The 2010 South Pacific Explorers eclipse expedition

 by Martin P. Mobberley
Part 1

Despite the gruelling nature of all the 2010 July 11th Total Solar Eclipse expeditions I signed up for the Explorers trip to Hao as soon as it came out on the company’s website, and threw in the post-eclipse trip to Easter Island as well. I’m a very reluctant traveller, but you only live once and, if I can’t download my neural net to a Petabyte memory stick before I’m 100 (2058) I may only have 48 years of life left. In a 13.7 billion year old Universe humans are a long time dead. So, a bit of travel hassle and airport misery has to be endured. However, this would be by far the longest and most expensive trip I had ever been on and would involve the most number of flights too: a total of eight. In addition, the nightmare scenario of another Icelandic volcanic eruption occurring could not be ruled out and, just as disturbing, a whole series of strikes by Air Tahiti workers in the weeks leading up to the eclipse made everyone a bit nervous. As it turned out, Iceland’s volcanoes were quiet and Air Tahiti workers went back to work. Nevertheless, the trip was not without its share of hassles and absurdity.   
The long journey to Tahiti

On July 6th I travelled to Heathrow’s Terminal 3 with Nigel and Alex Evans from their Ipswich home along with their fellow Orwell society member Sue Brown. I had originally wondered whether, due to the eclipse trip, I would miss seeing the England Football team in the World Cup semi-finals or even the final. HAH! I guess I need a sanity check! Airport terminals are horribly depressing places, full of tired, sad and suicidal looking people, all looking jet-lagged and lugging absurd amounts of luggage around. However, the tedium of checking in, online or otherwise (I’ll have a lot more to say on that subject later) and endless security check queues with people removing loose change, shoes, belts and watches in front of ‘bored out of their minds’ security staff, was soon alleviated by the sight of fellow travellers from BAA ranks. The sight of these friendly faces even made me delay reading the obituary of Henry Hatfield that had appeared in the previous day’s Daily Telegraph. First to be spotted were Mike and Mandy Rushton, swiftly followed by Roger and Gillian Perry with John and Jane Mason as well as Jean and Brian Felles. Sadly Wendy Page of Explorers would not be travelling with us this time due to giving birth to her daughter, Holly, some months earlier.

Other BAA members, Rita Whiting and Val Stoneham, were also spotted at Terminal 3 despite the fact they were not on the Explorers trip, as it had been fully booked up in the first few weeks of availability. Rita and Val had opted to go with Wildlife Worldwide and see the eclipse from Easter Island by flying on the same day as us via Madrid and Santiago. We would also end up on Easter Island, but after the eclipse.
I am always on the search for new characters to note down in my log and various people informed me that they had spotted a character known as ‘Mr Mustard’ in the Heathrow terminal. An eclipse chaser who earns his living by competing in international Cluedo tournaments! Rumour has it he has won 80 such events so far! 

A major hassle for couples travelling together on this eclipse trip and a hassle that had never occurred on any other trip I can recall was the fact that people travelling together who had booked together via Explorers and, in many cases, were quite obviously husband and wife, were not seated together on the flights! This was a major hassle for many travellers, especially on the Virgin Atlantic flights. Combined with the barmy idea that you are encouraged to book online prior to each flight with Virgin because ‘it avoids queuing’ (rubbish, it does not, unless you have no luggage and can avoid the security checks) the check in procedure became somewhat traumatic. Most travellers tried to check in online before the flight to LA, but found it was impossible to change their seat number, deduce their seat number, or print a boarding pass: the whole point of the damned exercise! Space artist David Hardy e-mailed his concerns on this to Explorers before the flight but was told:
>Don't worry………..All will be flying together and there is nothing to prevent you being seated together.<
Total bunkum! Trying to sit on a plane with your wife or partner was a nightmare for all the couples on this trip and no-one, not even Explorers or Virgin, had an explanation that was anything more than corporate bullshit. Someone had cocked up big time on this aspect of the holiday, although as a single man it did not affect me.
As we boarded the plane to L.A. the news on the departure gate TV was of the police hunting for the latest UK psychopath, Mr Raoul Moat. Apparently they had found his tent, but he was gone! Maybe he was on our flight? As an avid student of nutters worldwide, and with the Moat net closing in I was disappointed that BBC News 24 would not be available on the plane. I settled for watching the film ‘Avatar’, the Brian Clough biopic ‘The Damned United’ and reading the book Zima Blue, by Alastair Reynolds. After an eleven hour flight, on landing at LA a Dutch passenger’s mobile phone started bleeping a few seats from me and he whooped in joy as a text message informed him that the Netherlands had beaten Uruguay in the first World Cup Semi-Final. On our arrival at the surprisingly dull LA airport, which would not look out of place in any third world country, a huge and muscular black American woman hurled our very heavy cases onto the bus, like they weighed nothing, and we headed to the Crowne Plaza hotel, where Nick James had already been resident for one day. Nick informed me that the Transportation Security Administration of the US Dept. of Homeland Security had opened his case on arrival at LA, picked the locks, unpacked the telescope and camera gear, packed it all back and put a message announcing its opening inside his case! I had not been to the USA since 911, but the fact that they take your fingerprints, thumbprints and a mugshot on arrival will tell you that the immigration/customs tedium is verging on paranoia. Also at the Crowne Plaza, well before us, were Mike and Wendy Maunder (Wendy in a wheelchair due to her medical condition) and Paul Whiting, another Ipswich amateur who pays for a first class seat on all these trips. Paul had been entertained and revulsed on the flight. It appears that a man aged around 75 and a woman of around 50 had decided to join forces in the Virgin Atlantic first class area in order to join the ‘Mile High Club’ and that their antics had been observed not only by Paul and fellow passengers but by the sniggering air crew! I wonder what Mr Branson would have to say about that!!
After a night’s sleep, next day it was back to LA airport for another tedious hour of check in queues and the removing of shoes, belts, watches and jackets for the gun toting security folks and trudging off for the next leg to Tahiti. Fortunately the leg room was far more generous on the Air Tahiti flight and, all things considered, the service was much better than on the Virgin Atlantic cattle truck. Once again, the experience at LA airport was akin to that at a third world airport with a ridiculously long bus ride taking us to our Air Tahiti Nui plane waiting on the tarmac. 
Anyway, we were soon on our way to Tahiti and half an hour into the flight the captain announced that Spain had beaten Germany in the second World Cup Semi-Final, to quite a few cheers from those onboard. After the eight hour flight and the usual tedious immigration and baggage reclaim tedium at Papeete (the main town on Tahiti) we arrived at the huge Radisson Plaza hotel complex on the evening of the seventh, now fully eleven hours behind British Summer Time.

