazing course 
Thursdays 7.30 pm at the Observatory 

13th
 February ï 12

th
 March 

(Enrolment necessary) 

Public Open Days 

These will comprise a talk or film show 

and observations if clear. The first half hour each 

evening will be a presentation about Guernsey 

astronomy history as part of Heritage75.  

Thursdays evenings from 23
rd
 July (from 8.30 pm) to 

27
th
 August (from 8.00 pm in August). 

Thursday, 22
nd

 October, 6.30-8.30 pm. 

Additional open days, especially for solar observing, 

and talks may be arranged and will be announced via 

the media, on the Astronomy Section website, 

www.astronomy.org.gg, and on the Sectionôs 

Facebook pages. 

Online versions of this and past newsletters are at 

http://www.astronomy.org.gg/more/newsletters. 
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Section meetings 

The Section meets at the Observatory every 

Tuesday evening at 8.00 pm, sometimes 

with a discussion topic. Also the last 

Saturday evening of each month, if clear, 

except summer, for observing and 

photography. 
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ASTRONOMY SECTION REPORT 2019 

 

The Milky Way from the Guernsey Observatory (Jean Dean) 

ANNUAL BUSINESS MEETING  

The Astronomy Sectionôs Annual Business Meeting was held on the 22
nd

 January. In the light of Secretary Colin Spicerôs 

decision to resign a new Section Secretary was sought. Unfortunately no one was prepared to take on the role, so the position 

was left vacant. During the year members Elaine Mahy and David Le Conte represented the Section at some Société Council 

meetings. 

Other positions on the Sectionôs Committee, however, were all filled: Peter Langford as Honorary Treasurer and Membership 

Secretary, Elaine Mahy as Activities Coordinator, Jean Dean responsible for Open Days and imaging, David Le Conte as 

Public Relations Officer and Editor of the Sectionôs annual newsletter Sagittarius, Jason Hill for Research, Owain Catton for 

the website and, with Matt Skillet and Kieran Phillips, for IT, and Facilities maintenance and the Library being shared by 

George de Carteret and Jim English. 

The purchase of several new items of equipment was agreed: a Skywatcher 80mm refractor with field flattener, polar 
alignment device and Bahtinov mask; a 120 mm refractor; an 8-inch SCT reflector; GOTO mounts; a green laser pointer; 
Microsoft Office software; and a phone camera eyepiece adapter. 

With the ability to distribute Sagittarius electronically to members, and a decision to discontinue the free distribution of 

Astrocalendars, it was decided to reduce the Sectionôs annual subscription rate to Ã5. 

TALKS AND MEMBER EVENTS  

On the 6th July Claudio Dandolo of the company Telescopi Italiani gave a talk to Section members about his design of 

astrographs and on research possibilities that are within the reach of amateurs with small and medium sized telescopes, 

especially in the identification of exoplanets. 

On the 16
th
 July, the 50

th
 anniversary of the launch of 

Apollo 11 to the Moon, David Le Conte gave a talk 

entitled Man on the Moon. It has been estimated that 

some 400,000 people were involved in this exciting 

achievement, David being one of them. He described 

the Apollo programme using original footage from the 

time, and some of his own Apollo photographs taken 

when he worked for the Smithsonian Astrophysical 

Observatory under a NASA contact in the USA. 

Following the talk members observed the start of the 

partial lunar eclipse from Candie Gardens. 

 

Partial lunar eclipse over Herm, 16 July 2019 
(Elaine Mahy) 
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On the 13
th
 August the annual Perseid meteor barbecue was held at the Observatory. Following the barbecue members 

observed meteors. Despite the bright Moon several were seen. 

2019 marked the centenary of the solar eclipse which was used to test one of Albert Einsteinôs General Relativity Theory 

predictions, the proof of which made him famous. On the 17
th
 October Dr Robin Catchpole of the Institute of Astronomy in 

Cambridge gave a talk entitled Eclipse 1919: That changed the way we see the world, about this momentous event, the 

two  expeditions sent to observe the eclipse from Africa and South America, and the pivotal role played by Sir Arthur 

Eddington. Dr Catchpoleôs talks are always popular and informative, and this one was no exception. 

