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Highlights:

At the July 10 meeting...
Note: This is the second Friday to avoid a conflict
with the July 4 holiday

Flying the Space Shuttle... Piggyback.. 6
Jim Kendrick - Kendrick Astro..............9
The Cool Chemistry of Alien Life........11
Thanks to Amelia and Barbara............12
Drive a Spike to Spica..........................15

Dr. Richard
Schmude
Gordon College, Barnesville GA

The Planets Uranus
and Neptune
Richard Schmude is the author of the book
Uranus, Neptune, and Pluto and How to
Observe Them. He has been the coordinator
of the Association of Lunar and Planetary
Observers Remote Planets section since 1990.
He holds a PhD degree in Physical Chemistry
as well as a degree in physics.
Dr Schmude is a
frequent visitor to
the HAS and has
given us several
presentations over
the last few years.
If planets are your
interest (and even
if they aren't) you'll
want to hear this
talk.
See you at the meeting!

HAS Web Page:
http://www.AstronomyHouston.org
See the GuideStar's Monthly Calendar
of Events to confirm dates and times
of all events for the month, and check
the Web Page for any last minute
changes.

Schedule of meeting activities:
All meetings are at the University of Houston Science and
Research building. See the inside back cover for a map to the
location.
Novice meeting: . ............................. 7:00 p.m.

The Art and Science of Visual Astronomical Observations -Brian Cudnik

Site orientation meeting: . ................ 7:00 p.m.
Classroom 121
General meeting: ............................. 8:00 p.m.
Room 117

See last page for a map
and more information.
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Other Meetings...
Fort Bend Astronomy Club meets the third Friday of the month at 8:00
p.m. at the First Colony conference Center. Novice meeting begins at
7:00, regular meeting begins at 8:00. Web site: http://www.fbac.org
Johnson Space Center Astronomical Society meets in the the Lunar
and Planetary Institute on the 2nd Friday of each month. Web site:
www.jscas.net
North Houston Astronomy Club meets at 7:30 p.m. on the 4th Friday of
each month in the Teaching Theatre of the Student Center at Kingwood College.Call 281-312-1650 or E-mailbill.leach@nhmccd.edu.
Web site: www.astronomyclub.org

All members have the right to participate in Society functions and to use the
Observatory Site. Regular and Student Members receive a subscription to The
Reflector. Regular, Student, and Honorary Members receive The GuideStar.
Associate Members, imm ediate family members of a Regular Member, have all
membership rights, but do not receive publications. Sustaining members have
the same rights as regular members with the additional dues treated as a donation to the Society. Sky & Telescope and Astronomy magazines are available
to members at a discount.
Membership Application: Send funds to address shown on outside cover of GuideStar. Attention - Treasurer, along with the following information: Name, Address,
Phone Number, Special Interests in Astronomy, Do you own a Telescope? (If so,
what kind?), and where you first heard of H.A.S.
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July/August

Check the web site:

Calendar:
Date Time

www.astronomyhouston.org
Webmaster: Kay McCallum
kaym@mcclibrary.net

Event

Photo by Scott Mitchell

T

he Houston Astronomical Society Web
page has information on the society, its
resources, and meeting information.

July
7
4:21 a.m.
			
9
11:00 a.m.
10
7:00 p.m.
		
8:00 p.m.
15
4:53 a.m.
18		
22
9:34 p.m.
28
4:59 p.m.
			

Full Moon
Penumbral eclipse of the Moon
Jupiter 0.56 deg SSE of Neptune
HAS Novice Meeting, U of H		
HAS General Meeting, U of H
Moon at last quarter
Prime Night, Columbus Observing Site
New Moon
Moon at first quarter
Delta Aquarid meteors peak

Want your astronomy work and name on
the Internet for the whole world to see?
Have some neat equipment? Pictures in film,
CCD, hand drawings or video format are all
welcome on the page. Do you have an idea
to improve the page? I’m listening. Send me
Email at kaym@mcclibrary.net.

August
2
6:00 p.m.
6
7:55 p.m.
			
7
7:00 p.m.
		
8:00 p.m.
12		
13
1:55 p.m.
14
1:00 p.m.
17
1:00 a.m.
		
4:00 p.m.
20
5:01 a.m.
22		
24
11:00 a.m.
27
6:41 a.m.