The Radisson Plaza and nutters

I should perhaps explain at this point that we were all, originally, booked into the Tahiti Hilton hotel. However, with only a few months to go before the biggest conceivable tourist attraction in the region’s history, the Hilton closed its doors, blaming the global recession. Obviously this was a nightmare for Explorers with some 130 eclipse chasers to find rooms for on an island which was expecting a deluge of tourists in a few months time. The Radisson Plaza was chosen as our new hotel, but with the hassle of having to move to the Manava hotel for just one night before we flew to the tiny island of Hao for the eclipse, with a maximum of 10kg hold luggage and 5kg cabin luggage. 

At this stage on the trip the inevitable eclipse nutters started to emerge. One might think that people who were barking mad, physically frail and morbidly obese would be so stressed by the complexities of international travel that they would not attempt a trip of this type. Think again! They are so far gone and thick-skinned that they have no fear of losing their valuables, passports or dignity and so they blunder from one crisis to another with the tour guides, or airport authorities, herding them in the right direction like sheep, without any requirement to engage their brains. The two characters on this trip, for legal reasons, will be called Dr Shout and Jimmy Saville. Dr Shout is not a newcomer to eclipse trips. I remember him from the 1998 eclipse trip to Curacao and Bonaire. The man is, allegedly, a retired GP, who is so obscenely overweight (with a rear end a hippo would be proud of) that on that particular 1998 trip the Scuba diving facility did not possess enough lead to strap around his gargantuan girth to sink the beached whale. It was like trying to sink the Hindenburg; so extra lead had to be bussed in to submerge the sphere of blubber. On many previous trips he was accompanied by a mistress (how much was she paid?!!), but these days his wife travels with him and tries to apologise for his behaviour, claiming his endless bellowing is the result of a whiplash car injury a few years ago (presumably from a fellow eclipse chaser trying to kill him). Hmmm, I’m not buying that one, sorry, as he was exactly the same twelve years ago, before the alleged rear-end shunt; more on Dr Shout later. As for Jimmy Savile, well, he was the spitting image of the DJ, but far less intelligent. The Savile appearance is obviously a deliberate one as he smokes huge cigars too. Most disturbing of all was Jimmy’s shorts; they were far too short and when he sat down opposite you there was no part of his anatomy that was not on display - hand me a sick bag!
The Radisson Plaza, although a huge and impressive complex, seemed to be a hotel in a permanently headless chicken state with meals taking up to three hours to be served and the staff having no idea how to correctly allocate rooms or understand plain English. On our itinerary we checked in to this hotel three times and checked out three times and there were different errors each time. The staff on the front desk, and in the bar, had to enter all your check in details and meals and drinks data into a computer system which no-one seemed to be able to use properly. I remember a time when hotel rooms had a unique metal key which guaranteed that once the key had disappeared from the hook, no-one could be double booked into the room as the key had physically gone. Like all modern hotels these days the Radisson has these silly blank white pieces of plastic which act as electronic door keys if you are lucky (many of the cards are defective). Fine, if this leads to a slick, flawless system, but it doesn’t and unless you keep the slip of card the plastic comes in you have no idea of your multi digit room number. When you end up double-booked the staff, of course, blame the computer.
At the hotel restaurant and bar the chaos was permanent and even if breakfast was included in your package you still had to sign a breakfast bill with an amount quoted in French Pacific Francs. On my first afternoon at the Radisson, after a short trip out to the famous Captain Cook Venus Transit point, I sat at a table with BAA colleagues Roger and Gillian Perry plus Jean and Brian Felles. We kept ordering a plate of chips, which never arrived. Apparently the phrase ‘chips’ was not being translated correctly and at the Radisson you needed to order ‘Fritz’ to get chips unless there was an ‘R’ in the month! After several hours we finally got our chips and drooled as the plate arrived. Being chivalrous Roger offered the plate to a woman behind us, another Explorers traveller, who had been waiting even longer. Tragically the plate had the lowest co-efficient of friction ever recorded by science and as Roger twisted back to hand the plate to the woman, the entire mountain of chips we had waited so long for, ended up sliding onto the dusty bar floor. We fell about at that one, although I’m not sure if we were laughing or crying with hunger (Roger followed this performance up with another cabaret turn later that evening by spilling a pint of beer over Jean Felles). We thought that we had had our chips, but within the space of a few minutes another four plates of them appeared on our table, plates that we hadn’t ordered. So we didn’t starve after all. In addition, a walking meal arrived at our table too…..yes, you read that right. As soon as our chips appeared on the floor a large chicken appeared from nowhere and started swallowing the chips, as if to say “Chicken and Chips – I’m your man”. Hilarious! In addition to all this the cost of drinks on Tahiti was astronomical with even modest liquid refreshment setting you back ten quid per glass, including the hotel’s ‘Alex special’ which tasted like a mixture of Nesquik and Windolene. Empty Coke Cans glided mysteriously over the restaurant tables of their own accord too, making us wish we had a Ouija board. Maybe residents who had died there waiting for a meal were trying to get in contact?

