A distinctly Russian Eclipse 
by Martin Mobberley
For the August 1st 2008 Total Solar Eclipse (TSE), my eighth TSE experience, I decided to travel with the company Voyages Jules Verne (VJV). On all my previous six foreign eclipse trips (1999 was a UK event of course) I had travelled with Explorers, but for 2008 I decided to switch loyalties. There were several reasons for this. Firstly, no information whatsoever was available on whether Explorers were going to offer eclipse trips after 2008 when Brian McGee would no longer own the company; so I would probably have to change service provider anyway or just travel with friends from 2009 onwards. Even John Mason, Explorers long-time eclipse tour guide and stand-up comedian, said he had no idea what would happen for future TSEs! In addition, for this eclipse, the event in Russia was significantly longer and at a much higher altitude than in China and the Explorers eclipse day journey to the Gobi desert looked positively gruelling (as always!) Also, Explorers eclipse trips had become far too popular in recent years resulting in a massive 800 people in a 22 bus convoy queuing to use a single lavatory (which was blocked before we arrived) in Libya in 2006. The idea of a much smaller group, but led by another of Patrick Moore’s many disciples, trained in the Moore philosophy since boyhood, namely Peter Cattermole, appealed greatly. Eight other astro-colleagues from Orwell (Ipswich) Astronomical Society thought the leisurely ride on the train from Moscow to Novosibirsk sounded a much better idea too, with a journey of only thirty miles on eclipse day – sheer bliss compared to the 22 hour round trip into the Libyan desert for 2006!!
So, nine Suffolk astronomers signed up for the VJV trip, namely Nigel and Alex Evans, Mike Harlow with Sue Brown, newly married Pete and Nicky Richards, Paul Whiting plus friend, and me. Despite a huge hike in fuel prices between the time the holiday was booked and payment day, VJV chose not to hike their prices before departure which was very decent of them. Also, as it turned out, VJV managed to put myself, Mike & Sue and Nigel & Alex in consecutive compartments on the Transiberian Express carriage 5, which was excellent, especially as Peter Cattermole was in the same carriage. 
Heathrow to Domedodovo
On July 28th the eight Orwell amateur astronomers, plus myself, caught the BA 872 flight to Moscow to begin the first leg of our journey with VJV. This was, disturbingly, from Heathrow Terminal 5 which had received such a disastrous opening a few months earlier. It transpired that one can now check-in for a flight without human interaction at all (just using a computer interface at the terminal, or online). However, this does not speed things up for anyone with heavy luggage as the misleadingly named “Fast Bag Drop” still takes ages as you queue in the old fashioned way to check your baggage in and then go through the rather meaningless security checks (the woman was not even looking at my carry-on bag X-Ray as I walked through). As always, there was considerable variation in what checks were carried out at Heathrow, Moscow and Irkutsk airports. At Moscow you had to remove your trouser belt and have it x-rayed, but your shoes were OK. At Irkutsk, the trouser belt was OK but the shoes had to be removed and X-rayed. At Heathrow Terminal 5 belts and shoes were perfectly OK left on!
After a 4 hour flight we all arrived in Moscow and it transpired that the former BBC Sky at Night and Crimewatch producer Pieter Morpurgo had been roped in as a tour guide alongside Peter Cattermole, which was excellent; I had met Pieter before and he was a relaxed and entertaining chap. We were told that Moscow’s Domedodovo airport was its newest airport, but there didn’t appear to be anything modern about it! After collecting our baggage we waited for all of the BA 872 VJV people to arrive so we could transfer to our two buses. However, due to one item of temporarily lost luggage, an invisible list of travellers on our trip and a missing character I will refer to as ‘George Parr’ (after the Bremner, Bird and Fortune character…see YouTube if you want to understand this!) it would still be many long hours till we arrived at our Moscow hotel, in theory, just 30 minutes away. The invisible VJV list of people expected on flight BA 872 was, allegedly, printed on a Russian inkjet printer, which had not even sniffed any ink for years. In all respects it was identical to the Marauders Map in Harry Potter’s Hogwarts school: at first glance it was blank. However, if you spoke the magic words “I solemnly swear that I am up to no good” a hint of eclipse travellers’ names was occasionally visible. Various angles of illumination, magnifiers and averted vision were employed to read the list, but it was hard going. I even tried reading the VJV guide’s copy as if it were in Braille, but that didn’t work either. There was another checklist but it disagreed with that master copy printed in invisible ink! Disturbing!
