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At the March 2 Meeting 

The Quest for Earth 
Dr. Aaron Clevenson 
 
Join Dr. Aaron Clevenson for a look at the Kepler 
Mission. We will talk about the details of the 
mission and discuss some of the milestones it 

has achieved. Kepler is the 
observatory that is looking 
in the vicinity of Cygnus in 
an attempt to identify 
Earth-like planets orbiting 
other stars. 
Dr. Aaron Clevenson is a 
member of the North 
Houston Astronomy Club. 
He is also an Astronomy 
Professor at Lone Star 

College, Montgomery. He is a National Observing 
Program Coordinator for the Astronomical 
League, and is the coordinator for the 
Constellation Hunter, Solar System, Galileo, and 
Carbon Stars Observing Programs. He will also be 
coordinator for the new for next year Special 
Observing Program: Planetary Transits. 
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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. 

Bill Flanagan—Using a Finder 

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 
purposes. General membership meetings are open to the public 
and attendance is encouraged. 

Officers & Past President 

President: Gordon Houston .......................... C:713-906-9101  
Vice Pres: Bill Pellerin ................................... C:713-598-8543 
Secretary: Doug McCormick ......................... C:281-932-6082 
Treasurer: Warren Murdoch ......................... H:281-293-8164  
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Mike Rao .......................................................     832-689-4584 
 

Committee Chairpersons 

Audit .................... Scott Mitchell .................. H:281-293-7818 
Education ............. Debbie Moran .................  
Field Tr./Obsg ...... Siobhan Saragusa ............ H:713-376-5873 
 ............................. Patricia Nadema .............  
Novice .................. Justin McCollum.............. H:409-212-2795 
Observatory ......... Bob Rogers ...................... H:281-460-1573 
Program ............... Brian Cudnik.................... H:832-912-1244 
Publicity ............... Mike Rao  ........................     832-689-4584 
Telescope ............. John Haynes .................... H:802-363-8123 
Welcoming ........... Katy Keene ......................  
 ............................. katykeene@comcast.net 
 

Ad-Hoc Committee Chairpersons 

Texas Star Party ... Steve Goldberg. .............. H:713-721-5077 
AL Awards ............ Amelia Goldberg ............. H:713-721-5077 
GuideStar ............. Bill Pellerin ...................... C:713-598-8543 
Outreach .............. Alan Rossiter ................... H:713-660-9503 
Webmaster .......... Jeffery McLaughlin ..........  
 Email: webmaster@astronomyhouston.org 
By-Laws Review ... Scott Mitchell .................. H:281-293-7818 
 

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. 
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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 conference 
Center. Novice meeting begins at 7:00, regular meet-
ing 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 Theatre 
of the Student Center at Kingwood College.Call 281-
312-1650 or E-mailbill.leach@nhmccd.edu. Web 
site: www.astronomyclub.org 

 
Brazosport Astronomy Club meets the third Tuesday of 

each month at the Brazosport planetarium at 7:45 
p.m. The Brazosport planetarium is located at 400 
College Boulevard, Clute, TX, 77531. For more infor-
mation call 979-265-3376 
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Hello HAS, 

Our membership continues to grow and we are well over the 300 
mark, but there are many who have not renewed their 
membership, so I encourage everyone to make an effort to pay 
your dues promptly. The target date to issue new nametags will be 
moved to the April meeting, so all those who have renewed will 
receive their new nametag. This change will be consistent with the 
current policy of changing the observatory locks on April 1st.  The 
leadership team has proposed that in the future, nametags and 
observatory combination changes will occur on March 1st, or one 
month earlier.  I encourage each of you, who have not renewed 
to do so by the March membership meeting.    

Our Urban Observing at Bear Creek Park will be scheduled on the 
second and fourth Thursdays for March and April.  So, mark your 
calendars for March 8th and 22nd, April 12th and 26th.  Currently 
times will still be 7:30-9:30, but communications with the park 
have begun to secure later hours. A reminder of the cancellation 
procedures,  we will use the HAS STARLINE for communicating 
cancellation. The number is 832-GO4-HAS0 (832-464-4270) and 
will be updated at 6:00PM on that date.  A notice of cancellation 
will also go out over the Netslyder as well, so check your email 
prior to departure. These are open to members, as well as the 
public.  For new observers, it is a great opportunity to get some 
hands on help.  Hope to see you out there.    

I want to thank our February TMD’s Bill Flanagan, Dana Lambert, 
and Brian Cudnik, for their presentations.  There were several 
great observing ideas from these presentations.  The TMD’s for 
March are Don Selle-Lunar, Richard Nugent-Planetary, and Justin 
McCollum-deep sky.  As a reminder to all, these are to be a quick, 
memorable observing techniques or information, no longer than 
two minutes. (Otherwise, you will be banned to reside on the 
surface of a red giant star fixin’ to go supernova)  We will have a 
drawing for the TMD’s responsible for the April meeting in March, 
but volunteers are always welcome. 

Our first Basic Observational Astronomy Class was a success and I 
first want to thank Debbie Moran and Mike Rao for participating as 
instructors. The following people attended the class, Wilson Jarvis, 
Arnie Hauswald, Ed Malewitz, R. Allen Wilkerson, Jr., Edwin 
Campbell, Jane House, Alan Rossiter, Gabriel Montague, Sara 
Carter, Burke Nail, Steve Fast, Preston Campbell, Jason Bush, 
Patricia Green, Ian Binmore, Lucy Condon, Rob Morehead, Bonnie 
Buffaloe, Alan Minney, and Mike LaFleur. Many of these 
individuals were at the first Urban Observing night, receiving hands 
on instructions. Remember, if you missed one night, you can still 

attend the other night on the next class.  
Tentatively, the next class will be held in late 
March/early April.  Watch the website for 
specific days.  Thanks to all for making it a 
success.   