Various BAA colleagues got around the absurd drink prices by bulk-buying alcoholic and non alcoholic drinks at the LA Duty Free prior to coming out, or from Tahiti supermarkets. A stash of Gin, Tonic, Vodka and Whisky was wheeled around on its own little trolley while we were at the Radisson and the trolley was affectionately nicknamed ‘H’ after the famous soused tour guide we saw last year in Shanghai.
Southern skies and the rude man of Bognor

As soon as we arrived at the Radisson we started to do some southern sky constellation recognition. It was very odd being under a sky that looked so unfamiliar. The Sagittarius teapot and Scorpius were overhead and alpha/beta Centauri, with the Southern Cross, were impossible to miss. However Papeete is quite light polluted and compared to what we would see on Hao, the skies from Tahiti were interesting but not mind-blowing. 

That night we had the usual excellent eclipse presentation by John Mason telling us what to expect in the coming days when we would be camping on the island of Hao (pronounced “How” by others and “Hayo” by me….….I’m British). Despite the Radisson having a lecture theatre they did not seem to be geared up for speakers at all. No working clip-on miniature microphones appeared to be available, just a huge ten inch long black microphone with a bulbous end. John was wearing an almost luminous bright pink shirt, and the massive microphone was dangled on makeshift straps, so low on his chest that it was almost hanging upward from his groin, giving the impression that we were watching the human incarnation of the rude man of the Dorset hills, in concert. The hotel’s LCD projector seemed to have no way of adjusting its height so Nick James mobile phone was used by John as a wedge to raise it up. During and after the trip we heard stories of various other eclipse trips’ ‘experts’ (so-called) lectures and it was clear that John’s presentation was by far the best; admittedly, when competing with the infamously drunk ‘expert’ on a competing trip this was never going to be difficult. However, Mike Maunder attended the briefing given for his separate ‘aircraft flight under the shadow’, also on Tahiti, and declared that despite some leading American names in the eclipse chasing world acting as speakers on that trip, their talks were also very poor compared to John’s entertaining performance.

The next day we changed hotels to the Manava for previously explained logistical reasons and so I was able to compare notes on that hotels’ little idiosyncracies. The booze trolley was successfully wheeled to the new hotel. The Manava had a much nicer pool/beachside frontage and a very efficient thatched poolside bar area where I spent some time chatting to space artist David Hardy and his room mate Dylan Thomas (yes, Dylan Thomas….his poetry days are over now but his snoring can be heard throughout the Welsh valleys and through ten feet of concrete, allegedly). However, nice though the beach area was the accommodation layout was reminiscent of a prison block and you needed a degree in air conditioning unit technology to stand a chance of cooling the room. I spent most of the July 9th afternoon period in the Manava transferring my eclipse photography gear, sleeping bag and pillow to the ten and five kilogram cases I would be lugging to Hao and triple-checking that everything would work at the critical time.
The most bizarre feature of all in the Manava hotel was the height of the lavatory bowls above the surface of the bathroom floor in some of the rooms. The height of the toilet seat in my room was more than a metre above the floor level meaning my legs dangled in free space! John Mason wondered if the hotel could supply stirrups so you could safely mount and dismount the toilets without injuring yourself. You could even nickname the toilets Dobbin, or Shergar, especially if someone kidnapped the latter facility and demanded a ransom. Some of our colleagues claimed their toilet seats were as high off the ground as a tennis umpire’s chair! Clearly, even by the standards of some strange hotels I’ve been in, this was very odd. In addition, the extraordinary tap position arching over the centre of my bath guaranteed that either scalding hot or freezing cold water was always directed squarely at my gentleman’s vegetables region while I was using the facility……….
Having recovered from my toilet and bathing experience I turned on the TV in the room only to learn the CNN headline (!) news was that Paul the Psychic Octopus had received death threats for predicting that Spain would beat Netherlands in the World Cup Final. Suddenly I wondered if I was living in a drug induced hallucination….were those Tahitian magic mushrooms I’d eaten last night? In keeping with this, at the same time, my mobile phone beeped with a text message from my Dad telling me that Raoul Moat was dead. Surreal though all this was, there was yet another twist in the saga as Nick James, Nigel, Alex, Sue and myself headed down to the Manava’s restaurant. Would the eating experience here be as bizarre as at the Radisson we wondered? Well, the service was better, but the restaurant illumination was so dim that we now knew what it must be like for David Blunkett when he eats out. The light from the candles on the table was so low that none of us could read the menu at the table. We guessed that had Gary Poyner been on the trip he might have stood a chance, but without an image intensifier in our luggage we groped our way to the biggest candle in the room so that, with averted vision techniques, we could just read the menu! 
Part 2

The Hao campsite

Next morning it was off to the island of Hao, 920 km east of Tahiti, the northern tip of which protruded far enough into the eclipse track that we would be under the umbral shadow for at least three and a half minutes on the morning of July 11th. 

