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In the shops

 Book reviews

Chasing Venus: The Race to Measure the 
Heavens takes us first to the year 1761 and 
the phenomena that is a transit of Venus. 
It charts the story of a truly international 
effort; to not only observe the transit of 6 
June 1761 and indeed its partner of 3 June 
1769, but to present the real quest that was 
to finally determine the distance between 
the Earth and the Sun. 

The author weaves parallel stories 
involving the French and British 
expeditions, but makes sure that other 
delegations from Sweden, Germany, 
Italy and Russia are given a fair airing. 
Through this platform we meet the real 
characters. As political leaders try to prevent 
bloodshed on battlefields and carnage in 
capitals, the global scientific community, 
more appropriately philosophers and 
astronomers, contemplate their task in the 
dawn of enlightenment. 

In June 1761, Nevil Maskelyne heads 
for St Helena, James Porter travels to 
Constantinople (Istanbul) whilst James 
Short sets up in London for the Royal 
family. The enigmatic Jean-Baptiste Chappe 
d’Auteroche heads for Tobolsk in Siberian 
Russia and ends up installing an observatory 
that nearly costs him his life; whilst 
Messier holds a session in Paris. In terms 
of endeavours, I cite the story of Charles 
Mason and Jeremiah Dixon’s expedition, 
initially sent to Bencoolen in Sumatra but 
disembarking at the Cape of Good Hope – 
were Mason and Dixon to be thwarted by 
grey skies or did their risk pay off achieving 
the first observed transit of Venus from the 
Southern Hemisphere?     

 And what of the mad scramble to 
observe the transit of June 1769? Enter 
the Americans. The Spanish create 
international barriers; the British set sail 
against all odds and potential conflict for 
Hudson Bay, en-route ensuring protection 
of Native American trading; and other 
international colleagues journey literally 
to all the outposts – some exotic, some 
treacherous. I won’t give away any more of 
this outstanding book! It's the book of the 
year so far – do not miss it!  

Ian Welland
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Chasing Venus

The Sky At Night: Answers to Questions from 
Across the Universe celebrates the 55th 
anniversary of the BBC programme, with 
the origins of this book lying in Episode 
700, broadcast in March 2011, when viewers 
were invited to send in their questions for 
Patrick and his assembled panel of experts.  
Continuing on from the success of the 
programme, Patrick has co-authored with 
Dr Chris North a splendid book that is 
highly enjoyable and creates such a great 
platform to undertake further research.

There are nine distinct sections in the 
book with a tenth section devoted to Patrick 
and the programme. The nine sections in 
order are: Observing, The Moon, The Solar 
System, Stars and Galaxies, Cosmology, 
Other Worlds, Manned Space Exploration, 
Space Missions, Bizarre and Unexplained. 

Whilst I had obvious choices to head 
for, including the Moon, Outer Solar 
System and Comets, the sections on Stars 
and Galaxies and Cosmology are equally 
enlightening. The question of “Was there a 
sound during the Big Bang?” and “Is there 
a possibility that other Big Bangs have 
occurred in different locations?” are two 
such examples. Regarding other worlds, I 
particularly cite the question on the odds 
of inorganic chemistry creating life being 
beaten twice, as an outstanding question. 
All three questions warrant detailed answers 
and that is the true value of the book – the 
answers! They are not only detailed but also 
very understandable. My favourite question 
in the book surely is, “What is the recipe 
for a Universe and how long does it take to 
prepare and cook till it’s done?” 

Another quality of the book is the 
balance. It has clearly been thought through 
in terms of its intended audience – it is a 
book for all ages, enthusiasts and serious 
astronomers to enjoy. It is of course, also an 
excellent tool for society quiz nights!

Ian Welland

You can find great prices for these books online at www.astronomynow.com
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Dan Bortolotti’s book on aurorae (or auroras 
as they say in American english) is how 
literature on these beautiful light shows should 
be; an assortment of professional photographs 
rather than reams of text that cannot even 
begin to describe the experience of seeing 
aurorae with your very own eyes.

Following Astronomy Now’s trip to the 
beautiful landscape of Iceland back in March 
(see pages 33-36), I know only too well 
how you would have to ‘see it to believe 
it’ when it comes to viewing the Northern 
Lights.The author, who has contributed 
several scientific books including Exploring 
Saturn, seems to capture the lights pretty 
well by colourfully cramming his work 
with photographs from professional 
photographer Yuichi Takasaka, NASA 
orbiters, polar explorers and European artists.

Although this book only really serves as 
the type of literature that you would find on a 
coffee table, Bortolotti manages to successfully 
and concisely discuss the myths and legends 
associated with these light shows. Also, despite 
capturing the essence of aurorae with the 
aid of stunning high quality photographs, 
Bortolotti has not shied away from the science 
by posing and answering the many questions 
behind, what I believe to be, Mother Nature 
at her best. Why are aurorae the colour they 
are? Why do they often cause blackouts and 
computer system crashes? Two intriguing 
questions that spring to mind.

This book tends to focus on some of the 
greatest places to capture aurorae borealis 
such as Swedish Lapland and the North-West 
territories, but sadly misses out Iceland. There 
are also some photographs that credit the 
photographer but don’t say where they were 
taken. However this does not detract from the 
beauty and wonder of Bortolotti’s work.

This book is well worth the buy; the 
photographs are stunning and it covers 
the important questions in bite-sized 
chunks suitable for adults and the younger 
generation to have a gander.
 Gemma Lavender
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