Some interesting characters
The temporarily mislaid traveller George Parr (real name withheld) looked every inch a gin-sodden ex diplomat. He was British to the core, with an old Etonian accent, a crumpled suit and a black tie knotted tightly up to his neck, every minute of the day. He could speak Russian fluently and read Russian newspapers and his favourite place was the bar, where he would, each night, drink himself into a near coma, head slumped forward at 90 degrees to his back, and dribbling in the final stages. He knew Moscow well and so had decided to take the underground Metro to the hotel, without telling our tour guides! He was thus officially ‘missing’. One VJV group was loaded onto a first coach to the hotel while the missing baggage problem was investigated. But when that problem was resolved another hour was wasted waiting for Mr Parr and the later bus. Nevertheless, the early bus did not beat ours to the hotel as the driver of bus number 1 did not know where the hotel was and became lost! Our bus got to the Aerostar hotel in an hour, through the Moscow gridlock, with a sightseeing journey past Red Square and the Kremlin, whereas bus number 1 took 3 hours 30 minutes, to travel many more miles around Moscow’s equivalent of the M25! I might also mention that while we had waited for our Moscow Airport chartered coach at the designated bus stop, an extraordinary tarmac eating machine decided to eat the bus-stop tarmac up and spray the road chunks into a lorry. Thus when our bus arrived, minutes later, it yawed and pitched by an alarming amount as it travelled over a lunar landscape that, five minutes before, had been a perfectly smooth road!
Our huge Moscow hotel, the Aerostar, had only just reopened for business, as in 2004 a company with connections to the Russian Mafia forced the Canadian co-owners out at gunpoint. After various legal and diplomatic issues it had re-opened in 2008, just before we arrived. The staffing levels were rather sparse, especially as a plane load of VJV travellers had just descended on it with their luggage. The 400 room seven storey hotel had a single porter, with a limp, but I guess he probably earned a lot in sympathy tips (though he got nothing from me!) Because the hotel had only just opened the lifts were unfathomable, even by the staff. You could sometimes go down to an odd numbered floor in one set of lifts, but had to walk 200 yards to the other side of the building to find a lift that would, usually, accept an instruction to ascend to floor 3, where a restaurant resided. Apparently, a team of engineers had been working on this lift problem for several weeks and were baffled.
As well as the character George Parr there was a rather masculine Dutch woman who never, ever stopped talking, not even for a second, who a few of the tour guides referred to as DLB; maybe you can work that nickname out for yourself! But DLB paled into insignificance next to a certain Mrs J. She was not an astronomer in any sense, just a tourist (like most of the travellers) but she complained every minute of every hour of every day on the trip. I don’t wish to sound sexist but Mrs J was hideous. She was so overweight she could not fit in any bed, let alone the narrow beds in the Transiberian Express train which we boarded the next day. In both hotels we stayed at, even the double bed was not big enough for her. Numerous times on the trip she bellowed at the receptionists “My bed is not big enough”. My friend Nigel Evans commented in a voice just low enough “Well, how could it possibly be when you are that fat?” which earned him a nudge from his wife. Let me get things into perspective here, Mrs J was so huge that Chandrasekhar might have to rethink his limit if he was still alive. She also permanently carried a hip flask of Whisky with her and after a swig would frequently bellow “Eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we die….HARRRRR HA HA HARRRR!” Mrs J had paid for business class seats, first class hotel rooms and even a premium first class train carriage, but nothing was up to her standard. There was some debate on the trip as to whether her face resembled more a bag of spanners, or a bulldog chewing a wasp….it was a close call. But she had a voice like a Sergeant Major on drill duty. Much time was spent discussing this woman’s antics. The general view was that people who drink to oblivion, complain and bellow all the time are just desperately lonely; all I know is, she was someone to avoid, at all costs.
A further character on the trip was a middle aged woman who, whenever involved in any conversation would immediately bend it around to the subject of how many children she had given birth to. She frequently headed for the lavatories while uttering the words “I’ve had so many children”! You certainly meet them on eclipse trips…..