Finally, we will again be supporting the 
Houston Regional Science Fair, both with a 
donation, but more importantly, judging 
astronomy related projects, which takes place 
Friday afternoon, March 2, 2012, from 1:00PM 
till about 5:00PM.  Judging is an important 
outreach that sets an example for the 
astronomers of tomorrow and I personally 
found it to be a very rewarding afternoon.    
Set time on your calendar.  Clear Skies to all, 

President’s Message 
by Gordon Houston, President 

Ad astra, 

..Gordon Houston 
President HAS 
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Follow the GuideStar on Twitter at: 

GuideStar_HAS 
 

Join Facebook and look for: 

Houston Astronomical Society 

 

Starline 
Call 832-go4-HAS0 (832-464-4270) for the 
latest information on the meeting and other 
information about activities within the HAS. 
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March/April 

Calendar 
Check the web site: 
www.astronomyhouston.org 
 

The HAS website not only has news and 
information about our society, but also a 
variety of features to manage your 
membership and connect with other club 
members. Current members can post 
photos, trade gear, pay dues, manage 
discount magazine subscriptions, swap 
stories in the forum, and more. 

 
Questions about the site? Need a hand to 
get your account set up? 
Contact webmaster@astronomyhouston.org. 

Date Time Event  

 

March 
 1 7:22 p.m. Moon at first quarter 
 2 7:00 p.m. HAS Novice Meeting, U of H 
  8:00 p.m. HAS General Meeting, U of H 
 3 2:00 p.m. Mars at opposition 
 5 3:00 a.m. Mercury at greatest elongation east 
 8 3:41 a.m. Full Moon 
 11 2:00 a.m. Daylight Savings Time begins, 
   Move clocks forward one hour 
 14 7:30 p.m. HAS Board Meeting 
   HEB Community Meeting Room 
   I-10W @ Bunker Hill 
  8:26 p.m. Moon at last quarter 
 17  Prime Night, Columbus Site 
 20 12:13 a.m. Spring equinox 
 21 4:35 p.m. New Moon 
 24 6:00 p.m. Tents in Town Star Party 

(outreach), Zindler Park 
 24 7:00 p.m. Houston Arboretum Spring Star 

Party (outreach) 
 27 3:00 a.m. Venus at greatest elongation east 
 30 2:41 p.m. Moon at first quarter 
 

April 
 6 2:19 p.m. Full Moon 
  7:00 p.m. HAS Novice Meeting, U of H 
  8:00 p.m. HAS General Meeting, U of H 
 11 7:30 p.m. HAS Board Meeting 
   HEB Community Meeting Room 
   I-10W @ Bunker Hill 
 13 5:50 a.m. Moon at last quarter 
 15 2:00 p.m. Saturn at opposition 
 18 1:00 p.m. Mercury at greatest elongation 

west 
 21 2:19 a.m. New Moon 
   Prime Night, Columbus Site 
 22  Lyrid meteors peak 
 29 4:57 a.m. Moon at first quarter 
 

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

For the latest information on club events, go to 
http://www.astronomyhouston.org/ 

HAS Board Meeting 
The HAS Board meetings will be announced as they are 
scheduled. All members are invited to attend these 
meetings, but only board members can vote on issues 
brought before the board. 

mailto:webmaster@astronomyhouston.org
mailto:skygazer10@sbcglobal.net
http://www.astronomyhouston.org/
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No Observations to Report 
It has been a while since I’ve been able to get some personal 
observations done.  Long enough that I’m going to have to think 
about how all my stuff has to be put together to make it work. If 
you ask me, I’ll tell you that I do variable star photometry with a 
CCD camera, but the truth is that I can only do that when the skies 
are clear and no other obligations get in the way. 

In the last couple of weeks I’ve been scheduling time on a 
telescope in New Mexico, with a script, to get some photometric 
data on a variable star — so far, no data. I think of New Mexico as 
a place where clear skies reign and where I should reliably be able 
to get my observations done. It’s not happening. 

I hope you’re having better luck. 

Dark Energy Research at McDonald Obs 
The McDonald Observatory is in the process of setting up to gather 
data on a large number of galaxies to better characterize what 
astronomers now call ‘dark energy’. Observations have provided 
data which shows that the expansion of the universe is 
accelerating. That is the universe is expanding faster today than it 
was yesterday, and so on. The experiment at the McDonald, called 
HETDEX (Hobby-Eberly Telescope Dark Energy Experiment) will 
help characterize the expansion of the universe over long time 
scales. That is, once the data is acquired and analyzed, 
astronomers will know whether the acceleration was higher or 
lower in different epochs. 

To make all this happen, the Hobby-Eberly telescope is being fitted 
with a new secondary and tracking system, and this new hardware 
is in the construction phase at UT. (Other universities are involved 
as well, including Texas A&M.) A few weeks ago I was able to see 
the new secondary and tracker in Austin. Very impressive. Almost 
every professional telescope that is ever built is a new design, so it 
won’t be a surprise if there are bugs to be worked out in the new 
system. Even so, the astronomers on this project expect to be 
gathering data by the end of the year. Stay tuned. 

