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At the February 4 
meeting… 

Astrophotography—
Simple and Easy 
Steve Grimsley 

 
Have you ever looked at the 
astrophotos that grace the 
pages of the astronomy 
magazines and said, “I wish I 
could do that”.  You can. 
 
Steve Grimsley uses a 
relatively simple telescope and 
camera setup to produce 

beautiful astro images. At the February meeting, 
Steve will tell us how he does it, and he’ll 
answer your questions about how to get 
started. 

 
See Steve’s picture of M33 on page 10 of 
this issue (enlarged to show more 
detail). 
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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 page for directions to the location. 

 

Novice meeting: ............................... 7:00 p.m. 

 

General meeting: ............................. 8:00 p.m

  

See last page for directions 

and more information. 

The Houston Astronomical 
Society is a member of the 
Astronomical League.  
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The Houston Astronomical Society is a non-profit corporation 
organized under section 501 (C) 3 of the Internal Revenue Code. 
The Society was formed for education and scientific purposes. All 
contributions and gifts are deductible for federal income tax pur-
poses. General membership meetings are open to the public and 
attendance is encouraged. 

Officers & Past President 

President: Ken Miller .................................... C:713-826-1049 
Vice Pres: Gordon Houston ........................... C:713-906-9101  
Secretary: Rene Gedaly ................................. H:281-300-3559 
Treasurer: Warren Murdoch ......................... H:281-293-8164  
Past President: Bill Leach .............................. H:281-893-4057 

 
Additional Board Members 

Bill Flanagan .................................................. H:713-699-8819 
Bram Weisman ............................................. C:832-338-9499  
John Missavage ............................................. C:281-795-4443  
Greg Barolak ................................................. H:281-467-5780 
Chris Mendell……………… ............................... H:281-291-9544 
 
 

Committee Chairpersons 

Audit .................... Scott Mitchell .................. H:281-293-7818 
Education ............. Richard Nugent ............... H:713-524-1993 
Field Tr./Obsg ...... Siobhan Saragusa ............ H:713-376-5873 
Novice .................. Justin McCollum.............. H:409-212-2795 
Observatory ......... Bob Rogers ...................... H:281-460-1573 
Program ............... Brian Cudnik.................... H:832-912-1244 
Publicity ............... John Missavage ............... C:281-795-4443  
Telescope ............. John Haynes .................... H:802-363-8123 
Welcoming ........... Katy Keene ......................  
 ............................. katykeene@comcast.net 
 

Ad-Hoc Committee Chairpersons 

Texas Star Pty ...... Steve Goldberg. .............. H:713-721-5077 
 

Advisors 

Dr. Reginald DuFour,  Rice Univ. 
Dr. Lawrence Pinsky,  U. of H. 
Dr. Lawrence Armendarez,  U. of St. Thomas 
 

Dues and Membership Information 

Annual Dues:Regular ................................................ $36 
Associate ..................................................................... $6 
Sustaining ................................................................. $50 
Student ..................................................................... $12 
Honorary .................................................................. N/C 
 
All members have the right to participate in Society functions and 
to use the Observatory Site. Regular and Student Members re-
ceive a subscription to The Reflector. The GuideStar, the monthly 
publication of the Houston Astronomical Society is available on 
the web site. Associate Members, immediate 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 last 
page 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. 

The Houston Astronomical Society Table of Contents 

 3 ...............HAS Calendar 
 4 ...............Observations of the Editor 
 5 ...............Alan Rossiter - Outreach Coordinator 
 8 ...............Kids Outreach Opportunities 
 9 ...............Observatory Corner 
 10 ...............M33 image by Steve Grimsley 
 11 ...............Happy 100th Birthday AAVSO 
 12 ...............Planets in Strange Places 
 13 ...............Procyon--A Nearby Star 

Other Meetings... 
 

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 

 
Fort Bend Astronomy Club meets the third Friday of 

the month at 8:00 p.m. at the First Colony confer-
ence Center. Novice meeting begins at 7:00, regu-
lar meeting begins at 8:00. Web site: 
http://www.fbac.org 

 
North Houston Astronomy Club meets at 7:30 p.m. on 

the 4th Friday of each month in the Teaching Thea-
tre of the Student Center at Kingwood College.Call 
281-312-1650 or E-mailbill.leach@nhmccd.edu. 
Web site: www.astronomyclub.org 

Special Interest Group Listing 
 

Any member who wants specific information on a SIG listed below 
may call the listed individual. Anyone who wants to offer to coach 
another member on his or her special interest is invited to have a 
listing in this section. 