We set off to Tahiti airport in two groups as there were two planes, each one seating up to 66 people, bound for the long runway on the coral atoll that was Hao. We bumped into the founder of Explorers, Brian McGee at the airport, along with Hazel McGee. Brian now fronts the Astro-Expeditions tours after selling the Explorers business. It was a bit of a strange feeling seeing Brian and Hazel not with Explorers and not with John Mason, and separate from the main BAA contingent I was with, but on the same sort of eclipse expedition. The Astro-Expeditions travellers were headed to two different islands, Anaa and Hikueru.
Just before the second Explorers group left for Tahiti airport they spotted the infamous alcohol sodden tour guide (see last year’s Shanghai report) at the Manava hotel, not surprisingly scuttling to the bar (in far too short shorts), acquiring some booze and then scuttling back out of sight! This was all very peculiar, but, thankfully, not a feature of our tour. After checking in for the Hao flight I noticed another peculiarity of the Tahiti airport. The Gents toilet door was made entirely of clear glass, so anyone drifting past could see everything that was going on inside! Clearly the same architect who had worked on the Manava’s toilets had decided to apply his talents to the airport facilities too……
Well, after a two hour flight we landed on the Hao runway, supposedly the longest runway in that part of the South Pacific, and a designated emergency Space Shuttle landing strip too. We were greeted by dancing girls and the local men in native costumes at the airport and then bussed to our camp site. We were not sure if this was a tribal greeting or if they were planning on having us for lunch. The second plane with the other 65 or so Explorers travellers landed shortly after us. Strangely they had enjoyed far better meals on their flight, notably with a splendid Lemon Meringue pie, which was strangely absent on our plane. This was particularly sad as for the next two days we would be eating meat as tough as shoe leather with absurdly thin plastic knives along with wallpaper paste masquerading as mashed potato. Small packets of crisps were available to purchase from Explorers who had brought a shed load of them to Hao, but at six quid per packet we stubbornly refused to buy any, hoping they would lower the price: they refused!!
Explorers had used the local people to create an impressive tented village for the eclipse chasers. Every single traveller or couple had their own tent and this was where I was so pleased I had paid my single supplement, as I got a whole tent to myself. I would never share with a stranger on these trips –NEVER, NEVER, NEVER (to quote Ian Paisley). It’s just too risky in a situation where 200dB snorers and strange people abound. Those who want to risk sharing with someone have to tick a box as to whether they are male or female so that they share with someone of the same sex. However, when Sue Brown ticked this option on the 1995 India Explorers trip she ended up sharing with a ‘woman’ with a voice like a male lorry driver who had undergone a gender reassignment operation shortly before booking the trip. Scarey!! The forms should say tick the following boxes if they apply: Male/Female/Other/Certified Astro-weirdo. Anyway, with a whole tent to my modest 70 kilo frame I was far better off than the married couples on the trip as these tents were only really designed for one adult of a sensible weight and not a married pair of beached whales tipping the scales at a quarter of a tonne . There were 80 tents on the site and Explorers, educated by John Mason, had ensured that all the usual BAA trouble makers were lumped in one corner. These were the tents of John and Jane Mason, Roger and Gillian Perry, Nigel and Alex Evans, myself, Jean and Brian Felles and Nick James.

Shortly after our arrival, a strange local woman dressed to resemble a cross between Margaret Beckett, Davros and the statue of liberty, drifted amongst us giving us a couple of black pearls each. Actually, mine looked like the ball bearings from a Morris Marina drive shaft, but I wasn’t complaining. 

The facilities at our campsite were quickly explained, namely the dining/kitchen shed and the shower/toilet block. We knew these would be basic and we were not disappointed. It was, as Alex Evans commented “like a scene from Tenko”. The type of toilet used was initially described in management-speak terms as a ‘natural’ toilet…..Hmmm, doesn’t sound too bad does it? But then another term was added, namely ‘of the long drop design’. Oooooh dear! Essentially a set of toilet seats mounted above a deep pit. No flush, no toilet paper (you bring your own) and you hold your nose….. However, as we were all wearing sunhats and sunglasses and shirts with handy top pockets the most scarey prospect was bending over the long drop and seeing some vital piece of kit fall down the hole……. I quickly ensured that my Passport was no longer in my top pocket. The thought of it dropping into the open sewer pit below was horrendous as it would *have* to be recovered! Hao, like Tahiti, was a place where insects bite you on a regular basis, whether you were using insect repellent or not. I am not usually bitten by insects but, like almost everyone else I knew, this doesn’t seem to count on Hao or Tahiti. We were told Malaria was not a problem and we only had to watch out for those insects carrying Dengue fever….well, thanks for that useful tip! I also found out that paddling in the water is dangerous too. The merest scratch from a piece of coral in the waters of the atoll left me with an angry red rash and a swollen calf that took days to disappear.

On the evening before the eclipse we were taken into the centre of the community on Hao to witness the island’s equivalent of The X Factor, where numerous grass skirted French Polynesian women, either young and slender, or older gut buckets, gyrated in front of the islanders to much amusement. We were soon back on the primitive bus though, ready for some viewing of the southern skies and preparing for the eclipse the next morning.

I’ve never been camping before in my life and I never plan to again, post Hao. The green foam mats we were supplied with were more uncomfortable than a Shanghai bed and I was amazed I got any sleep at all. Various people claimed a wild boar was loose in the camp site that night, but others claimed it was simply the sound of snoring (or snoring and breaking wind simultaneously) I woke very early and, in the darkness, sussed out that Nick James was looking at the southern sky. Before dawn we took a careful stroll to the coral atoll lakeside where there was a good view of the Large and Small Magellanic clouds and Jupiter was almost at the zenith.
Totality