Mercury 0.59 deg NNE of Regulus
Full Moon
Penumbral eclipse of the Moon
HAS Novice Meeting, U of H		
HAS General Meeting, U of H
Perseid meteors peak
Moon at last quarter
Jupiter at opposition
Mercury 2.9 deg SSW of Saturn
Neptune at opposition
New Moon
Prime Night, Columbus Observing Site
Mercury at greatest elongation east
Moon at first quarter

Columbus Field Trips 2009
Mike Edstrom
Field trip/Observing committee chair

The schedule is as follows:
-September 19 - Annual picnic / all
clubs/BBQ

Send calendar events to Doug McCormick
- skygazer10@sbcglobal.net

-October 17 - All clubs BBQ

					

-December 19 – HAS Observing
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Observations... of the editor
by Bill Pellerin, GuideStar Editor

The Frustrations of Things
A lot of what we do, both as amateur astronomers and in our daily activities, involves technology that may decide to malfunction
for no good reason. I've recently spent quite a few hours working
with my German equitorial mount trying to get its pointing model
to accurately point to objects in the sky. The best I've been able to
do is to get what I'd call pretty good pointing, within about 10 arc
minutes. For many purposes this would be good enough, but for
getting an object centered on a small CCD it isn't good enough.
The last thing I want to do if I'm trying to get a lot of images in a
short period of time is to have to play 'find the object' after a telescope go-to. I need pointing accuracy within 1 arc minute or so for
this setup to be useful. I'm also working on some other approaches to solving the problem. I'll let you know how it works out.

You KNOW that it's summer
I don't have to tell you that it has been very hot these days.
As the Solstice came and went (and gave us an opportunity to
explain to our non-astronomy-loving friends and family what
the solstice really is) the temperature outside has been frightful.
For various reasons I haven't been out observing on one of these
warm nights, but may get to do so soon. I'll be glad to be outside,
but it could be one of those times when I have to keep a towel at
the ready to wipe sweat from my brow. It has been so dry that I
expect the mosquito population is quite low.

The Economy, and Astronomy Stuff
Have you every bought or sold used astronomical equipment on
the Internet. I have. There are at least two sites on the on the Internet that can help with the process. Check out www.astromart.
com (supported by Anacortes Telescope). You can spend quite
some time just browsing through the site seeing what kinds of
prices sellers are getting for various pieces of equipment. There's
a risk in browsing; you may decide to buy something.

those of us lucky enough to have a job) are
taking a hit. Everyone is economizing, and
astronomy gear purchases can wait until better times.
The vendors are obviously seeing the impact
and many of them are lowering prices on their
products. If you can swing in, this may be a
good time to buy something.

Summer reading
If you're looking for a good astronomy read
this summer, you'll do well to try The Day We
Found the Universe, by Marcia Bartusiak.
This is a fascinating history of astronomical
research leading up to, and slightly beyond,
Edwin Hubble proving to everyone's satisfaction that the 'spiral nebulae' were not inside
the Milky Way. They were shown to be separate galaxies of their own.
I've been to the Mount Wilson Observatory
and have seen the 100 inch telescope that
Hubble used for his observations. What an
amazing piece of work he did. It's a great story
and it is beautifully told in this book.

Until next time...
clear skies and new moons!

..Bill

On the other hand, maybe you have something to sell. I have had
very good luck with transactions through this site and highly
recommend it.
The other buy/sell site is at www.cloudynights.com. I just bought
a used piece of gear on this site from a guy in Texas. I sent him a
money order on a Monday, and received the equipment on Friday
of the same week. You can't beat that. I saved 45% over the price
of buying the same item new.
The economy has affected most of us (me included) right in the
pocket book. Our savings are taking a hit, and our salaries (for
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Observatory Corner
By Bob Rogers, Observatory Chairman

Hello everyone.
The May 23rd All Clubs Star Party was postponed a week
due to a very cloudy night. The following Saturday, May
30th, a very good group of more than 20 people including
several new families showed up for observing. This was
despite a 5:30 rain shower (at least it kept the dust down!)
Greg Barolak cooked hamburgers and hot dogs for everyone. There were some reasonable views of the moon and
Saturn between cloud banks. Because of not knowing if it
was going to rain again, we decided not to open the Observatory. Overall, everyone had a good time.
If you have a Randalls card, and have not done so, please
have it coded for the Houston Astronomical Society.  Our
number is #6618.  The Society gets 1 percent of the gross
sales that members spend at Randalls.  Randalls totals up
the amount spent each quarter and will send us a check if
the amount goes over $2,500.00, otherwise the total roles
over to the next quarter or zeros out at the end of the calendar year.  So please link your Randalls card to the Houston
Astronomical Society so that the society can benefit from
this Randalls program.  Our number is #6618.  This is very
easy to do, just go to the Courtesy Booth and tell the person
there what you want to do.  
If you have any suggestions or thoughts for the site, let me
know.