Advanced .................................. Bill Leach ............... 281-893-4057 
 

2011 Star Party Dates 

  Pending 
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Follow the GuideStar on Twitter at: 

GuideStar_HAS 
Join Facebook and look for: 

Houston Astronomical Society 
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February/March 

Calendar 
Check the web site: 
www.astronomyhouston.org 
Webmaster: Kay McCallum 
kaymccallum@mcclibrary.net 
 
The Houston Astronomical Society Web 
page has information on the society, its 
resources, and meeting information. 
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. 

 Date Time Event 
 

February  
 2 8:31 p.m. New Moon 
 5  Prime Night, Columbus Site 
 4 7:00 p.m. HAS Novice Meeting, U of H 
  8:00 p.m. HAS General Meeting, U of H 
 11 1:19 a.m. Moon at first quarter  
 18 2:36 a.m. Full Moon 
 27 5:27 p.m. Moon at last quarter 
 

March 
 4 2:46 p.m. New Moon  
  7:00 p.m. HAS Novice Meeting, U of H 
  8:00 p.m. HAS General Meeting, U of H 
 5  Prime Night, Columbus Site 
 12 5:45 p.m. Moon at first quarter 
 13 2:00 a.m. Daylight Savings Begins, 
   move clocks forward one hour

    
 19 1:19 p.m. Full Moon 
 20 6:21 p.m. Spring equinox 
 23 8:00 p.m. Mercury at greatest elongation east 
 26 7:07 a.m. Moon at last quarter 
 27 6:00 a.m. Venus less than ½ degree from 

Neptune 

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

GuideStar deadline 

for the March  

issue 

is February 15 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

   
 

 

 

 

 

 



February, 2011  Page 4 

 

 

February, 2011  Page 4 

ODD (Observing Deficit Disorder) 

I’ve got it, and you might have it too. As I write this on January 16 
we’ve been through at least a week of rain and clouds. It’ll get bet-
ter. Just hang in there. In the meantime, I’ve made observations 
through remote telescopes. It’s not the same as being there, but it 
was my only opportunity. 

HAS Membership 

As ex-treasurer Bill Flanagan presented last month, the HAS has 
had a decline in membership over the last few years. What are we 
to make of this? Is it demographics, the economy, other clubs, 
competition for free time? Who knows? 

While we have thousands of people show up at Astronomy Day 
each year, we don’t convert many of these into HAS members.  

We have an opportunity as members to help market the HAS to 
folks who might be interested.  Help the HAS move forward, help a 
friend enjoy amateur astronomy and the benefits of HAS member-
ship. These benefits include access to our observing site, loaner 
telescopes, monthly meeting, and (best of all) new friends. 

Our other concern is that lost members mean lost revenue. Be-
cause the HAS maintains an observing site for its members there 
are some expenses that other clubs don’t have. If you haven’t paid 
your 2011 dues, do so as soon as possible; If you have paid your 
dues consider making a donation to the HAS. Bob Rogers (our ob-
servatory manager) needs donations to fund a new mower and to 
maintain existing equipment. 

It’s Astonishing… 

I’ve seen several reports in the last few days about how the zodia-
cal constellation dates have changed. The change is in the range of 
dates in which the sun is within the boundaries of the constella-
tion.  

Where have these reporters been? This is not new. Due to preces-
sion the line connecting the north and the south poles does not 
always point to the same place in the sky. Polaris has not always 
been and will not always be the star closest to the north pole. 

What’s astonishing, to me, about this is that this was reported as 
though this was something that just happened and was, therefore, 
news. You and I know better. 

Did you hear about Eris? 

Eris, the solar system object that was similar in 
size to Pluto and which forced the IAU to re-
consider what is and what isn’t a planet may 
not be as big as first thought. Because Eris oc-
culted a star a new estimate of its size was 
developed and this estimate said that Eris is 
smaller than Pluto. 

Any change in the status of Pluto is unlikely at 
this point.  

 

Observations... of the editor 
by Bill Pellerin, GuideStar Editor 

Until next time... 

clear skies and new moons! 

..Bill 
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A A GuideStarGuideStar  Interview by Clayton L. JeterInterview by Clayton L. Jeter  
 

Alan RossiterAlan Rossiter——OutreachOutreach  

for eight years I moved to Houston on a two-
year assignment. That was more than 
twenty years ago. Strange how things work 
out, right? For more than a decade I have 
been running my own chemical engineering 
and management consulting company, Ros-
siter & Associates 
(http://www.rossiters.org/associates/). 