Regular Tuesday evening meetings continued throughout the year, often with a discussion or video lecture. 

During autumn, Elaine Mahy has run a Beginners Night Sky course for interested members of the section, earlier on 

Tuesday evenings. This has helped some newer and/or less experienced members become more familiar with some 

basic astronomy topics, to get more from their membership of the section, and become more able to help with 

section activities and outreach. 

The Sectionôs website had remained virtually unchanged in format since its inception some 20 or more years ago. An entirely 

new website was created by Owain Catton and went live in December. 

OPEN EVENTS 

This year we started our programme of open events with a Solar Open Day on the 27th May Bank Holiday. The weather was 

excellent for observing the Sun with a variety of telescopes observing the photosphere, a heliostat projecting a solar image and 

an additional live feed from NASAôs Solar Dynamics Observatory. We also had a poster display in the main building  and 

members on hand to explain solar science. A second Solar Open Day was held in August with the addition of a hydrogen-

alpha solar scope to observe the chromosphere and solar prominences. Unfortunately, sunspots were not visible on either 

occasion as the sunôs activity is at a minimum at the moment and there has not been any substantial sunspot activity since 

May. 

The summer open evenings were held every Thursday throughout the school holidays and we had clear skies for each event. 

The public were treated to magnificent views of the planets Saturn, Jupiter and Mars, and the Moon. Individual stars were 

viewed and colours discussed, Vega and Arcturus being favourites, along with the visual double Albireo. As the evenings 

drew in a little bit the telescopes were turned towards deep space and the Ring and Dumbbell planetary nebulae, a selection of 

globular clusters such as the Hercules cluster and even deeper towards galaxies such as Bodeôs, Andromeda and the starburst 

Cigar Galaxy. The darker evenings also allowed visitors to see the Milky Way in all its splendour. Talks on astronomy were 

given by Jason Hill, which as always were very popular. The open evenings were rounded off by a Halloween themed Nature 

Guernsey event on 31 October, where the Bat and Entomology Sections joined in.  

The final open event this year was a rare 

astronomical event, the transit of Mercury. 

Fortunately, the clouds cleared long enough to get 

some excellent views and allow members, the 

press and public to take some photographs through 

a telescope. It was viewed through a variety of 

instruments including a Herschel Wedge on the 5-

inch Takahashi refractor, which gave a lovely high 

contrast view. Using her own telescope with an HŬ 

filter Jean Dean took a sequence of images against 

the background of the solar chromosphere.  

All the public open events were very well attended 

and Jean Dean, who organised most of them, 

would like to thank all those members who have 

helped make them a great success in 2019. 

 

 

 

 

Jean Dean 



4 

 

IMAGING  

A Beginners Astrophotography Course 

was run by Jean Dean in March/April. 

Students learnt how to photograph the 

Moon and Milky Way using tripods and 

portable trackers, and they were 

introduced to deep space astrophotography 

using GOTO equatorial mounts, telescopes 

and a variety of software applications. In 

November an advanced deep space 

astrophotography course was run with 

more of a practical element where students 

learnt about advanced equipment and 

processing techniques. Both courses were 

full and have led to new membership. Jean 

would like to thank Owain Catton, Allan 

Phillips and David Le Conte for helping 

with these courses. 

 
The Andromeda Galaxy (Jean Dean) 

MAINTENANCE  

During the spring and early summer, a considerable amount of external maintenance was carried out. Painting included all 

external and some internal woodwork, masonry and the observatory building. Some rotten woodwork on the shed was 

replaced with uPVC. The toilet was painted inside and generally made to look less like an old outhouse! The steelwork 

supporting the roll-off roof was wire brushed, primed and painted. The manual winch and bracket attaching the ropes to the 

roof were rewelded and painted, thanks to member Allan Phillips. New pulley ropes and elastic tensioners were installed. A 

second telescope pad was laid in the grassed area. 