Thanks,
Bob Rogers
Observatory Chairman
281-460-1573
siteworkerbob@hotmail.com

Want new information in the GuideStar?
Write it!!
You, too, can be published here.
•

What are you doing that's new and exciting?

•

What have you read recently (book report!)?

•

What new and interesting software are you using?

•

Did you have an observation that was especially interesting?

•

Any 'lessons learned' from observing attempts?

•

What are you looking forward to at the next Texas Star Party?

Send your materials to Bill Pellerin, the GuideStar editor at:
BillPellerin@sbcglobal.net
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Flying the Space Shuttle... Piggyback
by Jack "Triple" Nickel
Well, it’s been 48 hours since I landed the 747 with the shuttle
Atlantis on top and I am still buzzing from the experience.  I
have to say that my whole mind, body and soul went into the professional mode just before engine start in Mississippi, and stayed
there, where it all needed to be, until well after the flight...in fact,
I am not sure if it is all back to normal as I type this email.  The
experience was surreal.   Seeing that “thing” on top of an already
overly huge aircraft boggles my mind.  The whole mission from
takeoff to engine shutdown was unlike anything I had ever done.  
It was like a dream...someone else’s dream.   

I smell?” and the veterans of shuttle carrying looked at me and smiled and said “Tires”!  
I said “TIRES???  OURS???”  They smiled and
shook their heads as if to call their Captain
an amateur...okay, at that point I was.  The
tires were so hot you could smell them in the
cockpit.  My mind could not get over, from this
point on, that this was something I had never
experienced.  Where’s your mom when you REALLY need her?

We took off from Columbus AFB on their 12,000 foot runway, of
which I used 11,999 1/2  feet to get the wheels off the ground.  We
were at 3,500 feet left to go of the runway, throttles full power,
nose wheels still hugging the ground, copilot calling out decision
speeds,
the weight
of Atlantis now
screaming
through
my fingers
clinched
tightly
on the
controls,
tires heating up to
their near
maximum
temperature from
the speed
and the
weight, and not yet at rotation speed, the speed at which I would
be pulling on the controls to get the nose to rise.  I just could
not wait, and I mean I COULD NOT WAIT, and started pulling early.  If I had waited until rotation speed, we would not
have rotated enough to get airborne by the end of the runway.  
So I pulled on the controls early and started our rotation to the
takeoff attitude. The wheels finally lifted off as we passed over
the stripe marking the end of the runway and my next hurdle
(physically) was a line of trees 1,000 feet off the departure end
of Runway 16.  All I knew was we were flying and so I directed
the gear to be retracted and the flaps to be moved from Flaps 20
to Flaps 10 as I pulled even harder on the controls.  I must say,
those trees were beginning to look a lot like those brushes in the
drive through car washes so I pulled even harder yet!  I think I
saw a bird just fold its wings and fall out of a tree as if to say “Oh
just take me”.  Okay, we cleared the trees, duh, but it was way
too close for my laundry.  As we started to actually climb, at only
100 feet per minute, I smelled something that reminded me of
touring the Heineken Brewery in Europe ...I said “is that a skunk