Telescope Recommendations 
I often feel uneasy when I’m asked, at a public star party for 
example, to recommend a telescope for a new observer or for a 
family. The problem is that my recommendation would probably 
be different from yours,  or anyone else’s. 

There are just too many telescopes available, some are expensive, 
some aren’t, some are large and hard to transport, some aren’t, 
some are computerized, some aren’t. What to do? 

Department-store telescopes are on the do-
not-buy list, certainly. Some of us will 
recommend binoculars, some of us won’t 
recommend binoculars. So, in the end, is there 
a good answer to the question? The good news 
is that there are plenty of good answers. Most 
of the telescopes that you or I would 
recommend are perfectly serviceable and will 
get the new observer on the road to being able 
to decide for himself or herself what the next 
telescope should be. 

I (and probably you) have had several 
telescopes, but the ones I have now are the 
ones I’ve had for quite a few years. I’ve 
decided that these are the telescopes that give 
me the most enjoyment of the sky, are the 
ones that allow me to do the observations I 
want to do, and are affordable for me. 

This GuideStar 
I’m pleased to see more of you contributing to 
the GuideStar. As a result we have an 
outstanding set of articles in this issue . Thanks 
to everyone who took time to write for us. If 
you have something you’d like to share, send it 
to me.  

In the meantime, try out the new Forums on 
the HAS web site. Just go to 
www.astronomyhouston.org and look for 
‘Forums’ in the menu bar. Thanks to our 
webmaster Jeffery MacLaughlin for setting this 
up. 

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

Until next time... 

clear skies and new moons! 

..Bill 
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 HAS President, Gordon Houston, welcomed the four new members 
present at the meeting. 

 HAS Vice President, Bill Pellerin, previewed the February edition of 
the GuideStar Newsletter 

 Novice Chair, Justin McCollum, gave the comet report, highlighting 
C/2009 P1 Garradd, approaching peak brightness around May 6th. 

 Gordon Houston recognized the members present who had 
volunteered their time at public outreach star parties in the past two 
months. 

 HAS Treasurer, Warren Murdock, reminded members that 
membership dues were due in January. Members can pay on the 
website, via check to the PO Box, or in person at the meetings. 

 HAS Field Trip/Observing Chair, Don Selle, announced their will be six 
star parties at the Columbus site this year: four where all clubs will be 
invited and two for HAS members only. The first members only event 
will be held on February 18. 

 Observatory Chair, Bob Rogers, announced he will be conducting 
observatory training at the site on February 18 at 4:00 p.m. In 
addition there is a work day at the site on February 18. All members 
are encouraged to help out. Bob reminded everyone to fill out a log 
form when they use the site. Finally, Bob reminded members that the 
site combination will change on April 1st. To get the new 
combination, members must have attended the site orientation 
training and be current on their membership dues. 

 HAS Director and Loaner Scope Chair, John Haynes, gave an 
introduction to the HAS Loaner Scope program and mentioned a 
couple of scopes he’s put up for sale on Astro Mart. For more 
information on those, contact John. 

 Gordon Houston announced that Education Chair, Debbie Moran, is 
seeking volunteers to judge astronomy projects at the Annual Science 
and Engineering Fair on March 2. 

 HAS Webmaster, Jeffery McLaughlin, announced that emails about 
upcoming events were now being sent out to members from the 
website. Jeffery also announced that three members have 
volunteered to help with maintenance of the website. 

 HAS President, Gordon Houston, announced the urban observing star 
party dates for February out at Bear Creek Park: February 9 and 23. If 
needed, last minute cancellation information will be posted on the 
list server and Starline. 

 Steve Goldberg announced that TSP is the week of April 15th. Check 
the TSP website for more information. 

 Gordon Houston reminded members that the Welcoming Committee 
Chair is open. Those interested in serving the club in this capacity 
should contact Gordon. 

 Awards chair, Amelia Goldberg, presented Brian Cudnik with the 
Astronomical League’s Carbon Star Club Certificate #11 and the 
associated pin. Congratulations Brian. 

 Brian Cudnik, Dana Lambert, and Bill Flanagan 
provided some “2 minute tips” for Lunar, Deep 
Sky, and Planetary observing respectively. 

 The featured speaker for the evening, Dr. Tom 
Lapen, delivered his presentation, “The 
Planetary Evolution of Mars: insights from old 
and young Martian meteorites.” 

Highlights from the February Meeting 

by Doug McCormick, Secretary 



March, 2012  Page 7 

 

 

March, 2012  Page 7 

The development of our understanding of astronomy has been 
greatly enhanced by the application of the scientific method. 
Observations are made to test a theory, theories are modified to 
match observational evidence and at times unexpected results are 
obtained which lead to new discoveries.  A classic demonstration 
of the scientific method from astronomy’s early years is the 
discovery and description of the aberration of starlight by James 
Bradley.  

In 1725 when Bradley and his partner, Samuel Molyneaux, 
commissioned the manufacture of a high power zenith telescope, 
discovery of stellar aberration was the furthest thing from their 
minds. They had a grander objective –- to prove beyond doubt that 
the sun-centered Copernican theory of planetary motion was 
actually true.  In addition, they hoped to measure the distance to a 
nearby star. 

While the Copernican theory was generally accepted by this time, 
there was no independent evidence to prove  the model was a 
true representation of the solar system. Without such evidence, 
the Copernican theory could be just a convenient method to more 
accurately calculate predicted planetary positions – a 
mathematical model only.  

