
DAVE TIMPERLEY’S SKY AT NIGHT 
Happily for amateur astronomers based in the U.K., the month of August sees the 
return of truly dark skies under which to observe, after the twilight and lack of true 
darkness of the previous almost 3 months. For our skies to become truly dark, the 
Sun needs to reach 18 degrees below the horizon and there are various terms for 
the different degrees of twilight that we experience before the sun reaches that 
magical 18 degree mark for astronomers, amateur or professional; the 3 main ones 
being Civil, Nautical and Astronomical twilight. 
Anyhow, the main astronomical event of the month for observing without a telescope 
is the Perseids Meteor Shower, or more to the point, the peak of the Perseids Meteor 
Shower, which happens on the evening of the 12th August. The shower actually 
begins on the 17th July and carries on until the 24th August, the reason for this is 
because, as I might have mentioned earlier, a meteor shower is caused by the earth 
passing through a band of dust left behind by a passing comet; in the case of the 
Perseids, the 'donor' comet is called 'Comet Swift-Tuttle' which is named after it's co-
discoverers, Lewis Swift and Horace Parnell-Tuttle (who actually found it a few days 
later than Lewis Swift) So what is happening is that on the 17th July each year, the 
Earth begins to enter the edges of the trail of debris left behind by the comet and the 
amount of meteors seen, or the intensity of the shower increases as the Earth moves 
towards the thickest part of the band of cometary debris, reaching it each year on the 
12th August.  You will continue to see a lessening amount of Perseid meteors until 
the 24th when the Earth passes out of the debris trail altogether. 
 
If you would like to watch the shower in company (weather allowing of course; it 
hasn't exactly been the greatest of summers weather-wise), then Andrew, Janie and 
myself and anyone else who wants to come are going to meet up at the bridge on 
the lane that goes to Ynis Hir at around 9.30pm and then perhaps move up the road 
a little way as that allows for an 'all round' view of the sky and there aren't going to 
be many vehicles around at that time of the evening, so fingers crossed for a clear 
evening. There will be a fairly large waxing moon but it will be fairly low in the sky as 
it sets at around 01:00am. 
Of course if it is a cloudy evening then there is little point in meeting up as there will 
unfortunately be nothing to see, so I'll be staying in if the skies aren't showing at 
least some hope of seeing something.  The Perseids can be an unpredictable 
shower in terms of the amount of meteors seen, or hourly rate as it is more formally 
put.  Some years are better than others so all we can hope for is clear skies to see 
whatever happens and fingers crossed for a good display! 
 
 