Soon though it was dawn on July 11th, and after an early primitive breakfast, eaten with the utterly hopeless plastic cutlery, we all started assembling our eclipse gear and deciding where to view totality. My equipment was very simple, namely, a 355mm focal length 60mm aperture f/5.9 Takahashi FS60c refractor used with a Canon 300D camera, on a lightweight tripod, along with an old JVC camcorder set to 15x zoom, as well as a Canon Powershot A560 digicam taking a wide angle video recording of the sky. I decided to stay at the camp site as my tent would act as a good windbreak and it was quite windy. The Takahashi had served me well at Novosibirsk and even through cloud at Shanghai, so I was sticking with modest gear that had a reliable track record but also could be lost or damaged without too much pain should the worst happen.
Nick James and Sue Brown moved away from the campsite to sit behind a big clump of vegetation which also acted as a windbreak. Nick’s main equipment was a William Optics Megrez 72 refractor attached to a Canon 550D Digital SLR which could record HD video and stills at the same time. He also used an older camcorder as a back up, although mysteriously that backup system was found to have recorded nothing after the eclipse ended! Nigel Evans decided to move to the sea coast side of the atoll, hundreds of metres further away, to site his usual barrage of equipment, somewhat reduced in size this time due to the 30 kg restriction (for him plus Alex) on the flight to Hao.
The timings of the eclipse for our position on Hao on July 11 were predicted to be as follows: First contact 17:24:42.0 UT; Second contact 18:41:29.0 UT; Third contact 18:45:02.6 UT; Fourth contact 20:13:02.6 UT.
This gave a duration for totality of 3 minutes 33.6 seconds and meant totality would start eleven minutes after the world cup final started between Spain and the Netherlands. The local Polynesia time was ten hours behind UT, making this a breakfast time event.

Well, as always at these total solar eclipses, time seems to creep forward ever rapidly as second contact approaches, but unlike virtually everything else in life, they always proceed dead on time and it always strikes me as very impressive just how accurately we can now predict these events. I settled in position behind my tent while leaning with my elbow on my airline carry on bag, which seemed remarkably comfortable, almost as if it had been designed specifically for the purpose! I would have to investigate the bag’s spongy nature after the eclipse.
As the shadow started to swallow up more and more of the Sun some rather disturbingly large chunks of cloud started to appear, seemingly triggered by the solar heating, but we hoped these might fade away as the temperature dropped?? It was going to be a close call…… With 60 seconds to go my camcorder and digicam were switched on and pointed at the Sun and the solar filter was whipped off the Takahashi refractor. The light levels were dropping rapidly now and it was clear that some thin cloud was licking at the rapidly dimming Sun. With the Sun and Moon some thirty five degrees above the horizon the last beads of sunlight faded out on the right hand side of the Sun with a main bright bead and three smaller ones fading out almost simultaneously. Remarkably, on a Sun with so little activity recently, there were some fine pink prominences visible on the limb after the second contact beads had faded. The shape of the corona was, arguably, quite similar to that of the 1994 November 3rd Chile totality, being neither a solar minimum or maximum corona but showing some fine polar brushes and three distinctive streamers (horn like wing features) projecting from the disk of the eclipsed Sun: two stubby ones above the Sun and a long streamer below it.
With the light levels much reduced during totality the thin cloud in the vicinity was much harder to spot but there was enough of it about to mean that the remote shutter release could not simply be hit every few seconds as many exposures would end up with some cloud being present. My intended strategy had been to take lots of frames of different exposures up to quite lengthy durations during the totality period. However, with the cloud I had to be far more selective and ended up simply taking a range of inner to medium corona exposures from 1/400th to 1/40th at ISO 400. There simply were not enough totally clear gaps to do a wider range and watch the event too. For second and third contact I simply fired a barrage of 1/2000th second shots so that the beads of light were captured as they shrank and emerged at the critical time. 
As I was sitting on white sand I made sure to look for shadow bands at second and third contact, but I saw nothing, unlike the magnificent slithering snake features we all saw in Libya in 2006. John Mason saw nothing at second contact but thought there was a hint of something at third contact. Interestingly Nick James HD video captured dark bands on the thin cloud near the eclipsed Sun at second and third contact and these appeared on my still frames taken at the third contact time. As these bands were parallel to the thin slit of light it is tempting to think they must indeed have been caused by such a brightly illuminated beam being deviated by moving layers of the atmosphere, i.e. shadow bands projected onto the clouds.
Well, as with all these eclipses, it was over far too quickly and so it was soon time to trudge around to the other observers, at the camp site and on the lake side of the atoll, to see how they had fared. On the other side of the world, some forty minutes after fourth contact Spain were declared the winners of the World Cup final against the Netherlands, just as predicted by Paul the psychic Octopus.

As always at these events the results in those panic-stricken minutes were mixed. Nigel Evans reported a particularly frustrating bug in his automated system. He had been fine tuning the precise GPS time on his netbook so that all his cameras would take the right pictures at the right time using Fred Bruenjes Eclipse Orchestrator software, but did not know that when incrementing the time past the 59 second point, to 00, the clock did not increment to the next minute. Thus, the system was running precisely one minute behind the real time. Aarghhhhh! Nigel’s main camera had also ended up with a tiny grain of sand on the CCD sensor, leaving a dust doughnut on the images. Other observers, such as Gillian Perry, reported cameras that had mysteriously slipped out of precise focus as the daytime heating had dropped, approaching totality. However, John Mason, normally a purely visual observer, secured some very fine shots of the eclipse on his first attempt with decent photographic gear in a mainly clear sky. During the eclipse John had been wearing a very fetching red version of the Hogwarts sorting hat, which had to be seen to be believed!

