Eclipse 99     Article submitted by Roger F Smith to the BAA Journal:-

“The first article in the October BAA Journal seeks reports on observations of the eclipse on 11 August, and although I do not believe that I have anything useful to add, here goes”.

I stayed in Northern France for 5 days with members of the family during the week of the eclipse, having found B&B accommodation near Caen (just outside the totality path) without difficulty about 3 weeks earlier. For viewing the eclipse itself we had decided to call in on some friends who lived in Lillebonne, well within the totality path, and who I knew would be making efforts to observe the event themselves.

We set off soon after breakfast (second contact would be 12.21 local time) and were pleasantly surprised to find very little traffic on the roads. The first sign of anything unusual was the sight of numerous cars parked beside the road through the marais on the southern approach to the Pont de Tancarville with numerous picnic groups, some telescopes already erected and most of the little haystacks in the fields occupied by observers intent on reserving what they imagined would be comfortable viewing positions for themselves.

It is noteworthy that at this time (around 11.30, soon after first contact) the sky was completely covered in very slow-moving cloud which became generally thicker as we travelled eastwards - the partial phase was visible for about 50% of the time in this area.

On arrival at Lillebonne around 11.45, though, the cloud was generally rather thicker with just the occasional glimpse of the sun, although the crowds assembled beside the Roman theatre outside the Town Hall were being entertained by a band and seemed in a happy enough mood. It was clear by 12.00 that the chances of viewing totality from Lillebonne were remote but I noticed a small patch of blue sky low down to the north. We decided to drive towards this patch, and by leaving the town towards the east and turning north we found ourselves underneath the blue patch with the (by now) thin crescent sun in the middle of it. We were on a quiet country lane (about 10km due east of Bolbec) with verges on either side between fields of sweet corn - so although we had a grand, panoramic view of the sky the corn was at head height and we could not view any ground effects.

At this stage, about 12.10, it was not noticeably darker than before although from now on it became definitely cooler, although there was no tangible breeze. We were woefully short of equipment - even the eclipse viewers widely on sale in France had sold out although town halls were reserving some for the day and we managed to borrow some. I had a Sony video camera and an EOS 1000F SLR camera which I decided to use with its zoom set at the maximum focal length of 200mm. I spent the few minutes before totality setting the camera; having no experience in what exposure to use I had decided to set the camera a few stops slower than the automatic exposure would determine. In this way I hoped to capture as much of the corona as possible. I did not use the video camera.

We were very aware of darkness approaching - the effect being of an intense thunderstorm approaching from the west - and, suddenly, totality was upon us with Baily’s beads appearing as we were looking elsewhere in the sky and almost being missed. I was only able to take photographs at all by lying on the ground and steadying my elbow against the car bonnet - something I should have perfected beforehand. The image in the camera viewfinder was superb - corona details were very clear as were a number of prominences, especially the group on the south-west edge of the disc.

The visual effect could only be described by the word that was much repeated later - eerie - with the corona ring surrounding the lunar disk appearing in a bright twilight. Venus was very bright but I did not spot Mercury and I did not wish to waste precious seconds looking for it. I managed to take a few more photos and as I took the last one the diamond ring appeared. We had a much better view of Baily’s beads on third contact. At no time did we observe anything that might be described as shadow bands.

Things rapidly returned to normal - “the thundercloud” was now to the east and disappearing rapidly and normal brightness returned within a few minutes. All that remained was to gaze at the partial phase for the ten minutes or so that the sun remained unobstructed by cloud and return to Lillebonne to find that the cloud there had remained very thick. Indeed, our last view of the eclipse was soon after setting off from our observation location and I am of the opinion that an apparent thinning of the cloud just before totality was a function of geography rather than time. We had been under a cloud break that continued to pass slowly eastwards throughout the eclipse period and had probably now arrived, too late, elsewhere.

I managed to obtain one acceptable image of the eclipse and I attach it to this message. It shows the very start of third contact and the first appearance of the photosphere might have had the effect of shortening the exposure and thus reducing camera shake. All I did was to place my print on the colour scanner in the office - I might get better results from a scanner that reads directly from negatives.

One lesson learnt was that with a long exposure the prominences are swamped by the brightness of the corona and, of course, that a longer exposure is much more difficult to control without retaining the camera. Ideally I should have taken photographs over a range of exposures, but within a period of just under two minutes continually adjusting the dial in gloomy conditions could easily have resulted in not capturing, nor seeing, anything. As it was, we felt that we were privileged to have been where we were and to have the memories of an eclipse viewed through a perfectly clear patch of sky. In the event we had to make a last-minute decision where to place ourselves and if the clouds had been moving more quickly it might not have been possible to have located a suitable viewing spot at all.

It is worth noting that our B&B hosts had obtained good views of Baily’s beads from the coast at Ouistreham (just outside the totality path) whilst their children had enjoyed excellent views of totality from a special ferry cruise that sailed just a few miles out from Ouistreham. I believe that the people ensconced on the marais, like those in Lillebonne, would have been disappointed.

Roger F Smith