The flight down to Florida was an eternity.
We cruised at 250 knots indicated, giving us
about 315 knots of ground speed at 15,000’.  
The miles didn’t click by like I am use to them
clicking by in a fighter jet at MACH .94. We
were burning fuel at a rate of 40,000 pounds
per hour or 130 pounds per mile, or one gallon
every length of the fuselage.  The vibration
in the cockpit was mild, compared to down
below and to the rear of the fuselage where it
reminded me of that football game I had as a
child where you turned it on and the players
vibrated around the board.  I felt like if I had
plastic clips on my boots I could have vibrated
to any spot in the fuselage I wanted to go without moving my legs...and the noise was deafening. The 747 flies with its nose 5 degrees up
in the air to stay level, and when you bank, it
feels like the shuttle is trying to say “hey, let’s
roll completely over on our back”..not a good
thing I kept telling myself.  SO I limited my
bank angle to 15 degrees and even though a
180 degree course change took a full zip code
to complete, it was the safe way to turn this
monster.  
Airliners and even a flight of two F-16s deviated from their flight plans to catch a glimpse
of us along the way.  We dodged what was
in reality very few clouds and storms, despite what everyone thought, and arrived in
Florida with 51,000 pounds of fuel too much
to land with.  We can’t land heavier than
600,000 pounds total weight and so we had to
do something with that fuel.  I had an idea...
let’s fly low and slow and show this beast off
Continued ...
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Flying the Space Shuttle... from previous page
to all the taxpayers in Florida lucky enough to be outside on that
Tuesday afternoon.  So at Ormond Beach we let down to 1,000
feet above the ground/water and flew just east of the beach out
over the water.  Then, once we reached the NASA airspace of the
Kennedy Space Center, we cut over to the Banana/Indian Rivers
and flew down the middle of them to show the people of Titusville,
Port St.Johns and Melbourne just what a 747 with a shuttle on it
looked like.  We stayed at 1,000 feet and since we were dragging
our flaps at “Flaps 5”, our speed was down to around 190 to 210
knots. We could see traffic stopping in the middle of roads to take
a look.  We heard later that a Little League Baseball game stop to
look and everyone cheered as we became their 7th inning stretch.  
Oh say can you see...
After reaching Vero Beach , we turned north to follow the coast
line back up to the Shuttle Landing Facility (SLF).  There was
not one person laying on the beach...they were all standing and
waving!   “What a sight” I thought...and figured they were thinking the same thing.  All this time I was bugging the engineers,
all three of them, to re-compute our fuel and tell me when it was
time to land.   They kept saying “Not yet Triple, keep showing
this thing off” which was not a bad thing to be doing.  However,
all this time the thought that the landing, the muscling of this
600,000 pound beast, was getting closer and closer to my reality.  
I was pumped up!  We got back to the SLF and were still 10,000
pounds too heavy to land so I said I was going to do a low approach over the SLF going the opposite direction of landing traffic
that day.   So at 300 feet, we flew down the runway, rocking our
wings like a whale rolling on its side to say “hello” to the people
looking on! One turn out of traffic and back to the runway to
land...still 3,000 pounds over gross weight limit.  But the engineers agreed that if the landing were smooth, there would be no
problem.  “Oh thanks guys, a little extra pressure is just what I
needed!”  So we landed at 603,000 pounds and very smoothly if I
have to say so myself.  The landing was so totally controlled and
on speed, that it was fun.  There were a few surprises that I dealt
with, like the 747 falls like a rock with the orbiter on it if you pull
the throttles off at the “normal” point in a landing and secondly,
if you thought you could hold the nose off the ground after the
mains touch down, think again...IT IS COMING DOWN!!!  So I
“flew it down” to the ground and saved what I have seen in videos
of a nose slap after landing.  Bob’s video supports this!  :8-)
Then I turned on my phone after coming to a full stop only to find
50 bazillion emails and phone messages from all of you who were
so super to be watching and cheering us on!  What a treat, I can’t
thank y’all enough.  For those who watched, you wondered why
we sat there so long. Well, the shuttle had very hazardous chemicals on board and we had to be “sniffed” to determine if any had
leaked or were leaking.  They checked for Monomethylhydrazine
(N2H4 for Charlie Hudson) and nitrogen tetroxide (N2O4).  Even
though we were “clean”, it took way too long for them to tow us
in to the mate-demate area.  Sorry for those who stuck it out and
even waited until we exited the jet.

I am sure I will wake up in the middle of
the night here soon, screaming and standing
straight up dripping wet with sweat from the
realization of what had happened.  It was a
thrill of a lifetime.  Again I want to thank
everyone for your interest and support.  It felt
good to bring Atlantis home in one piece after
she had worked so hard getting to the Hubble
Space Telescope and back.
Triple Nickel
NASA Pilot

Remember -All HAS memberships are
due for renewal in January.
It's time to pay your 2009
dues!! Our membership year
corresponds to the calendar
year.
If you've missed a dues
payment in the past, there's
no extra cost for late
payment, and the organization
appreciates your support.
Mail your dues to the address
on the last page of this
GuideStar or bring your
payment to the meeting.
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Just Looking

A GuideStar Interview by Clayton L. Jeter

Jim Kendrick -- Kendrick Astro
I bet you have heard of “Kendrick
Astro Instruments” with their many
quality products. If you’re not in the
know, this is the Canadian supplier of
fine astronomy equipment and accessories. Many folks use their effective
dew control systems for keeping optics
dry during an evening observing session. They offer many “cool” telescope
gizmos, but I rave about their large
two room observing tent that they
offer.  I’m proud to say that I’m an
owner of one. It’s so easy unzipping
the tents top section that covers the
observing room… observe all night,
then zip up, power off your scope, and
simply step into the sleeping quarters
for a good night’s rest. Everything is
nice and dry for you and your equipment.  It was this outstanding goanywhere observatory that got me
interested in contacting the company’s
owner, Jim Kendrick.