To prove the Copernican theory was a true picture of the solar 
system, the pair planned to detect and measure the parallax of a 
star.  Stellar parallax is a perceived change in position of a nearby 
star as compared to the background stars when the star is 
observed from two widely separated points in the earth’s orbit.  

Hold your thumb up at arm’s length and look at it first with your 
right eye only (left 
eye closed) then 
with your left eye. 
Your thumb will 
appear to shift 
position – that’s 
parallax, and the 
baseline is the 
distance between your eyes. The parallax of an object is 
determined by measuring the angle an object appears to move 
when viewed from two points on the end of a baseline.  When the 
target is a relatively nearby star and the length of the baseline is 
known, (i.e., the diameter of the earth’s orbit) the distance to the 
star can also be determined.  

If stellar parallax were indeed detected and measured, it would 
prove that the earth was not the center of the universe, but, in 
fact, did  orbit the sun.  In addition, since the length baseline (the 
diameter of earth’s orbit) over which the parallax was known, the 

distance to the star could be calculated. 

The zenith telescope, which was designed for a 
single purpose, was about 4 inches in aperture 
and constructed with a tin plate tube about 24 
feet long. It was hung from the vertical face of a 
chimney at Molyneaux’s mansion which 
bordered Kew Gardens in London, and holes 
were cut through the roof and two floors to 
accommodate it. It had an iron hinge at the top, 
and the vertical angle of the scope could be 
adjusted north and south with a micrometer 
screw.  

A fine wire cross hair had been put into the 
eyepiece to assist the observer to center the star 
as it reached its highest point overhead. A plumb 
bob attached near the objective hung all the way 
to the bottom of the tube and was used to 
measure how far the scope was from the 
vertical. Bradley determined that the telescope 
could produce measurements accurate to one 
second of arc (1/3,600 of a degree) which was far 
more accurate than any previous telescope could 
measure. 

With the zenith telescope, Bradley and 
Molyneaux planned  to detect and measure the 
change in the apparent position of the star Gama 
Draconis over the course of a year. If parallax 
was observed, the measurements, taken when 
the earth was at different points in its orbit, 
would show a distinctive pattern.  The maximum 
change in the apparent position of the star would 
occur between observations made when the 
earth was at opposite sides of its orbit, six 
months apart from each other. 

Based on the placement of the star relative to 
earth’s orbit, Bradley expected to see the star 
drift gradually from north to south and back 
again over the course of a year with the 
northernmost observation occurring in June and 
the southernmost in December. The star Gama 
Draconis was chosen because it was a relatively 
bright star (and therefore thought to be closer to 
earth than dimmer stars) and it daily passed 
almost exactly overhead in London. It was also 

(Continued on page 8) 

The Discovery of the Aberration of Starlight 

by Don Selle 
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bright enough that it could be observed in daylight.  

First light for the Kew telescope was in December 1725, and almost 
immediately, Bradley realized that the observations showed something 

other than the parallax of 
the star. Instead of being 
at its southernmost point 
as calculated, the star 
kept drifting further 
southward. This drift 
continued through the 
spring, until it stopped in 
March. The star then 
started moving 

northward, returning in June to the position initially observed in 
December and reaching its farthest northward position in September.  

Observations taken over almost two years confirmed that the north to 
south drift repeated over a 365- day period.  The period, however, was 
shifted by exactly three months from the pattern which Bradley 
expected to be caused by stellar parallax. It was clear that the drift of 
the star had to be caused by something other than parallax 

Bradley and Molyneaux considered several other possible causes, 
including instrumental error and, the most likely one, that they were 
observing a previously unknown wobble in the earth’s rotation. They 
then embarked on a thorough investigation of all possible causes.  

 A second zenith telescope was constructed which had a wider field of 
view and measurements were made on several other bright stars. All 
behaved as Gama Draconis had. Wobble of the earth’s rotation was 
ruled out as a  star 180 degrees from Gama Draconis showed the same 
pattern of movement, not an opposite pattern which would be the 
result of a rotational wobble. 

Bradley continued to work to come up with an explanation until one 
day in a flash of inspiration the answer came to him. Unfortunately, 
Molyneaux had died before the answer was found.  

According to a history of the Royal Society, the inspiration came to 
Bradley when he was sailing on the Thames.  He noted that the wind 
vane at the top of the mast was affected by the speed and direction 
the boat traveled. When the boat was at rest, the vane at the top of 
the mast showed the actual direction of the wind. When the boat 
moved forward and the speed and direction of the boat had a 
component perpendicular to the wind direction, the vane pointed not 
directly in the wind direction, but  shifted somewhat in the direction 
the boat was moving. The faster the boat moved, the farther  the vane 
shifted toward the direction the boat traveled. This effect was due to 
the fact that the wind vane was affected by both the wind speed and 
the boat’s speed and direction. 

With this insight, Bradley realized that it was the speed and direction of 
the earth in its orbit, relative to the speed and direction of the starlight, 
which was affecting the direction the telescope needed to point to 
center the star. He was able to develop a mathematical theory of 

(Continued from page 7) stellar aberration that fit the observations he 
and Molyneaux had taken.   
In September 1728 Bradley announced his 
new theory of stellar aberration and 
presented it to the Royal Society in London 
the next January.  While Bradley had not, in 
fact, detected parallax and, thereby, proving 
the Copernican theory, the discovery and 
description of stellar aberration  which 
depends on the earth’s orbital speed  was 
sufficient to prove that Copernicus was right.  
In a serendipitous bonus, knowing the 
earth’s orbital velocity, Bradley was able to 
calculate the speed of light to be 
approximately 183,000 miles per second 
which is quite close to our modern value.  

