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Recollections of a Journal Editor  - Roy Gretton

The regular “Message from the Chair” that appears on the lower half of Page 1 of the Journal has been a 
feature of the magazine since April 2020 when the then Chairman, John Hurst, wrote a piece explaining our 
intention to persevere with our monthly meeting schedule despite the pandemic, by making use of Zoom. 

When Julian took over the chair from John following the AGM held in January 2021 (again on Zoom), he 
continued the practice of writing a monthly message to the membership, which continues until this day.

Prior to the pandemic, messages from the Chair/President were rare, except occasional ones when Paul Stocks 
was president and when David Lukehurst occupied the post (he always signed off as El Presidente).

So for about 17 years, in the absence of a presidential message, the Editor was left with the problem of filling 
the otherwise white space below the Table of Contents and details of that month’s talk. It therefore became my 
habit when I took over as Editor in 2002 to search for a brief news item to fill the gap. 

Looking back, I’ve chosen a few of my favourite “space-fillers” to look back on.



From April 2003 

STARRY NIGHTS! 

How often do we complain of the cloudy British climate? Ruining our view of 

the heavens! My personal memories of a typical winter seem to be of one clear 

night per week on average.  

Not 2003! March has given us clear views of the stars night after night. And 

this is the third astronomer-friendly month in succession! The following 

sunshine records for England and Wales are gleaned from the BBC weather 

website:  

January 2003: 142% of the 1961-90 average, which is in the exceptionally 

above average category. 2nd sunniest in series.  

February 2003: 152% of the 1961-90 average, also in the exceptionally above 

average category. 2nd sunniest in series.  

From October 2004 

FINDING EXOPLANETS WITH SMALL TELESCOPES 

A Jupiter-sized extrasolar planet has been discovered by an observer belonging 

to the Astrophysical Institute of the Canaries, using a 4-inch aperture telescope. 

Much larger telescopes have now begun to find extrasolar planets comparable 

in size to Neptune. The discoveries of three of these were announced in August. 

____________________________________________________________ 

From March 2005 

DISCOVERY OF THE FIRST METEORITE ON ANOTHER PLANET 

In January this year the Mars rover Opportunity discovered a “rock” on the 

Martian surface that is almost certainly an iron meteorite. The discovery was 

made when Opportunity was inspecting the area around the remains of the heat 

shield used when the rover was entering the Martian atmosphere. The object, 

about the size of a baseball, is the only meteorite so far to be discovered on the 

surface of another planet. Analysis with the thermal emission spectrometer on 

Opportunity showed that the object had the composition of an iron meteorite 

rather than that of a Martian rock.  



____________________________________________________________ 

From March 2006 

COMING SOON: A Notable Event in the History of the Society 

This year the Nottingham Astronomical Society will be sixty years old. To 

celebrate this event we are holding an Anniversary Lunch on May 13th. This 

will coincide with the official opening of the Society’s observatory. Please 

would members and friends take note of the important announcement later in 

this Journal.  

From October 2007 

50th Birthday of the Space Age 

Where were you when you heard the news of Sputnik One? (You will need to 

be well over fifty to answer that question). I was in bed on the morning of the 

4th of October 1957 when my mother, having heard the headline on the 8 am 

or 9 am news on the BBC Home Service, burst into my room to announce, The 

Russians have launched a satellite!  

The news caused consternation and anxiety in the USA. American pride was 

hurt. People feared the threat of nuclear attack implied by the Soviet ability to 

send payloads across the globe on rockets that were much larger than any 

available in the West at that time. Barely a month later things got even worse 

when the Russians launched Sputnik Two, carrying an unfortunate dog, on 

November 3rd. If I remember correctly, the then Astronomer Royal, Richard 

Woolley, described space travel as “bilge”. Now, of course, satellite technology 

is an indispensable part of everyday life, like microwave ovens, freezers and 

mobile phones.  

_______________________________________________________________ 

From November 2009 

A HOT ROCKY PLANET! 

A planet 500 light-years away from Earth has been found to be the fastest 

moving planet known, orbiting its star once every 20.4 hours. The planet, 

known as CoRoT-7b, is only 2.5 million kilometres from the star, and is the 

first extra-solar object to be unambiguously confirmed as a rocky planet. It was 

discovered in February 2009 from transit data for the star, CoRoT-7, collected 

by the French-led stellar seismology and planet-hunting spacecraft CoRoT.  

One difficulty encountered when making the measurements was believed to be 

the presence of a large number of starspots on the surface of the parent star, 



thought to be typical of relatively young stars. These spots tended to interfere 

with measurements of the light from the star. Although there are several planets 

suspected of being less massive than this one, and equally rocky, CoRoT-7b is 

nevertheless the first small exoplanet to have had its properties measured to 

this degree of accuracy through both transits and radial velocity measurements. 

It is also the closest planet to a star ever found, being less than one-twentieth of 

the distance from Mercury to the Sun. It is expected that NASA’s Kepler 

spacecraft, which was launched in March, will find many more rocky low mass 

planets in the coming years.  

From May 2011 

Probable Delay to the JWST 

The launch of the James Webb Space Telescope (JWST), which was planned 

for 2014 or 2015, may be postponed for four years due to severe problems with 

the American budget. Last November an independent review panel said that the 

JWST needed an extra $500 million over the next two years to have a chance 

of being launched by the end of 2015. However, in view of the massive US 

deficit, it now appears that the money simply isn’t available. Most of the 

hardware for the telescope is already in production, including the 21-foot (6.5-

metre) primary mirror, composed of 18 segments made mainly of beryllium, all 

of which must be accurately polished at cryogenic temperatures (below 50K), a 

procedure which is hugely expensive. The telescope, with a focal length of 

131.4 metres, will operate 1.5 million kilometres from Earth, at the Lagrange 2 

point. Its main areas of investigation will centre on the earliest luminous 

objects to be formed after the Big Bang, and the properties of extrasolar 

planetary systems.  

_________________________________________________________ 

From June 2016 

Online Parliamentary Petition on Light Pollution 

Here is an opportunity for everyone to support measures to combat light 

pollution, which is so damaging to our hobby. Although this particular petition 

makes only a brief reference to astronomical matters, and concentrates on 

human health issues and the terrestrial environment, it represents another 

chance to make our voice heard in our ongoing quest to protect the night sky. 

At 10,000 signatures, the government will respond to the petition. At 100,000 

signatures, this petition will be considered for debate in Parliament. The 

deadline for completing this petition is 22nd July.  

Please take part if you are concerned about this issue; and, if possible, 

encourage your friends to support us.  



NAS Observatory 80th Anniversary Exhibition
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