Jim Kendrick, owner of Kendrick Astro Instruments

Writing monthly interviews in the
GuideStar is always fun because I meet so many interesting
astronomy folks, including a few vendors. It’s interesting learning
how Jim has developed his “Kendrick Astro Instruments” company which is now known throughout the astronomy community,
worldwide.  
Jim Kendrick’s ideas will inspire you. I promise. Read on…

The Jim Kendrick Bio…
I was born in North Bay, Ontario in 1954 and grew up on Canadian Air Force bases as my Father was a corporal in the Air Force.
I had a very early interest with space and the stars but as I came
from a large family, a telescope was simply not within the economic grasp of my parents. My original career choice as a child
was to be an astronomer but I gave that up when I realized that
modern astronomy was all math (which I was pathetic at) so I
pursued an education and career in art.
I still maintained a keen interest in astronomy and got my first
telescope at age 38. It was a Russian made 4” reflector that was
built like a tank and had superb optics. I clearly remember the
night I observed festoons on Jupiter with it. My love for planetary
observing had been born!

Soon after the purchase of this telescope, I
discovered the ravages of dew. There was no
solution for it so I decided to make one. A year
later, The Kendrick Dew Remover System was
on the market and the rest is history. I have
realized my original childhood desire to be an
astronomer and as a bonus, I get to use my
creative side as well with product development
in Kendrick Astro Instruments.
The Jim Kendrick interview…
Clayton: It is so nice to have you here for
this interview. Thanks for taking the time
to answer a few questions about yourself,
your hobby, and the great products that
you provide for the astronomer.
You mentioned your love for planetary
observing… tell us a bit about your work
Continued ...
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Just Looking... from previous page
behind the eyepiece. Are you logging, sketching, or shooting
photos of our solar system bodies?

Celestron NexStar 8 GPS inside the
author’s Kendrick Observing Tent

Jim: I am strictly a visual
observer. I have done drawings at the eyepiece, which
I found quite enjoyable
and very useful in refining
visual observing skills. I
have dabbled in astrophotography, which has become
much easier with the advent
of digital SLRs but when I
attempted astrophotography, everyone was still using emulsion based film, and
I found that very difficult. I
quickly gave it up. Having
said that, my involvement
with AstroTrac and ownership of a DSLR  has made
astrophotography a much
easier and pleasurable,
although it is still a rarely
practiced discipline for me.

Clayton: OK, so we know you’re a planetary observer… do you
have a favorite planet you like to observe? How about deep
sky objects?
Jim: My absolute favourite planet is Jupiter. I find it extremely
dynamic and ever changing. Lunar transits, shadow transits,
festoons, the Great Red Spot, white spots, etc make it a real
joy to observe. Next would be Mars. When Mars is at one of
its close approaches to Earth, and you have a good night of
seeing, the detail and subtlety is simply outstanding. After
that it would be Saturn.
As for a favourite deep sky object, it would have to be the
Sombrero Galaxy (M104) and the Great Orion Nebula (M42).
In big scopes, these two objects are just outstanding.
Clayton: I like the large Dob in your photo above. Can you tell us
about it? Do you own several other scopes?
Jim: The scope in the image is a 22” F4.5 Starmaster GoTo. It
provided years of great service and enjoyment and provided
outstanding views of the planets. Bright nebula showed colour
and showpiece galaxies were just that, showpieces! Spiral
arms, beautiful structure. Wow! I sold the scope about two
years ago as it was getting too big for me to haul around. I
now own a William Optics FLT 110 which I like very much. I
am also working on a couple of lightweight high performance
scopes. One will be an 8” F5 and the other will be a 10” F5.  
These may be offered to our customers eventually but for now,