In a further twist of irony, Bradley would 
later report the discovery of nutation, a 
wobble in the earth’s rotation which he 
ruled out as the cause of the much larger 
drift measured for Gama Draconis.   Bradley 
was never able to measure a parallax for 
that star, however, as its distance from earth 
would require a telescope with 15 times the 
accuracy of Bradley’s original zenith 
telescope. It would be another 110 years 
before a reliable stellar parallax was 
measured, and the scale of our Milky Way 
Galaxy began to be known. But that’s a story 
for another day.  
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A A GuideStarGuideStar  Interview by Clayton L. JeterInterview by Clayton L. Jeter  
 

Lynn DippelLynn Dippel——Astronomical ArtistAstronomical Artist  

I moved back to 
Denton in 1992 where I worked at Kroger’s.  
I then applied to the University of North 
Texas (behind my parents back) I got help 
from the Office of Disabilities and the Texas 
Rehabilitation and I was able to graduate. 
My parents said that I couldn’t pass math or 
science, but with the degree that I took, 
Bachelor of Applied Arts & Science, I was 
able to graduate in 1996 with a 2.8 GPA. I 
was unable to find a job in my degree field, 
Radio/TV & Film. 

I moved back to Brownwood and worked 
minimum wage jobs again. I started hating 
that I wasn’t making enough money to sur-
vive on, so I started to study for the Phar-
macy Technician Certification Board test, 
passed it in 2004. I also brought my first tele-
scope in 1999 an Orion 4.5 Short Tube  Re-
flector. I then got a job at Hoot’s Pharmacy 
in Menard, until 2011, where I got a job at 
Shannon Pharmacy. I didn’t last long, went 
from doing 50-90 prescriptions to 200-400 
prescriptions, it was hectic for me and I was 
not fast enough for my boss, so she had to 
let me go. I am now unemployed. 

In 2007 I got my Celestron CPC 9.25” XLT 
Telescope. I thought about doing astrophot-
ography, but when I saw what it entails, I 
opted for sketching. It is more pleasing and I 
learn to see more when I sketch. 

The Lynn Dippel interview… 

Clayton:  Hi Lynn… great to have you here. I 
have to ask first off, how and why did 
you get into sketching of faint celestial 
objects? Was it a real challenge to 
learn? 

Lynn: I got into sketching after watching 
some of the Johnson Space Center As-

(Continued on page 10) 

I  first met Lynn Dippel at the Fall 2007 Fort McKavett star party 
held by the Johnson Space Center Astronomical Society. Early 

one morning there, Lynn casually walked over to our group (4 of 
us) that was huddled around the Coleman stove as we were cook-
ing our breakfast. Was it the smell of that bacon that brought her 
our direction, are possibly curious about our uncovered telescopes 
that were displayed. Either way, she introduced herself and the 
rest is history. This gal has never met a stranger. Instantly we were 

all chatting to her about her 
work in astronomy and how she 
became involved it. 

Since that morning, I’ve become 
fascinated in her celestial 
sketching. Some folks record 
their data into a log book, some 
record via a CCD…. But Lynn 
does it the hard way; she re-
cords her info with pencil and 
sketchbook. Her art work is 
stunning. The more she sketches 
an object, the more she sees 
into the object(s) she tells me. 

If you have a glimmer of wanting 
to sketch at the eyepiece, and 
actually see more of an elusive 

object, then let’s hear what Lynn has to tell us about her work at 
the scope. Here’s Lynn… 

The Lynn Dippel bio… 

I was born on May 15, 1963, in Brownwood, TX. I went to Wood-
land Heights Elementary School until 1973, when we moved to 
Houston, TX. I attended Meadow Wood Elementary and Spring 
Branch Jr. High Schools. In 1975 I was diagnosed with a Juvenile 
Astrocytoma (brain tumor), it returned in 1978. It was curried with 
radiation in 1978. 

We moved back to Brownwood in 1981 were I graduated from 
Brownwood High School. I then attended Weatherford Jr. College 
and received an Associates Arts degree in drafting. I went to North 
Texas University in Denton, TX. I had a hard time there so I had to 
drop out after 1 semester. I then came home to Brownwood to 
where I work minimum wage jobs. 
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tronomical Society members that do astrophotography, I 
asked what kind of equipment it takes and how much I 
would have to put into taking pictures. I found that it was 
too much for my pocket book.  
I asked one of the members what I should start looking at 
and was told to start with the Messier Objects and to record 
them with a small sketch and when finished with all 110 
objects that I would receive a certificate.  I started with a 
spiral notebook and a mechanical pencil. I had sketched 
about 50 objects and then I looked at my notebook and saw 
ugly pencil marks and not astronomy objects. So I did some 
research on internet and Goggled astronomy sketching and 
came up with a lot of sites: Cloudy Nights forum, Belt of 
Venus, to mention a few. 

Clayton: I would think that sketching with a clock drive telescope 
makes the job much easier. Have you tried your art work 
with a telescope such as a Dobsonian without a tracking 
device? I would think nudging a scope all night for one 
sketch could be work; higher powers only increase the prob-
lem.  