Gardening included removal of the dead gorse bushes at the front which created more parking space, removal of the old, 

sprawling compost heap and re-grassing of the area, the construction of a new timber frame for composting grass cuttings. 

Ruts in the grassed area were filled in and re-grassed. During the spring and summer nettles and wild flowers were allowed to 

grow up around the edge of the hedging to create a pollinator patch and attract insects. To the western boundary where there is 

a sudden drop-off fencing was built from old wooden pallets.  All this work was organised and carried out by Jean Dean, who 

thanks all the members and her husband Peter who gave their time and helped. 

The main fuse board in the kitchen was replaced with a modern RCD unit. Many thanks to member Richard Sweet, a qualified 

electrician, for doing this. A second-hand projector bought from the Spectrum camera club was installed, and gives an 

excellent image. 

The Meade corrector plate was cleaned and the worm/spur gears in the 

mount adjusted. The Takahashi was sent to France for a service which 

included disassembling the lens cell, cleaning, re-spacing and 

collimation. The worn focuser rack and pinion were also replaced. 

Getting the Takahashi to France was not an easy task and we would like 

to thank Tom Harvey for arranging this. The All-Sky camera was taken 

down and serviced, the USB lead was replaced and this seems to have 

cured the intermittent issues we were having with the camera shutting 

down. 

OTHER NEWS 

Jean Deanôs superb image of the Rosette Nebula in the 

constellation Monoceros the Unicorn was selected as NASAôs 

Astronomy Picture of the Day for the 12
th
 April 2019. It can be 

seen at https://apod.nasa.gov/apod/ap190412.html, and is 

reproduced here with her kind permission. She captured the image 

with 13 hours total integration time, using a monochrome CCD 

camera with red, green, blue, HŬ, OIII and SII filters. Each was 

https://apod.nasa.gov/apod/ap190412.html
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combined into a single image and then the 6 images were combined at the Observatory into the final full colour 

image. 

Jean explains that a camera allows us to see much deeper into space. The image shows a molecular cloud complex some 5,000 

light-years away which is a stellar nursery where new stars are being formed, possibly together with new planets and moons 

and the possibility of life.  

Congratulations were also due to Jean for being elected a Fellow of the Royal Astronomical Society. Former Section member 

Colin Gaudion, who now lives in Canada, was also elected a Fellow. 

The annual 6-week WEA Star Gazing course, was run for the 18
th
 consecutive year in February and March, and 

was, as always, fully subscribed. It was organised by David Le Conte, with major participation by members Elaine 

Mahy, Frank Dowding, Jason Hill, Jean Dean and Peter Langford. 

The current Observatory lease expired at the end of October, and a new five-year lease was negotiated In early 

November, however the site, together with the adjoining bunker, was sold by the landlord, although the new lease 

remained active. Thanks are due to member Advocate Jason Hill and to La Société President Yvonne Burford, with 

the assistance of David Le Conte and Jean Dean, for accomplishing this most necessary task. 

Two of the founder members of the Section, Geoff Falla and Frank Dowding, have all but retired this year, retaining an 

interest in the Section and making occasional appearances, but taking less of an active role. Both have been stalwart members 

for almost half a century, and the Section owes a great deal to their leadership and support during that time. David Le Conte, a 

member for over forty years, has also largely retired. 

GROUP VISIT S 

Elaine Mahy took over managing the visits from schools, clubs and groups in January 2019. Elaine had been 

involved over the previous year or so in these visits, which had been organised by Frank Dowding for many years, 

and by Colin Spicer for the latter part of 2018. 

We hosted 8 visits in the early part of 2019 from January to March; then 3 visits in November. 