A few hours after the eclipse I found out why my airline bag had been such a comfortable arm rest for me during totality. The whole of my forearm had been cushioned by my giant squeezy bottle of suncream and anti-insect bite lotion. For totality it had acted like a hydraulic cushion, but then had exploded, shooting it’s load of sticky white gunk inside the front pocket of my airline bag. Fortunately there had been no camera gear in that pocket, just the suncream…but it took a while to clean it out.
For our second night on Hao, post eclipse, we were treated to a John Mason special. His ‘Living Planetarium’ talk (which somehow became corrupted into a ‘Living Sanatorium’ talk) was, for me, the highlight of the entire trip. Six months before the trip I had suggested to Explorers that they should ship a decent aperture Dobsonian telescope to Hao so we could really enjoy the southern skies while we were there. I had been informed by Explorers that:
“Your idea of a telescope over to Hao is very much still on cards and they are still trying to find a way to do it.”
Frankly, I have learned over many years that anything short of “Mr Mobberley, I will personally guarantee, with my life, that a telescope will be shipped out, or you can kill me” means that nothing will happen. I am well aware that I am the only 100% reliable person on Earth who always does exactly what I promise, so when no telescope turned up at Hao, despite the hundreds of kilos of manky food, drink and tents that Explorers had shipped out, I was not surprised. It does seem a ludicrous oversight though. 130 keen astronomers at a site with no light pollution, with the Milky Way core dead overhead, but no big Dob. Individually we were restricted to 15 kilos but I’m sure Explorers could have added a telescope to their huge freight shipment. Mind you, I made the same suggestions on the Palau Leonid trip in 2001 and nothing happened then either. However, all was not lost as we had small aperture telescopes with us and, in the end, Nick James’ William Optics Megrez 72 refractor proved to perform well in the dark Hao skies. You can rely on amateur astronomers but as soon as someone speaks with a corporate voice, forget it….all hope is lost.
Part 3

Spectacular skies

John’s “Living Planetarium” talk was excellent. For most of us the southern skies were a bewildering place with even northern constellations looking unfamiliar due to them being seen upside down. But John knows his way around and on the evening of the 11th, which, of course, was New Moon, John led a long crocodile of people to the old runway on Hao, a few hundred yards from our campsite, so the few bulbs at the site would not be visible. The view of the southern Milky Way from the runway was truly staggering. Indeed, it was just a bit scarey. One spooky feature was that the sky was so black that any clouds drifting past were invisible; as they covered constellations the stars just fell into a black hole. The clouds themselves could not be seen! The dust lane structure visible within the Milky way to the naked eye was amazing and, with a night time temperature in the mid 20s Centigrade, the observing conditions, with no dew, were about as pleasant as they could possibly be. It was like being on a different planet in a different solar system where light pollution was totally absent. At home I can only get down to a naked eye magnitude of 5.5 at the zenith from deepest Suffolk, but I was seeing down to about 7.0 from Hao, without really trying! Apart from those horrible biting insects trying to fly into our ears, nostrils and eyes, it was Deep Sky paradise. The black silhouette of the Coal Sack dark nebula was especially eerie to me. We aimed Nick’s Megrez 72 at Eta Carinae, Omega Centauri, Centaurus A, the Jewel Box (NGC 4755), the false comet cluster (NGC 6231, 6242 and Collinder 316) in Scorpius, M16, M8 and M20. All the objects were seen against a black sky and even the low altitude northern hemisphere objects were as good as you would see them in an instrument of twice the aperture back home. A number of observers looked at M13 in Hercules on one side of the sky and then swung their telescopes onto Omega Centauri in the opposite direction. Compared to Omega Centauri, M13 looked a very sad globular cluster indeed. Yes, the eclipse had been spectacular, but it was brief and I had been to nine other totalities before, with only two being completely clouded out. However, seeing the southern sky as it looked on Hao was a new experience and had to rank as the best memory of the entire trip, and almost any trip, except the sight of Hyakutake at altitude from Tenerife in 1996. The only light pollution we saw that night was from John’s thermonuclear green laser pointer and from the lights on a distant cruise ship, which some said belonged to Bill Gates. I bet Microsoft Windows wasn’t controlling his tub’s engine room!

Next day we left Hao with memories of a good eclipse and a spectacular night with John Mason under southern skies. We were confident that no other group of eclipse travellers (and there were plenty of other groups, even on Hao) had a tour guide in the same league as John. From reports that filtered back from other groups, even ones with NASA tour guides, there were some very poor public communicators around, in a post that demands communication skills, knowledge of astronomy, knowledge of eclipses and a helpful manner. It would appear that even huge US based travel companies have not got the slightest concept of how important having a charismatic tour expert is to retain the diehard eclipse chasers. Strange! 
Back to the Radisson Plaza and the Moorea mystery tour
By the time we arrived back in Tahiti a number of us had some battle scars to show we had survived Hao. Despite insect repellent most people’s ankles and wrists were dotted with insect bites and I had that nasty coral scratch on my ankle too, after a brief paddle in the Hao waters. As a former dentist Alex Evans swabbed down my coral burn wearing rubber gloves while Nigel photographed the surgical procedure and we gazed out of Nick James patio window at the Radisson Plaza, and spotted the 33 hour crescent Moon, a day and a half after totality. We had an informal gathering of Nigel, Alex, Sue, plus Mike and Wendy Maunder in Nick’s room after our arrival back on Tahiti. Mike and Wendy had now rejoined the Explorers group after his separate plane flight under the umbral shadow which had been a great success.
Getting his room on our return back to the Radisson had proved traumatic for Nick. As he wheeled his hefty luggage into his assigned room at the Radisson he was greeted by a screaming French woman from our tour (!) telling him to “Get out, Get out”. He asked if he could use her phone to which she replied “No, Get out, Get out”. Personally, I’d have slapped the mad Doris round the face a few times but, strangely, Nick chose not to. After lugging all his hefty luggage down to the lobby again he was given another silly blank plastic card to try in a different room. This time the room was a wreck, with wires hanging out of the wall where a phone should be. Eventually they gave Nick a decent room claiming “this is not how things usually happen at the Radisson Sir”. Crap! 
We would have liked a long lie in at the Radisson Plaza on our first night back but we had all booked onto a full day tour of Moorea island, which is just a few miles across the sea from Tahiti. Explorers, in their wisdom, decided this necessitated a 5.30 am breakfast start. The need for an early start became even less justifiable as the day progressed, although we were interested to see the Travelquest eclipse ship Paul Gauguin in Tahiti harbour. Once we arrived on the island, after a trip on a giant jet powered catamaran, we had a most dismal drive around it and then, after the bus had moved no more than 100 yards from the last stop, we were hurled off the buses for a three hour (!!!) lunch break. We initially thought this duration was crazy, until we realised that no-one had told the tiny restaurants that more than one hundred British eclipse chasers were descending on them out of the blue. Even worse, we had to pay for the lunch too, despite the 75 quid cost of the trip! The menu at the restaurant we chose to go to was interesting: a 20 page document in which 18 pages were blank. In addition the bottled water out of the fridge tasted of salt! The only highlight of that Moorea trip was on the way back to the boat, when our tour guide announced that Moorea residents did not have cemeteries but buried their ancestors in their gardens. But there was more: if they moved house they had to dig their ancestors up and move them with the furniture! That got a howl of hysterical laughter from all those on the coach. The Moorea island trip had been a rip-off and Brian Felles had perhaps made the best decision, to stay at the Radisson to get over a Hao stomach upset. His day, on Diarrhoea island, was much more exciting than ours.