About ten years ago I decided to pick up the 
threads on astronomy, so I joined HAS and 
acquired a 6” Orion SkyQuest Dob. Truth is, 
even though I have the word “engineer” in 
my title, I am not an equipment geek, and I 
have never upgraded my Dob (although I am 
the custodian of the 8” Celestron SCT that 
Clayton Jeter fixed up for Bellaire’s Nature 
Discovery Center!). Also, despite a science 
background, I have never progressed to ad-
vanced observing. However, I do enjoy get-
ting out under the night sky from time to 
time, and I am particularly interested in stay-
ing abreast of advances in astronomy and 
cosmology. Discoveries like exoplanets and 
new insights into the origin and develop-
ment of the universe are fascinating both 
from a scientific perspective and a philoso-
phical one. 

One of the reasons I got involved in school 
outreach with HAS is, ironically, my very low 
level observing skills. When announcing out-
reach events I have often stated that if you 
can find the full moon in a clear sky, you are 
qualified to participate. It’s true. Most of the 
kids we meet in outreach events have never 
looked through a telescope, and the sight of 
the moon through a lens is a thrill for them. 
If you can add Jupiter or Saturn, that’s a real 
“wow!” So, even with my very basic skills, I 

(Continued on page 6) 

W ikipedia explains: 

Outreach is an effort by an individual in an organization or 
group to connect its ideas or practices to the efforts of 

other groups or the general public. 

 

One gentleman that more than fits 
this description is our own HAS 
member, Alan Rossiter. This guy is 
always promoting the next star 
party somewhere, usually at a local 
Houston area school. I see his invi-
tations weekly on our HAS list 
server asking for help at upcoming 
parties. 

 

I’ve known Alan for several years 
through HAS. He is a swell guy who really loves helping out school 
children who want to learn more about the night sky. His desire to 
promote astronomy in the young person’s mind is genuine pas-
sion. I wish I had more of this quality in myself. Let’s see what 
makes Alan tick. Read on… 

The Alan Rossiter bio… 

I was born – and my parents did their best to raise me – in Salis-
bury, Rhodesia. The names of the city and country have now 
changed to Harare and Zimbabwe, respectively. 

From my earliest recollections I was fascinated by numbers. During 
my elementary school years I stumbled across an old astronomy 
book on a bookshelf at home, and I soaked it up. I think part of the 
appeal was that the numbers in astronomy are, well, astronomical. 
After that I acquired a few astronomy books of my own. From time 
to time I went out at night to observe the sky, and I learned to 
identify the Southern Cross and a few other constellations (yes, 
Zimbabwe is in the southern hemisphere, for any readers who are 
geographically challenged), but I never had a telescope, or even 
access to one. 

After elementary school my interest in astronomy lay dormant for 
many years. After completing high school in Rhodesia I went to 
Cambridge University in England, where I obtained B.A., M.Eng and 
Ph.D. degrees in chemical engineering. After working in England 

http://www.rossiters.org/associates/
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can help excite youngsters and encourage them to take an inter-
est in astronomy, and science in general, and that has got to be a 
good thing – right? I would strongly recommend all HAS mem-
bers to participate in our school outreaches when they have a 
chance to do so. 

Over the past year I have had to reduce my involvement  in HAS 
activities, especially outreach, because I am currently Chair of 
the South Texas Section of the American Institute of Chemical 
Engineers, which is a heavy time commitment. Fortunately there 
are others in HAS who share the desire to reach out to kids – 
people like Richard Nugent, Bill Pellerin, Bill Flanagan, Bram 
Weisman, Debbie Moran, and others – who have been leading 
some of the events. Also, we have recently formed the Greater 
Houston Astronomical Coalition with several of the other Hous-
ton area astronomical clubs, in order to better coordinate out-
reach activities across the city. 

Outside of my work, professional society activities and astron-
omy, I have always been into endurance sports. I used to run 
marathons, but I have transitioned to biking as my knees got 
older. I also write when I have a chance (3 books in print, one of 
them a novel, the other two technical), and I’m a deacon at my 
church. I’m married to my very longsuffering wife, Belinda, and 
we have two teenage sons. 

The Alan Rossiter interview… 

Clayton: Hello again Alan. It is wonderful to have you slow down 
enough to take the time for this interview.  

So you write too? Tell us a bit about your novel. Ever consider 
writing about astronomy? 