I get to play with them!
Clayton:  Tell us all about one of your typical
observing sessions. Do you ever use one of
your observing tents?
Jim: A typical observing session for me is
usually done behind our business here in
Toronto. As I am a planetary observer,
leaving the city is not a requirement as
the planets are bright enough to punch
through the light pollution without
degrading the planetary detail. Several
times a year I go to a friend’s house out in
the country where I will set up one of my
Observer Tents and get my fill of deep sky
observing.
I would have to say that typically, I enjoy
the camaraderie of my observing buddies
as much I enjoy the observing.
Clayton: Can you tell me about how your
observing tent came to be? What a great
idea and design. I understand a larger
version is soon to be available.
Jim: The tent came about as I felt there really
was a need for a truly portable observatory. I had seen many portable observatories but they all seemed cumbersome and
difficult to set-up. At that time, I was also
attending several star parties every summer and I could see the value of having all
your equipment, eyepieces, charts, computer, etc in one safe location. The almost
instant protection from unexpected rain
was great. One of the first things I noticed
when using the tent was how much more
comfortable I was. With the tent blocking even the slightest wind, I found I was
much warmer.
We are introducing a larger, expedition
quality version of the tent next Spring. It
is currently being field-tested and is being
very well received. People really like the
larger size and excellent build quality of
the Stargate Observer Tent.

Continued ...
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Just Looking... from previous page
Clayton: Are you the only employee or do you have a staff at your
company?
Jim: My wife works full time with me and we have 3 other employees who are largely part time.
Clayton: So what’s new at Kendrick? Any new products on the
horizon? What’s hot?
Jim: Well, we are working on a LOT of new products so here
goes:
Bahtinov masks are hot! What a great focusing device this is.
Extremely easy to use and very fast to focus.
We just introduced our new Standard Dual Channel Controller. This replaces the old workhorse Model VI controller that
thousands of astronomers own and had been our standard
controller for many years.
We are working on a molded heater for those ubiquitous Red
Dot Finders (William Optics and others make them). It will
slip over the front lens and easily keep it dew free.
We are close to releasing a device we currently call our Power
Management Module. This electronic device will be a programmable voltage controller that can be attached to a 12
volt battery of your choice and be used to run several devices
of differing or similar voltages, from 5 volts to 24 volts. It will
have USB ports, 12 volt sockets and more. We also plan to
build these into our Power Packs.
And of course, the Stargate Tent will be released next year.
Clayton: Because of the graying (hair that is) in astronomy societies in our two countries, do you have any suggestions of how
we could get more folks interested in astronomy, particularly
children?
Jim: That is a tough one. My observations are that the younger
generation is very interested and intrigued by astronomy and
telescopes but the instant gratification that is provided by
video games and electronic gadgetry is a much stronger draw.
Consequently young people in general do not seem particularly inclined to invest the time required to learn the hobby.
To get around this would take an awakening of the yearning
for discovery. How that would be accomplished I do not know.
Clayton: Do you attend star parties regularly? Are there some
good parties in Canada? What’s the coldest temperature that
you have survived during an observing session?
Jim: I do not attend as many as I used to but yes I still go. I
usually attend StarFest every year (Canada’s largest annual

star party). This star party is very well
organized and is well attended, drawing
astronomers from many hundreds of miles
around.
The coldest temperature I have ever
observed in is -40°F. Transparency was
great!
Clayton: How do you envision amateur astronomy in the next 25 years?
Jim: Honestly, I see the hobby shrinking for a
while. With few young people coming into
the hobby, it leaves the diminishing old
guard to carry on. Perhaps something or
some event will resuscitate interest but for
now, a smaller number of individuals will
have to carry the torch.
Clayton: Do you have any helpful advice to
pass on to an amateur who just might
want to start their own venture in an astronomy business like yourself?
Jim: My advice to anyone interested in starting a business in astronomy is to perform
your due diligence. If you have an idea or
product that you believe would be a good
seller, do your market research. The more
the better. This will minimize your risk.
(Caveat: Do not ask your family or friends
if your idea is a good one! You need objective, honest appraisals and opinions)
Clayton: Is there an email address that you
have that a Houston Astronomical Society
member could contact you for an additional question or two?
Jim: Sure, people can contact me at jim@kendrickastro.com
Clayton: Thanks Jim for taking the time to
share your interest and thoughts with us
for our monthly HAS newsletter, the GuideStar. We wish you luck with all of your
astronomy interests. Please come visit our
society when in the Houston area, we’d
love to show you our skies.
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The Cool Chemistry of Alien Life
Alien life on distant worlds. What would it be like? For millennia people
could only wonder, but now NASA’s Spitzer Space Telescope is producing some hard data. It turns out that life around certain kinds of stars would
likely be very different from life as we know it.
Using Spitzer, astronomers have discovered the organic chemical acetylene in the planet-forming discs surrounding 17 M-dwarf stars. It’s the first
time any chemical has been detected around one of these small, cool stars.
However, scientists are more intrigued by what was not there: a chemical
called hydrogen cyanide (HCN), an important building block for life as we
know it.
“The fact that we do not detect hydrogen cyanide around cool stars suggests
that that prebiotic chemistry may unfold differently on planets orbiting cool
stars,” says Ilaria Pascucci, lead scientist for the Spitzer observations and an
astrophysicist at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland.

