
A year of astronomy
The opening sentence of your news story
“Let the global astronomy celebrations
begin” (January pp12–13) implies that the
prime anchor for the International Year of
Astronomy (IYA2009) is the efforts of
Galileo Galilei. If this is the case, then we
must be careful how much credit we give
him. A more accurate opening sentence
would have referred to the first publication
of the use of an astronomical telescope by
Galileo, following its first known use by the
British scientist Thomas Harriot, whose
diaries include sketches of the Moon made
on 26 July 1609 – a few months before
Galileo. Unfortunately, Harriot never
published his observations; an article by
Allan Chapman in Astronomy and
Geophysics (2009 50 1.27) describes the
events in more detail.

By recognizing Harriot’s earlier success,
we need not deny Galileo’s substantially
greater contribution to scientific
astronomical investigations. Curiously,
both men’s observations may have been
anticipated 120 years earlier by Leonardo
da Vinci, who suggests in Codus Atlanticus
(circa 1490) “making glasses to see the
Moon enlarged”. No record has been
found that he ever did so – at least not yet.
Paul Dench
Willetton, Australia
paul@dench.net

I was pleased to learn of the programme for
IYA2009 in your January issue, but there is
another astronomy event taking place that
might also interest readers: the
International Olympiad on Astronomy and
Astrophysics (IOAA), due to be held in
Iran in September. The competition seeks
to promote interest in astronomy and
astrophysics among high-school students.
Participants in the first IOAA – held in 2007
in Thailand – included 39 team leaders, 
six observers and 85 student contestants
from 21 nations around the world. The
second IOAA was held in Indonesia, with
98 contestants, 41 team leaders and 
19 observers from 25 different countries.
Sein Htoon
Yangon University, Union of Myanmar
physyu@gmail.com

FAST success
I was pleasantly surprised to read your
article on China’s Five-hundred-meter
Aperture Spherical Telescope (FAST), as
few people outside the country seem to be
aware of it (February p7). I am glad to hear
that a construction effort of such size is
now beginning to get some good coverage.

It is interesting to note that FAST will
revolutionize not just pulsar detection but
also galaxy detections via their neutral
hydrogen emission, HI. I worked the
numbers recently (2007 Mon. Not. R.
Astron. Soc. 383 150) and found that FAST
could detect HI emission from galaxies
with redshifts greater then one, which
corresponds to light that has been
travelling for more than half the age of the
universe. In its current design, FAST will
detect 10 times more galaxies than the
recent HI Parkes All-Sky Survey (HIPASS)
and those galaxies will have a mean redshift
greater than the current record for the
highest redshift observed in a single object
– all in just one month of observing.

As one final impressive number, an
upgraded “dream machine” version of
FAST (with five times as many detectors as
the basic version will contain) would detect
107 galaxies in just two years of surveying.
This feat will have profound implications
for determining the cosmological
parameters of our universe, including the
nature of dark energy and the amount of
dark matter in the universe, as well as
tracking the formation of galaxies in the
last eight billion years or so.

Certainly we at the Jodrell Bank
Observatory are intrigued by this machine.
Alan Duffy
Jodrell Bank Observatory, UK
ad@jb.man.ac.uk

Funding open access
We were happy to see the 10-year
anniversary of our open-access journal
Physical Review Special Topics: Accelerators
and Beams (PRST-AB) mentioned in your
news article on open-access publishing
(December 2008 pp13–14). However, your
statement that PRST-AB “is funded by US
national labs, whose researchers publish
about 150 papers per year in the journal” is
not entirely correct.

At present PRST-AB is funded by about
20 accelerator laboratories and
organizations not only in the US and
Canada but also in Europe, with roughly
half of our sponsors coming from 
outside the US (see www.prst-ab.aps.org/
sponsors.html). Also, roughly half of the
over 200 manuscripts received by the
journal each year are from authors in
Europe or Asia. The European Physical

Society’s Accelerators Group and the
American Physical Society’s Division of
Physics of Beams form the Affiliated
Professional Groups and share the
responsibility for the health and vitality 
of PRST-AB.
Gene D Sprouse
Editor-in-Chief, American Physical Society
Frank Zimmermann
Editor, PRST-AB
sprouse@ridge.aps.org

Light omission
I read your news story about construction
of the National Synchrotron Light 
Source II (NSLS-II) at the Brookhaven
National Laboratory being approved by
the US Department of Energy 
(February p10). At the end, you list other
synchrotron-radiation facilities that will
have higher energies than NSLS-II, but you
did not mention the PETRA-III facility at
DESY in Hamburg. Operating at an
energy of 6 GeV, PETRA-III will provide
beams of X-rays of lower emittance (beam
divergence multiplied by horizontal size)
than any other synchrotron-radiation
source in the world (1 nm rad). The first
beams are due to be injected into 
PETRA-III this month and the first
experimental stations will be completed
towards the middle of this year.
Researchers will be able to carry out the
first experiments in the last quarter of 2009
and we look forward to welcoming more
than 1000 new users every year.
Reinhard Brinkmann and Edgar Weckert
DESY Laboratory, Hamburg, Germany
reinhard.brinkmann@desy.de

The last word on fusion
Letter writers Raoul Franklin and 
Nicholas Braithwaite (November 2008 p22;
December 2008 p19) have commented on
the suggestion – made by UK Atomic
Energy Authority director Stephen Cowley
in your October 2008 fusion supplement –
that plasma science effectively started with
the growth of fusion research. Braithwaite
also raised the question of the origin of the
name “plasma”, suggesting two possible
sources: neon discharges and blood plasma.

The latter view appears to be supported
by a letter that appeared in Nature in 1971
from Harold Mott-Smith, who had been
Irving Langmuir’s chief assistant at
General Electric in the 1920s (233 219).
Mott-Smith (then aged 74) quotes from a
letter he wrote to a friend in 1967. He
reports that in about 1927 Langmuir’s
group had been studying particle densities
and velocity distributions in mercury arc
columns, the positive columns of Geissler
tubes and gas-filled thermionic tubes, and
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