Alan: My novel is titled “Dataset, Inc. – A Corporate Intrigue”. It is 
“a story of loyalty, greed and betrayal set in the cutthroat 
world of the contemporary software industry.” In other words, 
a bit like a typical HAS meeting. Joking aside, the novel did 
grow out of some unpleasant behaviors I observed in the busi-
ness world. 

On writing about astronomy – well, if I ever write another novel 
I suppose I could include some astronomical themes. 

Clayton: Where does all this public outreach passion of yours come 
from? 

Alan: Outreach is an incredibly rewarding experience. At every 
event where I have participated there has been very positive 
feedback from kids, parents and teachers. Why wouldn’t you 
share an activity you enjoy with others who appreciate it, when 
you have a chance to do so? 

Clayton: Do you think you’ll ever plunge into finding faint deep sky 
objects? Is your public outreach holding you back in some way? 

Alan: I do try my hand (or eye) at deep sky objects from time to 

(Continued from page 5) time, and I enlist the help of some of the 
more expert observers when I go to Colum-
bus or other observing sites. However, I 
think my main problem is a lack of patience. 
Or maybe I’m just a slow learner! 

Clayton:  In Zimbabwe, is there an interest in 
amateur astronomy? Are there any astron-
omy clubs or observatories there? I’m bet-
ting they have dark skies there. 

Alan: I really wasn’t into the astronomical com-
munity when I lived in Rhodesia, but I under-
stand that there is a branch of the Astro-
nomical Society of Southern Africa in Harare, 
and I have occasionally seen on-line refer-
ences to astronomical observations in Zim-
babwe. As for the skies – yes, they are dark 
and clear over most of the country. 

Clayton: I’ve never observed the far southern 
constellations. Are they really as elegant as 
I’m told? Do you know your way around 
them when traveling in the southern hemi-
sphere? 

Alan: The skies are certainly majestic, though I 
never got good at identifying the constella-
tions as a kid. Remember we’re talking ele-
mentary school age, and no-one was teach-
ing me. The only ones I recollect learning are 
the Southern Cross (naturally) and Orion, 
which of course you can also see from the 
northern hemisphere. 

Clayton: So you’re interested in exoplanets. 
Think we will ever make ‘contact’ with be-
ings from another earth-like planet? If we 
did, then what? 

Alan: Until 1992 non-one knew for sure if there 
were planets outside our solar system. Now 
there are 506 confirmed exoplanets – and 
counting. The true number of exoplanets in 
our galaxy alone must surely be in the mil-
lions. With so many exoplanets, including 
some apparently in the “Goldilocks zone” 
(not too hot, not too cold), it’s hard to be-
lieve that there isn’t alien life out there. 
Whether it is anything like life on earth is a 
very different question. I suppose we could 
receive radio signals from other “advanced” 
life forms, but the distances involved make 
direct contact problematic. Personally I think 
“contact”, if it occurs at all, is centuries 
away. And I’m not sure that it would be a 
good thing, either, if encounters between 

(Continued on page 7) 
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different terrestrial civilizations are any guide (think Cortez and 
the Aztecs, for example). 

Clayton: Have you gotten any positive feedback from children or 
their parents that have attended your school star parties? Have 
you made any new Jr. Astronomers yet? 

Alan: We always get positive feedback! For example, the day after 
Fathers & Flashlights in West University (close to where I live) I 
met one of the dads in church. I had shown his son Jupiter 
through my telescope, and the lad had gone home all excited 
and looked up everything he could find about Jupiter on the 
Internet. Is he a new “Jr. Astronomer”? I don’t know, but at 
least we are sowing seeds of interest in science and the uni-
verse around us, and that has to be a positive influence.  

Clayton: How do schools know that you provide and coordinate star 
parties? Word of mouth… or do you contact them? 

Alan: I have not been particularly proactive in looking for star party 
opportunities. We get a lot of repeats at the same schools 
(usually as part of a science night) and at community events. 
Sometimes teachers share information or invite their counter-
parts from other schools to visit their science nights, so word 
gets around. We also get a number of inquiries through our 
website. 

Clayton: Have you a favorite major star party that you attend regu-
larly? Texas Star Party? Are there others? 

Alan: Unfortunately I haven’t made it to any of the major star par-
ties – just some of the local events at Columbus and at Ken 
Miller’s ranch. Running my own business, together various 
other personal and professional commitments, makes it hard to 
schedule an extended time away. 

Clayton: How do you envision amateur astronomy in the next 25 
years? 