This alien planet may never develop life if its star can't
muster the oomph to break a certain molecular bond

way,” Pascucci explains. “You need hydrogen cyanide.”

That’s because
HCN is the
basic component for making
adenine, one
of the four
information-carrying chemicals
in DNA. All
known life on
Earth is based
on DNA, but
without adenine
available, life
in a dwarf-star
solar system
would have
to make do
without it. “You
cannot make adenine in another

M-dwarf stars have very faint infrared emissions, but
Spitzer is sensitive enough to detect them.
HCN’s distinctive 14-micron emission band was
absent in the
infrared spectra
of the M-dwarf
stars, but Spitzer
did detect HCN in the spectra of 44 hotter, sun-like
stars.
Infrared astronomy will be a powerful tool for studying other prebiotic chemicals in planet-forming discs,
says Pascucci, and the Spitzer Space Telescope is
at the forefront of the field. Spitzer can’t yet draw
us a picture of alien life forms, but it’s beginning to
tell us what they could—and could not—be made of.
“That’s pretty wonderful, too,” says Pascucci.
For news of other discoveries based on Spitzer data,
visit www.spitzer.caltech.edu. Kids can learn Spitzer
astronomy words and concepts by playing the Spitzer
“Sign Here!” game at spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/kids/
spitzer/signs.
This article was provided by the Jet Propulsion
Laboratory, California Institute of Technology, under
a contract with the National Aeronautics and Space
Administration.

M-dwarf and brown dwarf stars emit far less ultraviolet light than larger,
hotter stars such as our sun. Pascucci thinks this difference could explain
the lack of HCN around dwarf stars. For HCN to form, molecules of nitrogen must first be split into individual nitrogen atoms. But the triple bond
holding molecular nitrogen together is very strong. High-energy ultraviolet
photons can break this bond, but the lower-energy photons from M-dwarf
stars cannot.
“Other nitrogen-bearing molecules are going to be affected by this same
chemistry,” Pascucci says, possibly including the precursors to amino acids
and thus proteins.
To search for HCN, Pascucci’s team looked at data from Spitzer, which
observes the universe at infrared wavelengths. Planet-forming discs around
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Thanks to Amelia Goldberg and Barbara Wilson
by Larry Wadle, Master Observer
I received the Astronomical League Master Observer Certificate
and pin on Friday, June 5, 2009 at our monthly HAS meeting.

I did the observing but Amelia and Barbara
deserve much of the credit for challenging me.

Over my first 55 years as an amateur astronomer, I made and
documented about 1500 observations of various objects (or an
average of about 27 per year).

So, once again, thank you Amelia and Barbara,
with a special thanks to Amelia for spending
many hours reading and approving my observations numbering just over 1000 for these ten
Clubs.

Then, Amelia and Barbara started the Novice Program pilot test
in January 1996 and encouraged observing and documenting a
proposed set of observations each month and reporting back our
results to the Novice section the next month. This pilot became
Amelia's Astronomical League Universe Sampler Club. I became
hooked on this monthly challenge and not only completed her
Club but nine more to qualify for the Master Observer Certificate. Since 1996, I have made another 2900 observations and
documented them better than before (or an average of 223 per
year).

Larry Wadle
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Shallow Sky Object of the Month

Spica - Drive a Spike to...
Bill Pellerin, GuideStar Editor
Object: Spica
Class: Star
Magnitude: .98
R.A.: 13 h, 25 m, 11.6 s
Dec: -11 degrees, 09 minutes, 41 sec
Distance: 262 ly
Constellation: Virgo
Size: n/a
Optics needed: Naked eye, binocs, any
telescope

by

Arcturus

Why this object is interesting.
Perhaps you use Spica as an alignment
star for your telescope because it's so
easy to find. You've heard it before...
follow the handle of the Big Dipper, keep
going and you'll "arc to Arcturus" and
"drive a spike to Spica."

