






Phy s ic s South - We s t  • June 20 084

Theatre advances the observatory

Relaxed air resides over the AGM

There have been several steps 
forward from changes at the 
Norman Lockyer Observatory 
since the new lecture theatre 
was opened in 2006.

Return of the historic library
In January 2007 the 
observatory’s library books 
returned. The collection 
includes bound copies of the 
first 110 years of the journal 
Nature, of which Sir Norman 
Lockyer was founder and editor 
for more than 50 years. There 
are also runs of other journals. 

The photographic plate collections
In December 2007 the 
photographic plate collection 
from the former South 
Kensington Observatory was 
transferred from the Institute 
of Astronomy at Cambridge. 
This will be added to the 

observatory’s existing plate 
collection. They both trace much 
of Sir Lockyer’s work on star 
spectra, which led to the major 
advances in astrophysics in the 
19th century. 

We are indebted to the 
Institute of Astronomy and 
to Dr Elizabeth Griffin of 
the Victoria Observatory, 
Vancouver, Canada, for their 
assistance in securing the 
collection for the observatory. 
It seems right that these plate 
collections should reside 
alongside the instruments on 
which they were made.

New dome for the 20 inch 
Newtonian telescope
In May 2007 the observatory 
acquired a 20 inch Newtonian 
telescope. After careful 
inspection, we realised that we 
have a very useful instrument 

that will allow visitors to view 
faint objects, such as the spiral 
arms of galaxies. All telescopes 
that are currently used by 
visitors are historic refractors. 
Of course, we would like to show 
visitors a reflecting instrument 
when we operate large robotic 
telescopes overseas.

We launched an appeal 
for funds to construct the 
new building that will house 
the telescope after securing 
planning and listed building 
consents. The new building is 
designed to accommodate 20 
visitors at one time. It will allow 
us to accommodate whole year 
groups from local secondary 
schools (up to 120 pupils and 
staff). The cost is estimated to 
be £60 000, which includes new 
equipment and furniture.
Gerald White, secretary, Norman 
Locker Observatory

Wendy Sadler gave a talk “Music 
to your ears: the story of sound 
from synths to CDs” in March. 

SciCast Physics is an initiative 
from the Institute of Physics 
in association with the 
National Endowment for 
Science, Technology and the 
Arts. It allows UK students 
to share videos of physics 
demonstrations via the Internet. 
The South West Branch has 
awarded its own prizes and 
put forward some entries for a 
national competition.

First prize was awarded to 
students from the Thomas 
Hardye School, Dorchester, 
for their video “The physics 
of roundabouts”. It explained 
how centripetal force works, 
with demonstrations involving 
buckets and roundabouts.

Second prize was given to 
Declan Fleming, Bristol, for 
“Floating and sinking”. This 
video explained Archimedes’ 
principles. It also presented the 
surprising fact that a diet coke 
can floats whereas a normal 
coke can sinks.

Third prize was awarded to 
Helston Science from Helston 
Community College, Cornwall, 
for “Balanced forces”. This 
showed how the weight of a 
paperclip can balance the force 
from a hairdryer. Despite the 
young ages of the participants, 
it was clear that they had an 
understanding of the physics.

You can see all of these videos 
and many more on the website 
at www.planet-scicast.com/.
Edward Ratzer, branch secretary

SciCast Physics 
awards prizes

Got an idea for a branch event?  
E-mail p.j.ford@bath.ac.uk

The 2008 AGM was held on 
1 March at Redland Green 
School, Bristol.

Perhaps it was the light, airy, 
comfortable surroundings. 
Perhaps our chair, the 
redoubtable Dr Peter Ford, was 
happy, having recently retired 
from Bath University and being 
required to stand down from 
the branch committee after 
almost two decades by the new 
branch constitution. Whatever 
the reason, it was a relaxed and 
relatively informal affair.

This sense of informality was 
enhanced by our not having 
two key documents available 
for examination. These were 
last year’s minutes and the new 
branch constitution. Instead 
we had reports on a range of 
successful events, including 
the nanotechnology series, the 
energy series, the special event 
on the early days of particle 
physics, and a variety of events 
for young physicists and adults.

Dr Ford was congratulated on 
his MBE and in turn thanked the 

festival organisers and caterers. 
He also offered some kind 
words about this newsletter. 
The honorary treasurer, Dr Neil 
Dennis-Purves, presented, with 
commendable efficiency and 
clarity, the accounts, which 
were accepted.

We were then ably addressed 
by Dr Robert Kirby-Harris, chief 
executive of the Institute of 
Physics, on the progress of the 

2006 Strategic Plan. There are 
exciting developments across 
the board, locally, nationally 
and internationally, not least 
in relation to professional 
development, professional 
journals, new awards, Institute 
of Physics membership and the 
numbers of students taking 
A-level physics.
Roger Brewis and Valentina 
Squitieri

Dr Peter Ford (left) and Dr Robert Kirby-Harris (right) at the AGM.