Alan: There’s a strong trend towards convenience. Equipment is 
getting increasingly easier to use (“go to” scopes are an obvious 
example), which will make things much more accessible for 
klutzes like me. A natural extension of that is on-line rental of 
time on professional grade telescopes. While some may mourn 
the decline of hands-on skills I think the trend is inevitable, like 
GPS’s in place of maps for navigating. Another obvious issue, 
especially in North America and Europe, is the growing problem 
of light pollution. We are already seeing the start of “dark skies 
communities” for serious amateur astronomers, and it will be 
interesting to see how popular these become over the next few 
decades. 

Clayton: Do you have any helpful advice to pass on to observers just 
starting out in astronomy? 

Alan: Hang out with more experienced astronomers and don’t be 
afraid to ask questions. Also, as you learn, share what you 
know. That includes participating in the next school star party 
outreach!  

(Continued from page 6) Clayton: Is there an email address that you have 
that a Houston Astronomical Society mem-
ber could contact you for an additional ques-
tion or two? 

Alan: Sure. My contact information is in the HAS 
on-line member directory, or you can just 
email me at: alan@rossiters.org. 

Clayton: Thanks Alan for taking the time to share 
your interest and thoughts within our HAS 
newsletter, the GuideStar. We wish you luck 
with all of your astronomy interests. Thanks 
so much for all of the astronomy outreach 
that you have provided in the Houston area. 
Its special folks like yourself that keep the 
“Wow, I’ve never seen Saturn before” in 
amateur astronomy. We need more Alan 
Rossiters. 

Clear skies always! 

Alan: Thanks, Clayton. This has been fun, in an 
odd kind of way! 

Clayton L. Jeter is an avid SCT visual 
observer and a long time member of 
the Houston Astronomical Society. 

Contact him at:  
stonebloke@gmail.com 

 

Information on 
upcoming public 

outreach 
opportunities is on 

the next page. 
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Kids Outreach & Star Parties, Early 2011 
By Alan Rossiter 

 

Walker Station Elementary Science Nights 
 Dates: Tuesday Feb. 15 (K-1), Wednesday Feb. 16 (2nd & 3rd Grade) Thursday Feb 17 

(4th & 5th Grade).  
 Time: All events 5:30 to 7:30 pm 
 Location: Sugar Land Branch Natural Science Museum  

13016 University Blvd., Sugar Land, TX 77479 

 

Super Saturday: Gifted & Talented Program for Katy School District (Grades 3 – 6) 

 Date: Saturday, 3/5/2011  
 Time: 12:45 - 4:15 PM 
 Location: Morton Ranch Junior High School in Katy  

 
Tents in Town: Urban camp for elementary kids  

 Date: Saturday, 4/2/2011  
 Time: 6:00 PM - 9:00 PM  
 Location: Zindler Park, 7008 South Rice, Bellaire, TX 77401 

 

Contact Alan Rossiter at alan@rossiters.org for more information. Details are also 
available on the Night Sky Network site — http://nightsky.jpl.nasa.gov/ 

The Houston Astronomical Society works with other area clubs is on the Night Sky Network as the 
‘Greater Houston Astronomical Coalition’  

mailto:alan@rossiters.org
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Observatory Corner 
By Bob Rogers, Observatory Chairman 

Hello everyone. 

I hope this gets out in time to announce that I will be having my annual 
Observatory Committee meeting on February 5th at the site. Anybody 
who is a member of HAS is invited to attend. I plan to start the meeting 
at 2:00 pm. This is the day after the HAS February general membership 
meeting and 3 days after new Moon. 

The new gate code for 2011 will go into effect on April 3rd,2011. To get 
the new code, you need to have your 2011 HAS dues paid and have 
taken the Site Orientation class since joining HAS. If you have any ques-
tions, please fell free to contact me. 

I also need to report that we have had a fence jumper at the site that 
stole a couple of extension power cables from 2 RV’s in the first couple 
of weeks of January at the site. I’m in the process of replacing the old 
plug-in RV boxes with new ones that allow them to be locked to try to 
prevent any more theft out there. This will be one of the items to be 
discussed at the Committee meeting. 

Still needed are donations to replace the North fence and to buy a new 
Zero turn riding mower that can handle the terrain. We have started 
charging $5.00 a plate for food at the All-Clubs events (includes a ham-
burger, hot dog, chips, ice tea and a dessert). We will NOT be charging 
for the annual HAS Picnic food. 

If you can donate, it would be appreciated and all donations are Tax 
deductible. 