After one further, but much more enjoyable excursion, a half day 4x4 trip around the more inaccessible parts of Tahiti, 78 of the 130 eclipse chasers, including myself, headed via LAN Chile airlines for a week on the extraordinary Easter Island, famous for all those stone Moai and the virtual self destruction of the island’s eco-structure. It was from Easter Island, in 1986, that Bill Liller took the most comprehensive set of Halley’s comet photographs ever taken.
Basil Fawlty in the southern hemisphere?

The Easter Island trip had little connection with astronomy, but as virtually all those going there were astronomers it is worth a mention. Firstly, our hotel on Easter Island, The Tupa, made Fawlty Towers seem like the Ritz. Explorers said it was a three star hotel but it was not even a three asteroid establishment. The hotel looked fairly new from some angles but inside it was apparent that the basic infrastructure was missing. The rooms all had damp beds because there were gaping holes in the brickwork as if the hotel had been shipped in from Helmand province. John and Jane Mason’s room had such a large hole in the wall that the de-humidifier had no chance of working….it was trying to dehumidify the entire southern hemisphere. But perhaps this was a mild insult compared to the national park permit we were shown which listed John and Jane Mason’s ages as 70 and 68 respectively, despite listing all the other traveller’s ages correctly.
One of the most extraordinary features in the Tupa was the bath in Michael Davies’ hotel room. It was little more than two feet long and ended abruptly with the brick wall of the bathroom; it looked like a kitchen sink hurled onto the floor. Next door, and emerging from the same wall, was another two foot bath. It would appear that when more rooms were added a bath originally five feet long had been kept in situ with a brick wall driven through it. Taps and a plug had been added to the original back end to convert that tub into another mini bath! Extraordinary! In my own room the shower head had two tiny nozzles in the side meaning that water sprayed over the top of the shower curtain and soaked the precise place where the hotel staff left my bog rolls. So, every time I had a shower, I ended up with a sodden mush where two bog rolls had once lived. But the cleaners replaced them each day for me without querying what perverse act I was carrying out on the bog rolls. As the bog roll store was a full six feet from the shower it took my jet lagged brain some time to work out how they always got into that state. Fortunately I worked out that some of my huge 50 ‘French Pacific Franc’ coins from Tahiti could be used in the plughole, as a bung, so it was possible to have a bath, even if I needed to fill it from the shower head.
Another feature of the Easter Island hotel was that beer and coke cans were stored in the freezer!! So when your drink can arrived at your meal table it was a solid block of ice and so had to be sawn open at the table with a knife; the drink chunks were then prised out and thrown into the glass. Gordon Ramsay, have you been there? Please, please, make a TV show about this dump! However, this was relatively trivial compared to the fact that the restaurant had many windows missing and we arrived on a very windy day. The gale whipping through the restaurant at night meant that peas were flying off plates in the breeze, and occasionally diners were in danger of getting concussion from flying hurricane-propelled carrots. A storm on our first night resulted in a total power cut at breakfast so Nigel Evans turned up at the breakfast table with a head torch. The lack of cheese and biscuits was no problem though as legal man Philip Higham had loads of cheese and biscuits and other snacks (more than the hotel’s own reserves) stored in his 50 kg first class luggage allowance.
There was not a lot to do at the dismal Tupa in the evenings apart from watch Mike and Mandy Rushton attempt to download the Archers podcast at a byte a second via the Hotel’s pitiful Wi-Fi network (the attempt failed) and so the group of Nigel and Alex Evans, John and Jane Mason, Brian and Jean Felles, Mike and Mandy Rushton, Sue Brown, Paul Whiting, Nick James and myself, pooled our financial reserves and bought all the drinks and snacks we could manage from the local shops for an evening feast or two. We found various tales to amuse ourselves with: The tendency of elderly woman of a certain age to flush huge items down toilet bowls, culminating in entire settees being flushed; my proud ownership of three Blue Peter badges, one for being runner up in their 1971 Limerick competition; the 1970s Blue Peter Strongman Walter Cornelius who had a paving slab smashed in half on his head by Peter Purves, had a steam roller driven over him, and who then jumped off a building on the Thames onto the concrete of the embankment. We also discussed the career of the Frenchman Monsieur Mange-Tout who once ate a light aircraft……I should add that he had the metal and rubber filed down before consumption – the man wasn’t stupid. Paul Whiting also entertained us with stories of how he had once gone into Fortnum and Masons, opposite Burlington House, to eat a sandwich in which the beef had been cut from a Wagyu Japanese Imperial Bull which had been hand massaged daily by its owners, fed beer and Saki, played soothing music, pampered, entertained and then, while in a state of bovine ecstacy, shot through the head. The sandwich in question had cost Paul ninety pounds but he did say that he didn’t have any other food at Fortnum’s that day as “some of the other stuff there was at really crazy prices……..!!!” 
Every evening at the Tupa was dominated by filling all the chairs as quickly as possible in the ‘lounge area’ so that the aforementioned grotesque blob Dr Shout could not join us, eat and drink our snacks and liquids for free and dominate the conversation. The unbelievably thick-skinned nature of the man and his ludicrous stories, but lack of an ‘off switch’ for his mouth, both bored us to tears, and had us in stitches at times, as various of our group made hand signals and yawning motions, out of his sight, indicating just how boring a slob he was. Nick James even sat outside the lounge looking in at us at one point, so Dr Shout’s droning was inaudible. Amongst his more absurd claims was his ability to unerringly shoot a .22 rifle bullet through the eye of a Polo mint “every time”; his construction of a scale model of the HMS Victory equipped with rifles for cannons; his saving of the life of a choking eclipse chaser on a plane using the Heimlich manoeuvre, resulting in the astronomer’s teeth flying out and landing eight rows further up on the plane, and the fact he was almost certainly the grandson of Wernher Von Braun. A modest man our Doctor Shout!!! At one point Brian Felles rammed some Chilean cheesy wotsits in his ears as earplugs to block out the noise of the fat bore, or should that be Boar? Fortunately it appeared his wife eventually got the message that we all thought he was barking mad and told him to shut up, leading him off to their hotel room for his ‘Birthday treat’. Hmm, I guess their room must have featured a ‘block and tackle’ on the ceiling then? 
The next evening marked, undoubtedly, the highlight of our hotel stay, with Paul Whiting of Orwell Astro Soc. organising an entertaining quiz to identify 60 TV theme tunes from the ‘70s played on his laptop, in the absence of Explorers being able to entertain us at all. In keeping with the bizarre designs of lavatories encountered on this trip, Paul revealed that the entire toilet bowl structure in his room was not fixed down to the floor and wobbled when sat on it, almost tipping over!
So, what about those crazy Easter Island statues, known as Moai? Well, the first few were entertaining, but after a week of being herded around scores of the damn things by our guide Sergio Rapu, who constantly told us he had great respect for the theories of Professor William Molloy, but disagreed with every aspect of his research, we were totally Moai’d out. As John Mason declared, all the stuff about the statues being astronomically aligned was total bunkum.
On the last day on Easter Island we discovered, too late, that every product known to man could be purchased from the Easter Island petrol station, saw some giant turtles in the harbour, and had an extraordinary night being entertained by Polynesian tribal dancers as we ate our final evening meal. That meal appeared to be cooked in an underground septic tank as they shovelled the red hot meal from out of the Earth. They proudly announced “We have always cooked this way”, so we were hardly surprised they’d almost died out.