Lynn: Yes, I have tried a dobsonian.  I didn’t get too far because 
the owner wanted it back. Clock drives are a lot easier be-
cause I can look into the eyepiece and step back, do some 
sketching, then step back and still be on the object. Also, I 
can sit back and take a small break and then get up and start 
sketching again. 

Clayton: Do you recommend a book or program on celestial 
sketching? Where do we begin? 

Lynn: The book I like to use is Astronomical Sketching: A Step–
by-Step Introduction, by Richard Handy, David Moody, Jer-
emy Perez, Erika Rix and Sol Robbins. I also frequent the 
Jeremy Perez web site, Belt of Venus at perezmedia.net and 
cloudynights.com, another book that I use is The Year-
Round Messier Marathon Field Guide. 

Clayton: I’ve seen you at Fort McKavett and TSP, have you at-
tended other star parties? What’s your plans for 2012? 

Lynn: No, I haven’t attended any other star parties. I need to 
venture out. Clayton has been trying to get me to go to the 
Eldorado Star Party and OkieTex, but it seems they occur 
when JSCAS has their star party. I would like to attend those 
sometime.  My 2012 plans will hopefully include the spring 
& fall JSCAS Star Party. At this time I do not know if I can 
volunteer for 2012 TSP. 

Clayton:  Are you a visual observer only? Any ideas of jumping 
into astrophotography? 

Lynn: I’m still thinking about astrophotography as for right now 
I’m strictly a visual observer. I like to look and see what is 
out there to study and learn.  

(Continued from page 9) Clayton: Where is most of your observ-
ing/sketching performed? 

Lynn: At Fort McKavett and TSP and wherever I 
can set up my scope. I did some sketching 

at my brother’s ranch in Menard when I 
lived out there. I haven’t set up my tele-
scope here in San Angelo yet …still looking 
for a good dark place. 

Clayton: Are you satisfied with a 9 ¼” SCT? 
Have you gotten the itch for more aper-
ture? 

Lynn: I’m very satisfied with my Celestron CPC 
9.25”. Of course I would love to have more 
aperture. 

Clayton: It seems the majority of folks that are 
into amateur astronomy are men. Are you 
seeing more ladies in the last few years on 
the observing fields?  

Lynn: Yes I have, we have 2 new ladies that 
have started to come to Ft McKavett Star 
Party.  

Clayton: Do you have an amateur observing 
mentor? 

Lynn: Yes I do. I have several mentors. They 
are Ken & Lisa Lester, Becky & Shane 
Ramotowski and Al Kelly. Everyone in 

(Continued on page 11) 



March, 2012  Page 11 

 

 

March, 2012  Page 11 

JSCAS has been real nice and helpful to me. 

Clayton: How do you envision your astronomy in the next few 
years? What do you want to do? 

Lynn: I’ll still have my 9.25 CPC and still sketching. I want to keep 
on learning the sky and become a better sketcher.  

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

Lynn: Yes, go to an Astronomy club star party and start asking 
questions and look thru the different types of telescopes. 
Do not buy a telescope till you have talked and figured out 
what you want to pursue, sketching, astrophotography or 
just visual observering. I had bought an Orion 4.5 Short Tube 
Reflector telescope and I set it up (not the correct way) and 
observed thru it until I went to my first JSCAS Star Party and 
was shown how to properly set it up. I found out that it was 
not the right telescope for a comfortable view.  I talked to 
members and found the Celestron 9.25 CPC telescope was 
the right one for me. 

You don’t have to be an artist to sketch, just sketch the way 
you see the object. I sketch the major object and stars in the 
field of view. I don’t try and sketch everything that I see in 
an object. I would like to, but I’m not that patient enough. 

Clayton: Is there an email address that you have that a Houston 
Astronomical Society member could contact you for an ad-
ditional question or two? 

Lynn: You can reach me at: ladip63@gmail.com 

Clayton: Thanks Lynn for taking the time to share your interest 
and thoughts within our HAS newsletter, ‘The Guide Star’. 
We wish you luck with all of your astronomy interests. 
Please come visit our society when in the Houston area, 
we’d love to see you.  

(Continued from page 10) Clear skies always! 

Lynn: Thank you for letting me do this inter-
view Clayton. I have always been looking 
toward the skies; I think it is because of 
Gordon Cooper blasting off in his Mercury 
7 capsule on my birthday.  

Clear skies to everyone! 

… Lynn Dippel, JSCAS member 

 
 

Clayton L. Jeter is an avid Schmidt Cassegrain 
visual observer and a longtime member of the 
Houston Astronomical Society. Contact him at:  

stonebloke@gmail.com 
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The Hidden Power of Sea Salt, Revealed 
NASA Space Place 

The atmosphere is the ocean’s partner. 
The freshwater exchange between the 
atmosphere and the ocean dominates the 
global water cycle. Seventy-eight percent 
of global rainfall occurs over the ocean, 
and 85 percent of global evaporation is 

from the ocean. An accurate 
picture of the ocean's salinity 
will help scientists better 
understand the profound 
ocean/atmosphere coupling that 
determines climate variability.  

"Ocean salinity has been 
changing,” says Lagerloef. 
“Decades of data from ships and 
buoys tell us so. Some ocean 
regions are seeing an increase in 
salinity, which means more fresh 

water is being lost through 
evaporation. Other areas are 
getting more rainfall and 
therefore lower salinity. We don't 
know why. We just know 

something fundamental is going on in the 
water cycle." 

With Aquarius's comprehensive look at 
global salinity, scientists will have more 
clues to put it all together. Aquarius has 
collected as many sea surface salinity 
measurements in the first few months as 
the entire 125-year historical record from 
ships and buoys.  