Donations can be made to: 
HAS 
PO Box 20332 
Houston, TX 77225-0332 

In the note section, please put – “Observatory donation” 

Remember that we are the only club that has an observing site that 
everyone can go to observe away from city lights. It cost money every 
year to keep the site maintained for your use and pleasure. So far we 
have around $450.00 donated and I thank those who have donated 
towards our goal. 

I do need to remind everyone that we need to start filling out Log Re-
ports at the site so I can give this information to the Fondren Founda-
tion. The property is on a 99 year lease and part of the Lease agree-
ment is that HAS needs to report every year to the Fondren Foundation 
that the Property is being used. The Log Reports are located in the box 
in the middle of the field. Just open the cover, fill out the report and 
then slide it into the slot that is in the inside of the cover and then close 
the box. It is very important that everyone fill out a Log Report so that 

we are showing that the Observing site is 
being used. Your help on this is very much 
appreciated. 

If you have a Randalls card, and have not 
done so, please have it coded for the 
Houston Astronomical Society.  Our num-
ber is #6618.  The Society gets 1% of the 
gross sales that members spend at Ran-
dalls.  Randalls totals up the amount spent 
each quarter and will send us a check if 
the amount goes over $2,500.00, other-
wise the total rolls over to the next quar-
ter 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 
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M33 
by Steve Grimsley, speaker at February meeting 

Steve Grimsley does astrophotography with a SLR camera connected to 
a refractor telescope on a German equatorial mount.  With this setup 
he captures deep sky objects such as M33. When he comes to our Feb-
ruary meeting he’ll give us the details on how he produces beautiful 
deep sky images. 

The object in this image is M33, a nearby (as these things go) galaxy, 
lying about 3 million light years from the Earth. It resides in the constel-
lation Triangulum and it’s sometimes called the Triangulum Galaxy but 
it is more often called the ‘Pinwheel Galaxy’ because of its beautiful 
spiral shape. (M101 is often called the ‘Pinwheel Galaxy’ as well, so the 
name has no official standing in the professional astronomy world.) 

It has been seen with the unaided eye from dark sky sites. It is best 
observed in November, but is available in February  in the western sky 
after dark.  The galaxy is listed as magnitude 5.5, but since it’s an ex-
tended object the observed magnitude will be much lower. 
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Welcome back to a new year (and technically a new decade, though 
I celebrated that a year early)!  All of us on this celestial ball have just 
started a new revolution about the Sun (technically the center of mass 
of the Solar System, which is close to the Sun, but that's not important 
for most people), so we tend to look forward to a new year full of pos-
sibilities and discoveries yet unwritten (or half-written, in my case, but 
that's another column). 
 
I've blogged many times about the important contributions that non-
career astronomers have made and continue to make to the science of 
astronomy.  Just earlier this week a 10-year old Canadian student, 
Kathryn Gray, became the youngest known person to help discover a 
supernova (exploding star). 
 
One of the largest organizations of citizen astronomers is the American 
Association of Variable Star Observers, or AAVSO.  The AAVSO was or-
ganized in 1911, which makes this year their (let's see, subtract 1911 
from 2011, borrow 1 from the thousands column....) centennial! 100 
years!  That's no small accomplishment, and the organization is only 
continuing to grow in membership and impact. 
 
Members of the AAVSO participate in science by monitoring the bright-
ness of stars.  Many stars change their brightness, hence the term 
"variable".  The reasons for these variations are many.  Some stars are 
really close pairs of stars that periodically eclipse each other.  Some 
stars grow and shrink in radius due to an unstable structure.  Some 
stars are pulling material off their companions.  And some stars have 
planets that occasionally block a tiny amount of light of their parent 
star. 
 
The most important tool needed to study variable stars is time.  While 
many variable stars change their brightness in predictable fashion, 
many others are unpredictable.  And professional telescopes have too 
many varied research projects to sit and stare at a star that may do 
nothing for months, years, or even decades before it does something 
interesting.  The total membership of the AAVSO does have the time 
and telescope power to watch these stars and notify the big telescopes 
when something unexpected happens. 
 
But the AAVSO does much, much more than simply act as night watch-
men for professional astronomers.  Their measurements of star bright-
ness are often just as accurate, and in some cases better, than those 
obtained by professional astronomers.  AAVSO members and their data 
regularly appear in scientific papers.  They are discovering hitherto un-
known planets around other stars.  They are discovering changes in 
variable stars that professionals would never have noticed.  This is all 
cutting edge science. 