The holiday winds down

Before we flew back from Easter Island to Tahiti via the LAN Chile airline, Nigel Evans decided to eat two huge shrimp first courses and I declared him now, officially, Nigel ‘Five Bellies’ Evans. The trip back to Tahiti for a final night and the eventual trip back to Heathrow via LA was not without incident either. On arriving, for the third time, at the Radisson Plaza, space artist David Hardy had, apparently vanished completely from the hotel’s Explorers database. He was a non-entity. As a result of this chaos his usual room mate had to sleep **in the same bed** as another Explorers traveller!!! I’m afraid had a hotel employee told me to do that he would soon have been under the swimming pool with my hands around his throat.
On the final day in Tahiti numerous travellers extended their check out times until our departure so small groups of friends had somewhere to freshen up before leaving for our gruelling day and a half trek back to our homes in the UK. Well, we thought the rooms had been extended but the plastic cards timed out at midday, meaning three of us were locked out of Nick James’ room. Fortunately the force is still strong with me and I used the old Jedi mind trick on a cleaning lady to get her door key to break in! On our way to the Tahiti airport, in our buses, Jimmy Savile, who was extending his period in Tahiti, stood near one of the cities roundabouts and simultaneously waved and flashed at us in his bizarre shorts as we drove past. Barking mad! 

The Tahiti to LA and LA to Heathrow return flights were always going to be gruelling, especially with eight hours to kill at the drab LA airport. However the endless saga of the Explorers/Virgin cock-up where couples could not sit together reared its head again and there were some stressed people at both the Tahiti and LA check-ins. It did not help that on both long flights we boarded aircraft which had been sitting roasting in the Sun all day with failed air conditioning auxiliary power units. So we boarded planes that were 40C inside! One eclipse chaser got quite stroppy with a female member of the Tahiti check-in staff and the luggage with his £5,000 Canon lens inside never turned up at LA. It seemed likely this was the check-in woman’s revenge. At LA Nigel Evans, who had been trying all day to check in online and alter his and Alex’s seats back to London, was getting nowhere but was mysteriously told by Virgin that for an extra 100 dollars he and Alex could sit together by upgrading, except not by upgrading to premium economy or business class, just to seats that were ‘an upgrade’. In the end he paid the money, but the Virgin experience started as it had ended, in check-in chaos. John told us that Explorers would not be touching Virgin Atlantic with a barge pole in 2012, but would go with Quantas.
All in all we were relieved to get back to Heathrow on July 24th. It had been an extremely expensive, once in a lifetime, 18 day trip, but there is no place like home, when all’s said and done. Those memories of the black Hao night sky will stay with me forever but the memory of the eclipse itself is already fading and it is always sheer bliss to get back to Suffolk, my home, my telescopes and my Dad. Bright hazy skies or not, I’d rather live here than anywhere else.
Martin Mobberley