The best times for younger visitors are November to February, when sunsets are earlier. Shoulder months of 

October and March are also suitable for older groups. 

We hosted groups aged 6-18 with their adult helpers: 2 Beaver groups (10th Guernsey Sea Scout Group, 2nd 

Beavers), 2 Cub groups (4th Cub Scout, 8th Guernsey Cubs), 3 Primary School groups (Vauvert Year 5 and 6, 

Hautes Capelles Year 5, Castel Year 5), 3 secondary school groups (Grammar School Year 13 Physics, St 

Sampsonôs High, Elizabeth College Science Club), one group of mixed-age children - the Guernsey Deaf Children's 

Society. In total we welcomed around 300 children to the Observatory. 

Helpers and Resources 

Running the presentations and telescopes / observing in 2019 for our group visits were: Elaine Mahy, Frank 

Dowding, David Le Conte, Jason Hill and Jean Dean. 

Various of our newer members provided support on some visits: Kieran Philips, Daniel Woodland, Nick Wild and 

Clive and Jen Stubbings. 

Presentations for younger visitors are about the Solar System to match their study topics. For older groups we have 

a variety of presentations available. 

During the last few years we have added to our telescope kit :  

- Skywatcher HEQ5 Pro portable equatorial mount, which works with various telescopes.  

- Celestron Nexstar 8SE telescope on an alt-azimuth mount 

- Skywatcher Esprit 80mm triplet refractor telescope to work with the HEQ5 Pro mount. 

 

Therefore we have had more flexibility in how we run visits ï occasionally we have used portable telescopes only 

where rain has threatened, or run with a third person on a portable telescope so we can split down a large group 

further. Our main telescope setup with the Meade 16ò and Takahashi 5ò telescopes in our telescope building was 

used many times, as we have done in the past. When the weather is cloudy we can describe the different telescopes 

and how they work, and show pictures of some of the objects we can view. 
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We are amazed by the knowledge and interest of some of our young visitors ï although we try to answer every 

question, someone will always ask a question we cannot answer! 

Donations 

Donations received for group visits in 2019 totalled £324.80. 

 
Jean Dean, Elaine Mahy and David Le Conte 

 

ASTRONOMICAL EVENTS IN 2020  

A disappointing year for eclipses, but we do have a good Mars opposition to look forward to, as well as a grazing pass of 

Vesta with a star, and a very close conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn. 

Planets 

Mercury will be visible in the periods around its greatest elongations: 

 

 Date Elongation Direction Time  

 10 February 18º Eastern Low in West After sunset 

 24 March 28º Western Low in East Before sunrise 

 04 June 24º Eastern Low in West  After sunset 

 22 July 20º Western Low in East Before sunrise 

 01 October 26º Eastern Low in West After sunset 

 10 November 19º Western  Low in East Before sunrise 

Venus will start the year as the ñEvening Starò low in the south-western sky after sunset, and getting higher in the sky until 24 

March when it reaches greatest eastern elongation (46 ). It will be at inferior conjunction on 03 June, and will then become the 

ñMorning Starò in the east before sunrise, reaching greatest western elongation (46 ) on 13 August. It will remain visible in the 

morning for the remainder of the year. 

At the beginning of the year Mars will be visible in the east in the morning before sunrise, and will then rise earlier and earlier, 

rising at sunset when it is at opposition  on 13 October. It will remain a good evening object for the remainder of the year. 

This opposition of Mars will be a good one, although not quite as good as that in 2018. It will be 63 million km (39 million 

miles) away, and have a diameter of 22 arc-seconds. Although Mars oppositions occur every two years, close oppositions of 

Mars occur with a cycle of 15 to 17 years. The next good one will not be until 2035, so make the most of this one! 

Jupiter will rise in the east just before sunrise in January, but will rise progressively earlier, reaching opposition on 14 July in 

Sagittarius. It will then remain an evening object for the rest of the year. It will be accompanied by Saturn, the two planets 

making a very close approach to each other of just 6 arc-minutes on 21 December. 