Happy 100th Birthday AAVSO 

By Kurtis Williams, Professor Astronomy 

You do not need to have a degree in astro-
physics to participate in the AAVSO.  You 
don't even need to have thousands of dol-
lars worth of equipment.  You just need an 
interest in astronomy, a willingness to 
learn how to make astronomical measure-
ments, and dedication to looking up at the 
sky.  Why not stop by the AAVSO website, 
read about their centennial celebra-
tion and their history, and see if any of 
their ongoing projects tickles your fancy.  
There's no reason you can't discover a 
supernova or a planet yourself! 

 

This content distributed by the AAVSO 
Writer's Bureau. 

Read more from Kurtis Williams at: 

http://blog.professorastronomy.com/ 

 

Find the AAVSO on the web at: 

www.aavso.org 

http://blog.professorastronomy.com/2010/01/predictions-for-new-decade.html
http://blog.professorastronomy.com/search/label/citizen%20science
http://www.universetoday.com/82152/10-year-old-girl-discovers-a-supernova/
http://www.universetoday.com/82152/10-year-old-girl-discovers-a-supernova/
http://www.aavso.org/
http://www.aavso.org/
http://www.aavso.org/celebrating-100-years
http://www.aavso.org/celebrating-100-years
http://www.aavso.org/types-variables
http://www.aavso.org/
http://www.aavso.org/celebrating-100-years
http://www.aavso.org/celebrating-100-years
http://aavsowritersbureau.blogspot.com/
http://aavsowritersbureau.blogspot.com/
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Planets in Strange Places 
 by Trudy E. Bell 

NASA Space Place 

the smallest brown dwarfs known, it has 
less than 1 percent the mass of the Sun. 
It’s not even massive enough to kindle 
thermonuclear reactions for fusing 
hydrogen into helium. Yet this miniature 
“failed star,” as brown dwarfs are often 
called, is also surrounded by a flat disk of 
dust that may eventually clump into 
planets. (This brown dwarf discovery was 
made by a group led by Kevin Luhman of 
Pennsylvania State University.) 

Although actual planets have not been 
detected (in part because of the stars’ 
great distances), the spectra of the 
hypergiants show that their dust is 
composed of forsterite, olivine, aromatic 
hydrocarbons, and other geological 
substances found on Earth. 

These newfound disks represent 
“extremes of the environments in which 
planets might form,” Kastner said. “Not 
what you’d expect if you think our solar 
system is the rule.” 

Hypergiants and dwarfs?  The Milky Way 
could be crowded with worlds circling 
every kind of star imaginable—very 
strange, indeed. 

Keep up with the latest findings from the 
Spitzer at www.spitzer.caltech.edu.  Kids 
and their grownup friends can enjoy 
beautiful images from Spitzer while 
playing Spitzer Concentration at The Space 
Place (spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/kids/
spitzer/concentration). 

 

This article was provided by the Jet 

Propulsion Laboratory, California 

Institute of Technology, under a 

contract with the National Aeronautics 

and Space Administration. 

Red star, blue star, big star, small star—planets may form around 
virtually any type or size of star throughout the universe, not just 
around mid-sized middle-aged yellow stars like the Sun. That’s the 
surprising implication of two discoveries in 2006 from the 0.85-meter-
diameter Spitzer Space Telescope, which is exploring the universe 
from orbit at infrared (heat) wavelengths blocked by the Earth’s 
atmosphere. 

At one extreme are two blazing, blue “hypergiant” stars 180,000 light-
years away in the Large Magellanic Cloud, one of the two companion 
galaxies to our Milky Way. The stars, called R 66 and R 126, are 
respectively 30 and 70 times the mass of the Sun, “about as massive 
as stars can get,” said Joel Kastner, professor of imaging science at the 
Rochester Institute of Technology in New York. R 126 is so luminous 
that if it were placed 10 parsecs (32.6 light-years) away—a distance at 
which the Sun would be one of the dimmest stars visible in the sky—
the hypergiant would be as bright as the full moon, “definitely a 
daytime object,” Kastner remarked. 

Such hot stars have fierce solar winds, so Kastner and his team are 
mystified why any dust in the neighborhood hasn’t long since been 
blown away. But there it is: an unmistakable spectral signature that 
both hypergiants are surrounded by mammoth disks of what might be 
planet-forming dust and even sand. 