The Transiberian Express
The second day dawned and, once on our Moscow bus, Peter Cattermole announced “Do you want the bad news or the good news?” “Good news” someone shouted. “There ain’t no good news!” he replied. “But the bad news is… the trip to the Kremlin Armoury has been cancelled”. This was rather disappointing as the State Armoury is a Moscow showpiece. However, apparently the VJV group was just too big to be let in. It was a bit of a puzzle that VJV didn’t know this as they have been offering Russian holidays for years. Nevertheless, there was still plenty to see in Red Square, the Kremlin and elsewhere. While near Red Square we were able to watch the Russian Olympic team leaving, to much applause, for China. Throughout our time in Russia the temperature barely deviated from about 20C, from Moscow to Siberia, crossing 5 time zones. This was a huge relief as temperatures of 40C are perfectly possible in Siberia in August.
At the end of that second day, after walking around the tourist attractions of Moscow and eating a burger in the Moscow Hard Rock Café, we boarded the Transiberian Express at the enormous central railway station in Moscow. Mike Harlow and Sue Brown of Orwell AS had a moment of trauma when they found only one of their luggage items had been delivered to their carriage, minutes before the train pulled out. Fortunately, their case was found in another carriage. On another recent holiday British Airways had lost one of their bags for several weeks, so they were most relieved when their bag was rapidly found.
Being on a train for 90 hours and travelling several thousand miles at about 40 mph is an interesting experience. The train is divided into passenger coaches, restaurant coaches, a bar and a shower coach. To get to the shower coach after a hot sweaty day is interesting as they only seemed to provide hot flowing water around the evening time. To get from our carriage to have a shower you would have to walk through two restaurant carriages, and the bar carriage, all full of people, dressed only in a dressing gown, and then back again, opening and closing two doors at each carriage interface and needing the agility of a mountain goat to cross the swaying gap. OK, the gap was only a few inches wide, but it would be very easy to drop a wallet or pen through it as you leapt over the gap. Peter Cattermole advised discretion as there had already been a case of a befuddled octogenarian walking naked through the train, back from the shower at meal time…not a pretty sight! God help us if Mrs J performed this manoeuvre! The witnesses would need psychiatric counselling for life.
I will gloss over using a vacuum toilet while you are on a train that is rhythmically swaying on its suspension…..In essence, there are times when what is in the relatively narrow toilet bowel goes into resonance with the train’s swaying and it is essential to flush it before the contents end up on the floor. As with so many foreign holidays, lavatory trauma seems to form a major memory of each trip. Indeed, Peter Cattermole revealed that planning lavatory stops on coach journeys seemed to be the trickiest part of organising these trips. As well as that stomach churning trauma there is also the added mental stress of nothing in your holiday world being intuitive. This is best illustrated by the infinite different types of shower and toilet arrangements in every hotel or public convenience. The symbols for a man and a woman on lavatory doors in Russia are only slightly different. A woman is a base down triangle, and a man a base-up triangle. What is wrong with the good old ‘pair of legs’ for a man symbol? On more than one occasion I found myself in the ladies toilet! The mechanisms by which soap and water are extruded from various washbasin and shower fittings are often the exact opposite of intuitive too and it would appear that every shower, toilet and sink in Russia is made by a totally different company with its own idiosyncracies. In every compartment on the Transiberian Express there is a power board above the door where lighting and electricity is controlled along with P.A. system volume and two indicators showing the ‘engaged of vacant’ state of the vacuum toilet. Sometimes, when the train was rocking, the toilet would be solidly engaged for an hour, indicating whatever wretched soul was in there was probably having a ‘mare of an experience.
A major tour guide character on the whole VJV trip and, arguably, the person who made the whole event run smoothly, was a very tall and wiry bespectacled German woman called Angelika. She could speak and understand fluent English and Russian and was a bit like Anne Robinson on stilts….i.e. she had a somewhat formidable presence and, although friendly, was not someone you would mess with. Even Mrs J found she had met her match if trying to argue with her, but the height difference of about a foot may have been a factor here. Angelika’s German tones woke us up every morning on the train with the breakfast wake up call, which came across like a cross between Hi de Hi’s Gladys Pugh and Herr Otto Flick of ‘Allo ‘Allo. On one call she warned us “Under no account must you step on ze Siberian canalisation duct covers; I zink you call zese manhole covers, yah? Zese give way under ze veight of a man and ve have lost many people zat vay already. Zey just disappeared into ze ground!” From that moment on we gave Siberian manhole covers a very wide berth indeed.