When Jupiter is visible we will have good views of the four Galilean moons, atmospheric bands on the planetôs disc, and the 

Great Red Spot.  Transit, shadow and occultation events involving Jupiterôs moons can be calculated using a Java script at 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/wp-content/observing-tools/jupiter_moons/jupiter.html on the Sky & Telescope website. 

(You may need to register at http://tinyurl.com/24kp25 and remember to enter the date in the US format: month/day/year). 

They can also be found in the 2020 BAA Handbook (pages 69-78). They can be simulated on software such as StarryNight 

(http://www.starrynightstore.com/), and some of the many astronomy apps, some of which also gives the transit times of the 

Great Red Spot. The Spotôs transit times are also available at http://www.skyandtelescope.com/observing/celestial-objects-to-

watch/transit-times-of-jupiters-great-red-spot/ (again using the US date format). 

Saturn closely follows Jupiter across the sky throughout the year, and they should make a lovely pair, although never rising 

higher than about 18 degrees. It reaches opposition on 20 July. The rings are still at a good angle for observation, and its 

brightest moons, especially Titan, should also be visible. 

Uranus will be at opposition in Aries on 31 October, at magnitude 5.7.  Neptune will be at opposition in Aquarius on 11 

September, at magnitude 7.8. 

 

 

 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/wp-content/observing-tools/jupiter_moons/jupiter.html
http://tinyurl.com/24kp25
http://www.starrynightstore.com/
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/observing/celestial-objects-to-watch/transit-times-of-jupiters-great-red-spot/
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/observing/celestial-objects-to-watch/transit-times-of-jupiters-great-red-spot/
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Phases of the Moon 

 New Moon First Quarter Full Moon Last Quarter 

  Jan 03 Jan 10 Jan 17  

 Jan 24 Feb 02 Feb 09 Feb 15 

 Feb 23 Mar 02 Mar 09 Mar 16 

 Mar 24 Apr 01 Apr 08 Apr 14 

 Apr 23 Apr 30 May 07 May 14 

 My 22 May 30 Jun 05 Jun 13 

 Jun 21 Jun 28 Jul 05 Jul 12 

 Jul 20 Jul 27 Aug 03 Aug 11 

 Aug 19 Aug 25 Sep 02 Sep 10 

 Sep 17 Sep 24 Oct 01 Oct 10 

 Oct 16 Oct 23  Oct 31 Nov 08 

 Nov 15 Nov 22 Nov 30 Dec 08 

 Dec 14 Dec 21 Dec 30  

Supermoons 

So-called ósupermoonsô occur when the Full Moon happens to coincide with the Moonôs closest approach to Earth (óperigeeô), 

and therefore appear larger than usual. In 2020 there will be four such moons: on 09 February, 09 March, 08 April and 07 

May. 

Dwarf planets and asteroids 

Pluto will reach opposition on 15 July, in Sagittarius just 1.5 degrees from Jupiter, at magnitude 14.2. Ceres will be at 

opposition on 28 August in Aquarius, with magnitude 7.2. The other three dwarf planets (Eris, Makemake and Haumea) are 

too faint to be seen in most amateur telescopes. 

The brightest asteroid, Vesta, will be visible, but does not reach opposition this year. However, it is predicted to have a close 

stellar pass on 11 February (see below under Occultations). 

Eclipses 

This is a poor year for eclipses, with just three penumbral lunar eclipses and not solar eclipses visible from Guernsey. 

On 10 January the Moon will undergo a penumbral eclipse, all of which will be visible from Guernsey. It starts at 17.05 and 

ends at 21.14, maximum eclipse will be at 19.10. On 05 June there will be another penumbral lunar eclipse, but only the last 

hour will be visible, from moonrise at 21.02 until 22.06 BST. And there will be a third penumbral lunar eclipse on 05 July, but 

again only an hour will be visible, from 04.04 to moonset at 05.07 BST. A fourth such eclipse, on 30 November, will not be 

visible from here. 