"By this time next year, we'll have met two 
of our goals:  a new global map of annual 
average salinity and a better 
understanding of the seasonal cycles that 
determine climate." 

Stay tuned for the salty results. Read more 
about the Aquarius mission at 
aquarius.nasa.gov.  

(Continued on page 14) 

Last year, when NASA launched the Aquarius/SAC-D satellite carrying 
the first sensor for measuring sea salt from space, scientists expected 
the measurements to have unparalleled sensitivity. Yet the fine details 
it's revealing about ocean saltiness are surprising even the Aquarius 
team. 

"We have just four months of data, but we're already seeing very rich 
detail in surface salinity patterns," says principal investigator Gary 
Lagerloef of Earth & Space Research in Seattle. "We're finding that 
Aquarius can monitor even small scale changes such as specific river 
outflow and its influence on the ocean." 

Using one of the most sensitive microwave radiometers ever built, 
Aquarius can sense as little as 0.2 parts salt to 1,000 parts water. 
That's about like a dash of salt in a gallon jug of water.  

"You wouldn't even taste it," says Lagerloef. "Yet Aquarius can detect 
that amount from 408 miles above the Earth. And it's working even 
better than expected."  

Salinity is critical because it changes the density of surface seawater, 
and density controls the ocean currents that move heat around our 
planet. A good example is the Gulf Stream, which carries heat to 
higher latitudes and moderates the climate. 

"When variations in density divert ocean currents, weather patterns 
like temperature and rainfall are affected. In turn, precipitation and 
evaporation, and fresh water from river outflow and melt ice 
determine salinity. It's an intricately connected cycle."  

Aquarius produced this map of global ocean salinity. It is a composite of the first two and a 

half weeks of data. Yellow and red represent areas of higher salinity, with blues and purples 

indicating areas of lower salinity. 
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the properties of close binaries in extraga-
lactic stellar populations. 

Comparing its position with the approxi-
mately 900 novae in W. Pietsch's M31 nova 
catalog revealed that PNV 
J00423804+4108417 was located about six 
arc seconds from the cataloged position of 

M31N 1923-
12c, the nova 
discovered by 
Edwin Hubble 
on December 
11, 1923.  
Given that 
the positions 
of M31 novae 
from early 
photographic 
surveys were 
typically re-
ported to a 
precision of 

only ten arc seconds, and that He/N spectra 
are often associated with recurrent novae, 
astronomers considered the possibility that 
M31N 1923-12c and PNV 
J00423804+4108417 represented two out-
bursts arising from the same nova progeni-
tor. To explore this possibility further, F. 
Schweizer (Carnegie Observatories) located 
Hubble's original plate in the Carnegie Ob-
servatories archives and performed an eye-
ball comparison of the position of Hubble's 
nova with that of PNV 00423804+4108417, 
finding them to match within ~1.5". You 
can see the images for yourself here.  

After digitally scanning the Hubble plate 
and comparing the position of the nova 
relative to those of three nearby USNO ref-
erence stars,  analysis revealed that M31N 
1923-12c was located 

at R.A. = 00 42 38.06; Decl. = 41 08 41.0 
(J2000). Hubble's M31N 1923-12c and this 

(Continued on page 14) 

On December 11, 1923, Edwin Hubble discovered a nova in the Andro-
meda galaxy. Novae occurring in our Milky Way's sister galaxy are not 
that uncommon. There have been over 800 novae detected in M31 in 
the last 100 years. Hubble's 1923 discovery became known as M31N 
1923-12c, the third nova discovered in December of 1923. 

Fast forward to January 21, 2012. K. Nishiyama and F. Kabashima re-
port the discovery of a possible nova in M31 and it is given the prelimi-
nary designation, PNV J00423804+4108417. If this proves to be a new 

nova in M31 it will get 
the permanent designa-
tion M31N 2012-01b, the 
second novae discovered 
in january 2012. A day 
later a spectrum is taken 
with the 9.2m Hobby-
Eberly Telescope using 
the Marcario Low-
Resolution Spectro-
graph, confirming that 
PNV J00423804+4108417 
is a nova in M31, and 
that it is a member of the 
He/N spectroscopic class. 

What’s even more interesting, however, is that the new nova likely 
comes from the same progenitor as Hubble’s 1923 nova! 

Classical novae are a subclass of cataclysmic variable stars. They are 
semi-detached binary systems where an evolved, late-type star fills its 
Roche lobe and transfers mass to its white dwarf companion. If the 

mass accretion rate onto the 
white dwarf is sufficiently low, it 
allows this gas to pile up and 
become degenerate. Eventually, 
after thousands to tens of thou-
sands of years, a thermonuclear 
runaway ensues in this highly 
pressurized layer of gas, leading 
to a nova eruption. 
These eruptions can reach an 
absolute magnitude as bright as 

MV ≈ −10, making them among 
the most luminous explosions in 
the Universe. Their high luminosi-
ties and rates, about 50 per year 

in a galaxy like M31, make novae very useful to astronomers exploring 

Hubble’s 1923 Nova in M31 Erupts Again 
By Mike Simonsen, Simostronomy, http://simostronomy.blogspot.com/view/magazine 

Artist's rendition of the recurrent nova 

RS Oph 

Credit: David Hardy/PPARC  

Edwin Hubble 

http://www.mpe.mpg.de/~m31novae/opt/m31/M31_table.html
http://www.mpe.mpg.de/~m31novae/opt/m31/M31_table.html
http://mintaka.sdsu.edu/faculty/shafter/extragalactic_novae/M31N1923-12c_RN/
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year's PNV J00423804+4108417 are the 
same object! 