Food, sightseeing and mobile phones      
Food is not an important part of the Mobberley world. For me, the hassle of preparing food and washing up afterwards totally swamps any microscopic pleasure obtained from the eating process. However, I have to say that even I found the Russian meals somewhat drab. Every single meal commenced with a cucumber and tomato starter, and I do mean *every meal*. This was often followed by soup, which was mainly clear, with the distinctive taste of stagnant radiator water. Chocolate biscuits were available for breakfast, which seemed a bit odd and boiled eggs were freely available all the time. That burger and fries in the Moscow Hard Rock Café looked very tempting by comparison! No wonder McDonalds have thrived in Moscow. On the Transiberian Express the restaurant car tables seated 4 people. As I invariably sat with Nigel and Alex Evans this meant there was often, worryingly, a spare seat at the table which any nutter could occupy, even, God forbid, Mrs J. Thus it was frequently a terror stricken rush to find someone else to sit in that fourth seat. We were lucky, as we managed to get the seat filled by Peter Cattermole, Pieter Morpurgo, or a harmless train spotting traveller thereby forcing any undesirables onto other tables!

On our many tours of Russian cities it transpired that many of our British versions of history are wrong. Our tour guides showed us a statue of the Russian who invented radio, and his name was not Marconi; ditto with the inventor of the steam engine, who was a Russian and was not named James Watt or Thomas Newcomen. Every city we visited we witnessed several weddings a day taking place in the open air. At Krasnoyarsk we visited the marriage spot, high on a hill where every marriage was symbolised by a padlock with the couple’s names, hanging from a gate, indicating this was a lifelong manacling together. Also at Krasnoyarsk we enjoyed the boat trip that never was. The boat’s engine was knackered and so we chugged 100 yards down the dockside to the next mooring point on the river Yenisseij and then got off! It was a strange boat with stuffed wildlife mounted on every wall of the ship!
We stopped at a different Russian city each day; first at Kazan, for a city tour and a trip on the Volga, next at Yekaterinburg, then at Novosibirsk, for the eclipse, then Krasnoyarsk, and, finally, Irkutsk. Every day on the train we would move our watches forward an hour (or two) as we crossed time zones heading east. Moscow was on BST plus 3 hours (i.e. GMT plus 4). This time adjustment actually felt quite natural as we were always pretty tired and so retiring to bed an hour sooner each night seemed logical with no feeling of jet lag at all. Sleeping on a train that is swaying and rocking is pretty tricky the first night but you do get used to it, with wax ear plugs and/or, enough alcohol. I developed another trick too. Over the years the neural net that is my excuse for a brain has developed a bizarre ability to be able to dream about anything I want to! So, I found that if I started to think hard about being on a swaying train I would dream I was on a swaying train and so not be surprised by the world shaking and thus be woken up! I guess I am just a freak in this regard! However, one night there was such a large bang that I though the train had derailed. In fact it had not; it was the massive Mrs J. She had attempted to return to her first class carriage blind drunk after drinking the bar dry and keeled over in our carriage near my door. The people in the compartment next to me tried to shift her but it was like trying to move a dead elephant while standing on the deck of a heaving ship. The woman was only a few millimetres narrower than the train corridor anyway! The next day, a revived Mrs J blamed her alcohol induced fall on Voyages Jules Verne for making the train corridors so small and she then bellowed a 200 dB diatribe at the company outside Peter Cattermole’s compartment, two doors up from me, for a solid half hour before stamping back to her first class compartment.
My mobile phone worked perfectly in Moscow and Kazan and then stopped permitting any calls until we were in Krasnoyarsk. In Irkutsk it fared no better and the hotel there were unable to connect me to make an International call either as hardly any of the staff spoke even pigeon English. When it burst into life in Krasnoyarsk I phoned Guy Hurst and my Dad about the eclipse. My Dad told me there was little UK news, except that Jill Dando’s alleged killer had been freed on appeal. I relayed the news to Pieter Morpurgo who was visibly shocked. As the ex-Crimewatch producer he had known her well and been involved in the search for her killer. My mobile seemed to be one of the few that worked at all. When it didn’t function I got a text message inviting me to dial *111*# [SEND], which prompted a ringback call from the O2 service provider and a robot telling me to dial the International number, plus #. However, that got me no further. It wasn’t a question of lack of local service providers either. All along the 3,000 mile trip there were three: Beeline, MTS and Far East. In some cities my phone worked perfectly, but in others it didn’t. Answers on a postcard please.