An annular solar eclipse on 21 June will not be visible from Guernsey, being seen only from central East Africa and the 

southern part of Asia, including northern India. A total solar eclipse on 14 December will only be visible from Chile, 

Argentina, the South Pacific and South Atlantic. 

Occultations 

The brightest (7
th
 magnitude) asteroid Vesta is predicted to occult the 6th magnitude star HIP14439 on 11 February at 21.58 

UTC, but from Guernsey it appears that it will be a very close pass (3 arcseconds) to the star at 22.27, as modelled on 

StarryNight. It may well be possible to see movement of the asteroid as it passes the star. It will be at an altitude of 24  in the 

west. Of course, although the two objects will appear close to each other they are at vastly different distances. Vesta will be 

about 2.5 astronomical units (about 20 light-minutes) away, while the starôs distance is over 300 light-years. 

Lunar conjunctions 

The best conjunctions of the Moon and the bright planets, with their positions and separations are: 

01 August Jupiter Low in south in evening 2.5° 

09 August Mars Low in south before sunrise 2.5° 

06 September Mars Low in south-west before sunrise 0.6° 

03 October Mars Low in west before sunrise 1.0° 
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Planetary conjunctions 

The best conjunctions between planets, with their positions and separations, are: 

27 January Venus and Neptune  South-west after sunset 0.1 

20 March Mars and Jupiter Low in south-east before sunrise  0.7 

21 December Jupiter and Saturn Very low in south-west after sunset  0.1 

Meteors 

The Quadrantids will  peak on the night of 03/04 January, with about 10 per hour, the Moon at First Quarter will be quite 

favourable. The Perseids will  peak on the night of 12/13 August, with some 80 per hour, and with the Moon at Last Quarter 

will again be quite favourable. The richest annual shower, the Geminids, will peak on the night of 13/14 December, and the 

New Moon will make for very good visibility.  

There are, of course, minor meteor showers during the year, and sporadics may be seen at any time. For shower details see the 

2020 BAA Handbook, pp99-101. 

Comets 

Comet C/2017 T2 PANSTARRS is well-placed for observation as a circumpolar object during the first few months of the year, 

and may just reach naked-eye visibility (magnitude 6) in May, when it will be at perihelion. 

Periodic comet 88P/ Howell is conveniently placed for early morning observation until June. It reaches perihelion in late 

September, but will then be a southern hemisphere object, although it may be visible as a 9
th
 magnitude object in the early 

evening low in the south-east.. 

Detailed comet predictions for 2020 are available on the website of the British Astronomical Associationôs Comet Section: 

http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/~jds/preds20.pdf. Also check the Heavens-Above website (heavens-above.com) for star charts 

showing comet positions, and use programs such as StarryNight for detailed location charts. 

The Sun 

There has been a dearth of sunspots since the 

last solar maximum in 2014, which was a not 

significant one. However, the new solar cycle 

appears to have started, so we can hopefully 

see a progressive increase in sunspots as we 

head towards the next solar maximum in 

about five years. There can be outbursts of 

activity, not only of sunspots but also of 

coronal holes and coronal mass ejections, 

which can result in displays of the aurora 

borealis (and australis) at high latitudes. 

Details of sunspot numbers are at 

www.ips.gov.au/Solar/1/6, and real-time 

views of the Sun are at 

https://umbra.nascom.nasa.gov/newsite/image

s.html. Auroral alerts, with lots of other 

information, are at www.spaceweather.com. 

 
 
 
 

Jean Dean photographed sunspots on 
Liberation Day, 2019 

 

  

http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/~jds/preds20.pdf
http://heavens-above.com/
http://www.ips.gov.au/Solar/1/6
https://umbra.nascom.nasa.gov/newsite/images.html
https://umbra.nascom.nasa.gov/newsite/images.html
http://www.spaceweather.com/

















