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If the stars hold the secrets
of the universe, LaPalma
5 the place to discover
them. Theislandhas
some of the clearest

skies andisaboutto
become hometothe

world's largest telescope.
SARAH ANDREWS reports

HE night sky is a
Fascinating place, inhabited
by constellations, shooting
stars, comets and quasars
which hold the answers to the
creation of the universe. It is mind-
boggling to think that these
twinkling lights above us started their
journey from millions of light years
away. And La Palma is the perfect
place to see them.
Just off the coast of Africa, San
Antonio de Palma is one of the
smallest islands in the Canary »
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pends mostly on the 1sland's banana

kel oo | il
holidavmaker, they make exi iting

T 5 NP E

1 putlution o clowd
the nighe skv, making La Palma

e aF o
I
| ik I :"I' CIYALIog,
de los Much
1chng th tee of the Grantecan
Litan Telescopio Canario) which

ed ann 2005, will be the

(LA .-.||.|.| '\-'\-II!I i

of 1. 4m. Lo will be

wied o study guasars, radi

ilaxic
i How

the stars and how :_-|_||“_-:- are barr




Perched ar the l.'I-J'__'L ol the Caldera
de Taburiente Nanonal Park. this spaot
is unique because of s natural
conditions. Pecking above rhe cloud
cover that keeps the island’s interior
smothered most of the time. 75 pet
cent of the nights here on the Rogue

are completely clear and 10 summer,
the PEFCENTARE MISCS T DVEr 1) per

cent. The pure air means no pollution

mterferes with celestial abservations

andd the e doey not distort

the f'i|1|,|||1i,:'. because of the smooth
wintd which blows in straight lavers
rather than mirbulenr circles

I'he amount of '|-!'_||! cominge from
Lo Palomas towns is strictly controlled
by a wr e ‘Sky Law
determines what kind ol lights are
used in public spaces. The law even

prahibics air rraffic, radio waves and

large buildings near the obser
i is a four-hour ferey trip o La
Palma from Tenerife and the firs

view of the wland. nicknamed

Telescopes are
scattered over the
mountain like pieces
of a spaceship

trometa (the beauciful islan

d} cdue o

15 lush 15 of the cobhle
stonied of its capial, Santa Crus
e la Palma, and the steep green
Willssdes that warerch owt ol town
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island’s highese paint, the stars are so
luminouws they are still a stunning
sight, even oushining the competing
grownd light.

Dvvving along the winding curves
up the mountai. past magestic pine
forests and dry volecanie rock walls, b
iv almost an hour betore the Firs
telescope is spottid

Clver 19 conntres and &) instien

tons have telescopes il CE P

here and ar the | W lvseryvatiory 1)
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From the prossy mounraintog, i

Tenerile whire plobe rises
Furrisrie vigsion thar seems our of
place in this rugped landscape. bos
mit the anly alien adderion 1o the area;
stn orher telesd BpEs, 10 |||.||ir|3: thie
unhioshed Crasttecan, are soatteeed
over the mouncain like pieces of

Apart Trom o bew open-dooe days

Pl r-.|||p that bas crasled to earth

summer, the abservarory 1% clised to

the |l:||l|-l-.. .I|||l|l||:.'.i’| sl Breups

i a few spe Ll wisees are allowed »
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with the Iszac Wewton and |

Kapreyn. formse the fsa

Group-of Te %,?Ffr.u. a-collaborazive
project berween the UK, the
Netherlands and Spain,

While much of the research done on
the mountain is oo \:urn]:;]iL.n:d for
us mere mortals o comprehend, i has
been involved in research which is
maote interesting to the general public.
For example, the uhra-sophisticared

novemper 2003

La Palma has a

strict Sky Law that

determines what kind

of lights are used in

_public snaces
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adaprive optics s¥stern on the William
Herschel was used to take some of the
sharpest pictures ever of 1 near-carth
asteroid in 2002, The vear before thar,
It had been instrumental in the
discovery of the firse black hole on ‘the
cdee of our zalaxy,
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lucky few. The centre of activiny is the

introl room's panel of over a-dozen

cumputers that conrmols the telescope’
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This i owhy astronomiers appreciate
NS ATACS 0 much,
istronomers. Javier Ménde:,
seaiiEt bl sae them

Fhe acrual welescope in the Hershel
dome 5 4 roboc-like machine
dominared by mrmeccgr 4. 2m wide -
the third Tareestin the world when i
was buile in 1987, These davs bigger
and more advunced relescopes are
given the glory Bur rhis ane i sill
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when the skv i erilla pravish blue Reghl' Tho Wilkiamr
flecked with pink. The scienriss in the

contrel room are regularing the
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forr the appearance of the night’s stars
Wy the rime we spor the First pale
ficker in the sky, it has Ea-|1:__'| heen a
digital dorv on the Omputet
instde, bun e s stell a chrill 1o see it
insile the Herschel domy
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Meénder, afier 3 few hours of warcl g

thern appear, " Uheyre like a geear pi
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