Eclipse Day

On eclipse day, Friday August 1st, the train arrived at Novosibirsk at midday and it was off to a restaurant for lunch enroute to the observation site at the city reservoir at Lake Ob. The Moon’s shadow would arrive over the metropolis itself at around 10:44 UT, or 17:44 local time. We were going to observe from south of the city but could have observed it from the railway station if necessary. Everyone was getting twitchy at this stage, hoping the lunch would be quick and the traffic not too heavy. Eclipses wait for no man. Most of the bilingual tour guides up to this point had been excellent, but we drew a short straw on eclipse day. A middle aged, lethargic, Russian woman who seemed to have little sense of our urgency was the guide on our coach that day, as well as Peter Cattermole and Pieter Morpurgo. As well as being somewhat useless she had the most overpowering B.O. that anyone had ever encountered. One of the women on our coach had seen her directing water from the taps in the ladies toilets at her armpits!! As if this wasn’t bad enough when heard over the coach loudspeaker system that evening she was totally inaudible and had a voice like a duck lost in the fog. Just before our coach was due to arrive to take us to the restaurant she told us the vehicle had packed up and other forms of transport were being summoned, including a taxi. Nigel Evans and I decided to commandeer that taxi as Nigel’s massive weight of camera equipment was colossal and would just trip people up in the bus walkway. We shared the taxi with Pieter Morpurgo and arrived at the restaurant well before anyone else, mainly because our taxi driver was clinically insane and could have taken part in the Wacky Races. Nigel had already suffered a wound on the top of his head from catching it earlier in the day. As the driver hurled over a step in the road the existing wound was stabbed once more by the taxi ceiling as Nigel sailed several inches vertically. Fortunately his sunhat acted as a good and absorbent swab for the fountain of blood spraying from his skull wound. At this time, some 5 hours before the eclipse, skies were 50% cloudy but after we finished lunch it was clearing rapidly in a strong breeze.
It was then time to get back in smaller buses, mini-buses this time, for the final drive to the southern shore of Lake Ob, some 30 miles south of the city, for the eclipse. The clock was ticking. Peter Cattermole did warn us with a wry grin that “The final part of the road is…well…interesting”. Well, yes, it was a standard ‘last few miles to an eclipse site’ road, i.e. just a dirt track with the usual spine busting craters on the way. Then there was another development; a mile or so down the road the VJV minibus in front of us exploded. Yep, I thought that would get the reader’s attention….you were just starting to lose concentration weren’t you? Actually, I exaggerate slightly, the minibus had not hit a roadside bomb and torsos, limbs and heads did not fly out of the bus. In fact, the minibus’ air-conditioning unit had caught fire, filling the cabin with acrid black smoke. We took two of the keenest marooned eclipse chasers into our bus, with their equipment, and VJV officials had a mini conference at the roadside and decided our minibus could turn back and pick up the explosion survivors while their guides summoned another bus or fixed the problem. There was still two and a half hours before totality and we were almost at the site. 
We arrived at the lakeside viewing position with more than an hour before first contact: a distinct luxury. A few hundred yards from the site the “I’ve just had so many children” woman leaped out of the bus shouting “I have to go now, I’ve just had so many children” and hitched her skirt up while splaying her legs wide apart near a bush; numerous cameras appeared at this development! Whether she was relieving herself or giving birth again we never found out, but as a baby was not brought back on the minibus I presume it was the former.