Spica

It's easy to ignore this star. It's a magnitude one star, so it is rather bright, but
it is in the constellation Virgo which has
few bright stars and is difficult to find.
You know about the Virgo cluster of
galaxies, but you're more likely to find them by finding the bright
stars of Leo than you are by finding the dim stars of Virgo.
Nevertheless, Spica has some interesting properties. It is almost
exactly a magnitude 1 star, so if you want to see what a mag
1 star looks like, or show a friend what a mag 1 star looks like,
Spica is the one to choose.
Spica is on the ecliptic, or close enough for science. My map
shows it about 2 degrees south of the ecliptic, but since the
Moon's orbit does not follow the ecliptic precisely (the Moon's
orbit is inclined at about 5 degrees to the ecliptic), there are times
when the moon will occult (get in front of) Spica. It won't happen
this month. On July 28, the moon will be about 4 degrees south
of Spica and will miss it entirely. Our chance to see this conjunction will be at about 21:00 (9:00 p.m.) on that date, when the
Moon will be 31 degrees above the southwestern horizon.

Map from TheSky v 6

By the way, if you're still around, Venus will occult
Spica on September 2, 2197.
Spica is a double star, but don't expect to see it
in your telescope. It has been detected during an
occultation (one of the stars in the pair is covered
first so there is a two-stage wink-out/wink-in of the
star system), but it is best detected by a spectrograph and by Doppler shift. You may also be able
to detect the dance of the two stars by observing a
drop in brightness, by a mere .1 magnitude, when
the orbiting star goes behind the primary star. This
kind of magnitude shift is detectable by amateurs -a visual detection would be difficult, but a detection
with a CCD setup would be possible. The period of
the variability is just over 4 days.

The next occultation (that I could find) of Spica by the Moon will
be on September 8, 2013 at about 3:00 p.m. and will be visible
from London. Not too convenient. Never mind. If you ever see
the Moon occult any star you may be in for a surprise. The star
doesn't get dimmer as it goes behind the Moon's limb, it instantly
disappears. This is because stars are so far away that they appear as point sources to us here on Earth.
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General Membership Meeting

Downtown

The Houston Astronomical Society holds its regular monthly General
Membership Meeting on the first Friday of each month, unless rescheduled
due to a holiday. Meetings are in Room 117 of the Science and Research
Building at the University of Houston. A Novice Presentation begins at 7:00
p.m.. The short business meeting and featured speaker are scheduled at
8:00 p.m. Also typically included are Committee Reports, Special Interest
Group Reports, current activity announcements, hardware reviews, an
astrophotography slide show by members and other items of interest.
Parking is NOW across from Entrance 14, by the stadium.

P - Free Parking
I-45

Scott

US 59

S&R - Science & Research Building
Cullen

Elgin
Holman
Entrance 14

Board of Directors Meeting

The Board of Directors Meeting is held on dates scheduled by the board at 7:00
p.m. at the Houston Chronicle office, downtown. Information provided to GuideStar
will be published. The meetings are open to all members of the Society in good
standing. Attendance is encouraged.

S&R

P
Wheeler

Calhoun

GuideStar Information

The H.A.S. GuideStar is published monthly by the Houston Astronomical Society.
All opinions expressed herein are those of the contributor and not necessarily of
Houston Astronomical Society. The monthly Meeting Notice is included herein.
GuideStar is available on the HAS web site to all members of H.A.S., and to
persons iinterested in the organization's activities. Contributions to GuideStar by
members are encouraged. Electronic submission is helpful. Submit the article in
text, MS-Word format via email BillPellerin@sbcglobal.net. Copy must be received
by the 15th of the month for inclusion in the issue to be available near the end of
the same month. Or, bring copy to the General Membership Meeting and give it to
the Editor, or phone to make special arrangements.
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University of Houston

Houston Astronomical Society
P.O. Box 20332

 Houston, TX 77225-0332

The Houston Astronomical Society welcomes you to our organization. The HAS is a group of
dedicated amateur astronomers, most of whom are observers, but some are armchair astronomers.
The benefits of membership are:








Access to our 18 acre observing site west of Houston -- a great place to observe the
universe!
A telescope loaner program -- borrow a HAS telescope and try observing for yourself!
A monthly novice meeting, site orientation meeting, and general meeting with speakers of
interest.
Opportunities to participate in programs that promote astronomy to the general public
(such as Star Parties at schools)
A yearly banquet with a special guest
A yearly all-clubs meeting for Houston area organizations
Meet other amateurs and share experiences, learn techniques, and swap stories

You're invited to attend our next meeting.
You'll have a great time.