At the other extreme is a tiny brown dwarf star called Cha 110913-
773444, relatively nearby (500 light-years) in the Milky Way. One of 

Artist’s rendering compares size of a hypothetical hypergiant star and 
its surrounding dusty disk to that of our solar system. 

http://spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/kids/spitzer/concentration
http://spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/kids/spitzer/concentration
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Object:  Procyon 

Class:  Star — and a companion 

Magnitude:  0.4 

R.A.: 07h 39m 18s 

Dec: 05 deg 11 min 49 sec 

Size/Spectral: 1.4 solar masses / F 

Distance: 11.4 ly 

Optics needed: Unaided eye to see the primary star. Telescope 
(8” perhaps) to see the secondary. 

 

Why this object is interesting: 

Procyon is nearby; it is, in fact the 13th closest star from us. It is 
also a double star with one component quite bright at  magnitude 
0.4  and the other at magnitude 10.7. With a separation of 2.6”, 
would be quite challenging to observe. 

The primary star is an F star (white), and the secondary star is a 
white dwarf which is, in reality, the glowing remains of a burned 
out low mass star. In the December, 2010 Astronomy magazine 
there is an article about the nearest stars to us. While Procyon 
isn’t mentioned in the article you can get a more comprehensive 
list of nearby stars on the Astronomy.com web site. Procyon is 
number 13th on the list at 11.4 light years away.  

Another list can be found at Wikipedia.org. Search for ‘nearest 
stars’ and you’ll get a detailed list of stars that are near to us. 

Procyon is a low mass star, like our sun, and it may be on the 
verge of leaving the main sequence on its way to becoming a red 
giant star. The clue to this is that the star is a bit brighter than it 
should be if it were still burning on the main sequence. 

So what we have in this system is a star just leaving the main 
sequence after its several billions of years, and its companion at 
the end of its life. Soon, in astronomical time, the secondary will 
simply fade away, to be seen no more. 

Consider it a challenge to see the secondary star in this pair. This 
double is included in the list of double stars in the new book 
Cosmic Challenges by Phil Harrington.  

The name, Procyon, comes from the Greek word meaning ‘before 
the dog’, which, in this case, means before Sirius. Procyon rises 

Procyon—A Nearby Star 

 

By Bill Pellerin, GuideStar Editor 

Map from TheSky X 

Shallow Sky Object of the Month 

before Sirius does. 

So, do one of two things with this month’s 
object: 

 Step outside and check out Procyon with 
your unaided eye. Think about where you 
were and what you were doing 11.4 years 
ago — that’s when the light you’re seeing 
tonight left the star. Consider that the 11.4 
light year distance translates into over 66 
trillion miles. 

 Get out your telescope and see if you can 
find the secondary star. It won’t be easy. 

By mid February Procyon will be transit at about 
10:00 p.m. and be as well placed as possible for 
you to try to see the secondary star. Good seeing 
is always helpful. 

Clear skies! 

  

Procyon 



Houston 
Astronomical 

Society 
P.O. Box 20332  

Houston, TX 77225-0332 

General Membership Meeting 

The Houston Astronomical Society holds its 
regular monthly General Membership Meet-
ing 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.  

Parking is NOW across from Entrance 14, by 
the stadium. 

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. 

GuideStar Information 

The H.A.S. GuideStar is published monthly by 
the Houston Astronomical Society. All opin-
ions expressed herein are those of the con-
tributor and not necessarily of Houston 
Astronomical Society. The monthly Meeting 
Notice is included herein. GuideStar is avail-
able on the HAS web site to all members of 
H.A.S., and to persons interested in the or-
ganization'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 inclu-
sion 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 ar-
rangements.  

Editing & Production: Bill Pellerin,  

713-880-8061; FAX: 713-880-8061; 

Email: BillPellerin@sbcglobal.net 

Advertising: Advertisers may inquire con-
cerning ad rates and availability of space. 

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 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. 

Houston Astronomical Society 
Meeting on Friday, February 4 

7:00 Novice Meeting 
8:00 General Meeting 

 
University of Houston 
 
Directions to meeting: 
 
From I-45 going south (from downtown) 

exit at Cullen Boulevard 
turn right on Cullen 
turn right into the parking lot (by the stadium) 
Science and Research is across the street (2nd building back) 
 

From I-45 going north (from NASA/Galveston) 
exit at Cullen Boulevard 
turn left on Cullen 
turn right into the parking lot (by the stadium) 
Science and Research is across the street (2nd building back) 

 
Parking: 

There is Free Parking, BUT DO NOT PARK IN ANY 
RESERVED PARKING SPACES AT ANY TIME. 
U of H parking enforcement will ticket your vehicle. 