The observing site at Lake Ob was very nice with a view over water in the Sun’s direction. In total about 160 VJV travellers were there: 120 from our train, plus 40 from the cheaper VJV eclipse excursion. However, there were two problems. Firstly, it was very, very windy. Actually, it was the wind that blew the clouds away and the sky was now clear. However, the wind strength near the cliff edge (a drop of about 4 metres to the lake) worried me greatly. I just knew it would trash any pictures taken with my lightweight equipment. Secondly, the grass was quite long near the cliff edge. I decided to move well away from the others in the party and use the parked minibuses to shield me from the wind. The ground sloped downward away from the cliff too, which gave me even more protection. Nigel, on the cliff edge, decided to trim the grass around his tripod with a pair of scissors! This would prevent grass interfering with his ‘flash spectrum’ experiment. As at all eclipses everyone was conscious that the clock was ticking down to first contact. A tall bearded American (more on him later) fairly near to me was the first to shout “first contact” and then the disc of the Moon just bit more and more into the Sun. All those with camera equipment were just repeatedly checking and double-checking their equipment. With some horror (with the moon half way across the Sun) I realised I had left my camcorder pointed at the Sun for several minutes without the filter in place. However, with a lens aperture of 1mm and working at f/55 (25x zoom) it survived the encounter…phew! The minutes ticked by and then, before you knew it, those final hair raising, spine tingling moments were with us once more. It was time to keep a cool head and try to image and observe the awesome spectacle. With less than 2 minutes to go the light levels started to drop perceptibly, as they always do. With less than a minute to go I pulled the filters off my JVC camcorder (with the Sun filling 1/3rd of the screen on full zoom) and my Takahashi FS60c/Canon 300D combination. Then, I just watched the spectacle visually, while hitting the remote control on my shutter release, set on 1/2000th second (ISO 400, 60mm aperture refractor, 355mm focal length, f/5.9). The shadow hurtled towards us from the rough direction of Novosibirsk, making the sky initially much brighter to the southeast, than the northwest. Although our sky was 99% cloud free there were distant clouds to the north and south of us and these winked out and back on again just before (to the north) and just after (to the south) our own 2nd and 3rd contact experience.

I watched the 2nd contact diamond ring shrink, and the pink photosphere appeared briefly, before totality arrived. All the time my left thumb was hitting the shutter release to bag more 1/2000th second exposures. It was immediately obvious that there was a small pink prominence on the right hand side, visible even with the naked eye. The corona was less striking and less symmetrical than that seen in Libya in 2006 and, predictably, more of a solar minimum corona, with classic long equatorial streamers, the longest stretching away to the east or northeast. Venus had appeared very early and well before totality to the east and now Mercury was visible just to the northeast of the Sun. Resuming my photography I took a sequence of six exposures from 1/400th to 1/13th to capture the corona from bright inner to fainter outer. At f/5.9 and ISO 400 these proved to be optimum. Then I just savoured the unreal view and tried to let the experience soak in. All too soon the 3rd contact diamond ring arrived signifying the end of totality. According to my timings second contact had occurred at 10:44:41 UT and third contact at 10:47:00 UT, giving 2 minutes 19 seconds of totality, as predicted. No-one at our site that I spoke to later spotted any shadow bands before or after totality. Maybe the wind strength meant the atmospheric ‘lenses’ were simply moving too rapidly to see slow rippling snakes as witnessed so well in Libya? However, our site was very green and grassy so it was not the best surface to reveal that eerie phenomenon.
Immediately after totality I rushed round to Nigel Evans to see how his camera battery had performed. Apart from one disaster, namely forgetting to switch on the wide angle camera, it looked as if most of his other four cameras and their lenses/experiments had performed well, although subsequent analysis did reveal the gusting wind had taken its toll. I was glad I had sheltered behind the minibuses. While talking to Nigel the tall, enthusiastic, bearded American asked how we had got on. It was the same man who had shouted ‘first contact’. Something was playing about in my mind when I saw him but I could not pin down what it was. Then he announced himself as John Beattie. Many regard John Beattie as the keenest total solar eclipse chaser in the world. Along with Jay Pasachoff and Glenn Schneider he has been under the umbra at 27 totalities and, in his case, as a private citizen, not funded by a University Department, NASA, or a travel company. One could see straight away that his enthusiasm for total solar eclipses was boundless as he was still talking to us as we boarded the bus to head back to the Transiberian Express, carriage number 5. John Beattie was not with our group but he and another independent amateur had thrown roubles at a taxi driver to drive them to our eclipse site (or further north or south along the track, if the weather had looked dodgy). So the legendary John Beattie had ended up sitting just yards from me at the site! Only a year earlier I had given the Yahoo Solar Eclipse Mailing List moderator Mike Gill a copy of my book ‘Total Solar Eclipses and How to Observe Them’ to give to John Beattie at the Los Angeles Eclipse conference in 2007. Now here I was talking to the man himself. Amazing!
