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becoming hotter as it spirals inwards, as shown in our illustration. The gas then falls
onto the white dwarf, producing X-rays along an equatorial belt where the disk meets
the star. The rate of inflow of matter through the disk varies by a large amount and
when the rate of mass loss from the companion increases, the X-ray and optical
brightness of the system becomes much higher. The transfer of mass is happening at
a higher rate than in any system we’ve caught in the past.

If the white dwarf keeps gaining mass it may reach a mass limit and destroy itself in a
Type la supernova explosion, a type of event which was used to discover that the
expansion of the universe is accelerating. The team’s analysis suggests that the white
dwarf is already unusually massive, so ASASSN-16o0h may be relatively close — in
astronomical terms —to exploding as a supernova.

This result contradicts a decades-long consensus about how supersoft X-ray emission
from white dwarfs is produced; we now know that the X-ray emission can be made in
two different ways: by nuclear fusion or by the accretion of matter from a companion.

Obituary: Michael William Feast 1926-2019

Michael William Feast died peacefully on the morning of , 1 April 2019, aged 92. He is
survived by his wife Connie, three children and eight grand-children.

Michael was an Honorary Professor in the Astronomy Department at the University of
Cape Town, a former Director of the South African Astronomical Observatory (SAAQ),
a Founding Member of the Academy of Science of South Africa, a member of the
International Astronomical Union, an Honorary Fellow of the Royal Astronomical
Society, a Fellow of the Royal Society of South Africa and the South African Institute of
Physics (SAIP) and an Honorary member of the Astronomical Society of Southern
Africa, ASSA.

Born in Deal, Kent, England on 29 December 1926, as a young boy he was removed
from his family and, with the other village children, was sent to live with host families
in Wales for the duration of the war for security reasons.

He came to South Africa in 1952, after a postdoc position in Canada, to work at the
Radcliffe Observatory in Pretoria. In 1974 he moved the SAAO in Cape Town, where
he served as Director from 1976 to 1992. In 1992 he took South African Nationality so
as to participate fully in the transformation of South Africa. He was passionate about
astronomy and continued to do research up to a few months before his death. He
read widely, enjoyed talking to students and was an Editor of the leading UK
astronomy journal, Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society, from 1993
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until 2018 and served on the Editorial board of the Monthly Notes of the ASSA,
MNASSA, until his death.

Using the 1.9m telescope, first in Pretoria and later at Sutherland, Michael did
pioneering work on the Magellanic Clouds, our nearest extragalactic neighbours. His
measurements enabled the first estimate of the mass of the Large Magellanic Cloud,
which allowed us to understand how it was formed. He also established that the
history of the Small Cloud must have been quite different. Many of his papers from
the 1950s and 60s continue to be quoted. He established that luminous stars were
losing mass and that this set a limit to stellar masses, which is crucial to many things
from stellar evolution to the formation of planets.

Michael has also made major contributions to the understanding of our own Milky
Way Galaxy. A pioneer of multi-wavelength techniques, between 1958 and 1965 he
made the first comparison of optical data on young stars with radio measurements of
the hydrogen gas. These led him to a new determination of the distance to the
Galactic centre and an improved understanding of Galactic rotation. Much more
recently, from 1997 to 2015, he combined data from the Hipparcos Satellite with
observations from the Hubble Space Telescope and from various SAAO telescopes at
Sutherland to investigate the structure of our own Galaxy and to derive a new
calibration of the extragalactic distance scale. He has also used the Southern African
Large Telescope (SALT) to good effect, discovering Cepheid variables at large
distances behind the Galactic Centre. He published over 300 refereed papers, the first
in 1948 and the latest in 2019.

At the time of his death, Michael was a National Research Foundation (NRF) Al rated
researcher. He had won the Gill Medal of the Astronomical Society of South Africa,
the de Beers Gold Medal of the SAIP and in 2014 was presented with the NRF Lifetime
Achievement award.

He was responsible for the development of SAAO as a major national and
international facility. Initially a joint enterprise with the British Science Research
Council, this developed into an entirely South African operation under his leadership.
The telescope time was available to anyone who had a good enough project and this
attracted international visitors. This also led to fruitful exchanges of scientific and
technical knowledge and was highly stimulating to the SAAO staff, both scientific and
technical. He took a strong personal interest in all research done at the SAAO and
critically read every paper written by a staff member before it was submitted for
publication. He encouraged international collaborations and insisted that publication
was in first rank international journals.
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The work carried out at SAAO by staff and by astronomers from South African and
international universities and institutions during the time of Michael’s directorship of
SAAO has not only led to the recognition of South Africa as a major component in
world astronomy, it has shown that South Africa's geography, climate and its
technical development makes it an excellent place to establish astronomical facilities.
It is clear that these factors were significant in convincing international partners to
join with South Africa in SALT at SAAQ, Sutherland. That in turn positioned South
Africa to bid to host the Square Kilometre Array.

When SAAO and UCT held a conference to celebrate Michael’s 90" birthday he
insisted that it must not look back, but focus on the future and the wonderful
opportunities that astronomy and South Africa offered each other. He lived a life of
integrity and dedication to work, whilst still enjoying the simple pleasures of family
dinners, listening to music, reading poetry, and walking deep in conversation with
friends. He read widely on a broad range of subjects, especially history, art, music,
philosophy and religion. He was an Anglican and was especially interested in what lay
beyond and outside of the concepts of space and time as we know them. He was a
v g = source of wisdom and good council to many who loved
%4 him, and an inspiration and help to many who worked
with him. His is a life worth celebrating in so many ways.

| Figure: Royal Society of SA Fellows at the “Feast Fest”
2017 from | to r: D Lynden-Bell, P Whitelock, M Feast, R
Kraan-Korteweg and G Ellis.

(Prof Patricia Whitelock)

Colloquia and Seminars

These form an important part of a research facility, often as a sort of pre-publication
discussion or a discussion of an individual’s current research, and as such it is virtually
impossible to “publish” this material. However by recording the topics discussed in
the form below does indicate to those, who are unable to attend, what current trends
are and who has visited to do research: it keeps everyone ‘in the loop’ so to speak

Also included in this section are the colloquia/seminars at the SAAO, UWC, the
Astrophysics, Cosmology and Gravity Centre at UCT, ACGC and the NASSP lectures,
aimed the at the students and interested astronomers. In addition there are the SAAO
Astro-coffees which are 15-20min informal discussions on just about any topic
including but not limited to: recent astro-physics papers, seminal/classic publications,
education/outreach ideas and initiatives, preliminary results, student progress
reports, conference/workshop feedback and skills-transfer.
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