On the bus trip back through heavy Novosibirsk traffic we had a reacquaintance with Mrs Smelly, our tour guide for that day. We would have liked some peace and quiet after a gruelling day but she insisted on trying to tell us about the boring churches on our route, but as it was now dark, raining and the inside of the bus was steamed up and the outside of the bus streaming with rain we could not see what she was pointing at and her ‘duck lost in the fog’ voice meant only one word in ten was audible anyway. I held my nose as I passed her on the way off the bus at the train station.
The Holiday Winds Down

The holiday continued for a few more days after Novosibirsk. On the day after the eclipse, en route to Krasnoyarsk, Pieter Morpurgo gave an entertaining Powerpoint presentation on the most humorous moments from his 17 year stint as Sky at Night producer and working with Patrick. His talk in the conference/bar carriage on the train was highly popular. We finally parted company with the train at Irkutsk where it was two days in a big hotel, with, yet again, Mrs J bellowing about the inadequate size of her bed and the fact she would take VJV to court. We all felt rather sad to leave our train after five nights in residence there; strange how a small compartment in a train carriage can start to feel so much like home!

At our new hotel, the Angara, all the hot and cold taps appeared to have been mislabelled. I opened the big blue folder in my room for info on how to make an international call, but it was mainly full of advertising for an Oriental Thai massage by a scantily clad and well endowed young woman and flyers for the private lap dancing club joined to the hotel!! Later I spotted George Parr reading this literature in the hotel, while dribbling, eyes bulging……I headed for the “London Pub” joined to the hotel where a Chelsea match was on the widescreen TV.
Irkutsk is a city with no drains. Drains are for capitalist wimps apparently. Unfortunately we arrived there on the wettest day of the year so wading through inches of water while sightseeing meant our shoes got a bit damp. On the final day we had a trip to Lake Baikal the largest lake in the world and one which could swallow all the Great American lakes combined easily. Our guide told us his wife was the local hospital’s chief gynaecologist and earned £250 a month, but he earned far more as a tour guide!
As we finally left our Irkutsk hotel at breakfast time on August 5th Mike Harlow alerted me to the presence of umbraphile extraordinaire Jay Pasachoff in our hotel lobby, also leaving to fly home. He and colleagues had also travelled on the Transiberian express with $100,000 of astronomical equipment. I managed a few words with this other ‘27 TSE’ veteran, before boarding the bus to Irkutsk airport and our 6 hour flight to Moscow, followed by a further 3 hour flight to London. I was badly missing England now and would be glad to return home to my Dad. But disaster almost struck at Moscow. I have a security wallet which is permanently kept inside my trousers while attached to my trouser belt. Moscow security insist on trouser belts being removed and x-rayed…..Of course, in the rush at the security checkpoint I did not remember my wallet, now sticking by friction to my thigh! Next stop was a Moscow toilet cubicle. I won’t go into detail but as I left the Moscow toilet I felt something touch my ankle. I turned round and there was my black wallet, with many pounds, euros, roubles and credit cards on the dimly lit black floor. Phew, that was a close shave! In an era where trouser belts are x-rayed a security wallet can quickly become just the opposite: a disposable wallet!
Final Thoughts

On the final flight to London I had a window seat above the Rolls Royce engine and could see the 4 day crescent Moon all the way from Moscow to London. I’ve now seen 6 totalities from 8 experiences under the Moon’s shadow and no doubt there will be more in years to come. My plans are still in a state of flux for Shanghai/Japan 2009 and Easter Island 2010. Finally, how did my images look? Very well as it turned out. The combination of an easily handled 355mm focal length at a relatively fast f/5.9 appears to be optimum for DSLR corona shots and kept exposures manageable, essential on such a windy eclipse day. I will definitely take the lightweight Takahashi FS60c on more eclipse trips.
In conclusion, my 2008 VJV eclipse adventure was a big success, for 3 reasons: the eclipse, the company of good friends and Peter Cattermole plus Pieter Morpurgo as our tour guides.
Martin Mobberley