88 years and a handful of days later, PNV 
J00423804+4108417 represents the sec-
ond recorded outburst of the recurrent 
nova M31N 1923-12c. Like the telescope 
named for him, Hubble's legacy to astron-
omy and astrophysics continues to grow 
to this very day. Way to go, Edwin. 

(Continued from page 13) 
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School Star Parties a Big Success! 
By Alan Rossiter, alan@rossiters.org 

We have had a busy schedule with school star parties over the 
past few weeks. 

The star party was definitely the highlight of Science Night at Arizona 
Fleming Elementary School on January 26 – so much so that immediately 
after the event we received a request from the school’s principal to or-
ganize a special astronomy night for the school. (My response: “Yes – but 
you’ll have to wait a few months. We’re too busy right now!”) Thanks to 
all who came out to Fleming - Allen Wilkerson Jr., Arnie Hauswald, Debbie 
Moran, Bill Pellerin, Bill Flanagan, John Haynes – oh yes, and yours truly! 

Next up was a star party for about 40 kids in the Bonnie Holland Elemen-
tary School Gifted & Talented Program, together with their teacher and 
parents. Six HAS members made it out to George Bush Park on February 1 
to run the event. The weather didn’t look promising, but the clouds 
parted as we arrived and we ended up with moderately clear skies for our 
two-hour viewing period. Shortly after we finished it clouded over again – 
a bit like the parting of the Red Sea. As I commented at the time, we have 
friends in (very) high places! It was very good event, and greatly appreci-
ated by our guests. It was fun for us to experience the energy and enthu-
siasm of the kids (and parents!), and to see bright young minds engaging 
in astronomy. A couple of second grade kids took over my 6” Dob and 
found the moon and Jupiter, which makes them at least as skilled as me! 
We also had a chance to see Venus, the Orion Nebula, and ET, amongst 
other objects. Many thanks to Debbie Moran (who made the long trek 
despite being sick), Ian Binmore, Sim Picheloup, Richard Nugent and Bill 
Flanagan for coming out on the expedition with me. 

The following night we were scheduled to run a star party at Heritage 
Rose Elementary, as part of their Science Night. This time the weather did 

not allow live stargazing, but Mike Rao 
was able to provide the next best thing 
with an indoor presentation providing an 
introduction to telescopes and the bright 
objects in the currently visible in the 
southern sky. He reports that many were 
surprised by the relative size, when com-
pared to the full moon, of Andromeda and 
The Great Orion Nebula considering their 
distance from earth. Based on the ques-
tions,  it certainly got them thinking about 
the immense size of our galaxy as well as 
the universe in general, so despite the 
conditions he was able to get the small 
group somewhat excited about the skies 
without actually being able to observe 
them. 

There’s more to come in our outreach 
program, with Nottingham Elementary on 
February 21 and two events on March 24, 
Tents in Town in Bellaire and The Houston 
Arboretum Star Party. Come out and join 
the fun! 

Other NASA oceanography missions are Jason-1 (studying ocean surface 
topography), Jason-2 (follow-on to Jason-1), Jason-3 (follow-on to Jason-
2, planned for launch in 2014), and Seawinds on the QuikSCAT satellite 
(measures wind speeds over the entire ocean). The GRACE mission 
(Gravity Recovery and Climate Experiment), among its other gravitational 
field studies, monitors fresh water supplies underground. All these 
missions, including Aquarius, are sponsors of a fun and educational ocean 
game for kids called “Go with the Flow” at spaceplace.nasa.gov/ocean-
currents. 

This article was provided by the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, California 
Institute of Technology, under a contract with the National Aeronautics 
and Space Administration. 

(Continued from page 12) 

This content distributed by the  

AAVSO Writer's Bureau 

http://aavsowritersbureau.blogspot.com/
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Kids Outreach & Star Parties, March 2012 
By Alan Rossiter, alan@rossiters.org 

We have had a lot of requests from schools and other organizations to help with star parties – see list below. These are always 
fun activities, and they give us an opportunity to fulfill our mission to educate the community in astronomy. Please check your 
calendar and see which of these you can attend – and let me know at alan@rossiters.org  so we know who is coming! Also, 
feel free to email me if you need more information. Thanks! 
 
Event: Tents in Town 
Type: Urban Overnight Camp for Kids & Parents. Numerous organized activities.  
Date: Saturday, 3/24/2012 
Time: 6:00 PM - 9:00 PM  
Location: Zindler Park, 7008 South Rice, Bellaire, TX 77401 (just outside west Loop 610) 
 
Name: The Houston Arboretum Spring Star Party 
Type: Mostly Adults – Arboretum Members. An evening at the Arboretum. Food & Drink!  
Date: Saturday, 3/24/2012 
Time: 7:00 PM – 9:00 PM  
Location: Houston Arboretum, 4501 Woodway Drive (just inside west Loop 610) 
 
Notes:  Several other events are also under discussion – stay tuned! 
The last two on the list, Tents in Town & The Houston Arboretum Spring Star Party, are on the same night. We need extra 
help! Please come to one of the events if you can. You’ll be glad you did! 

ADVANTAGE

Telescope Repair

Call  713-569-7529 for complete service

• Repair and upgrades for all makes

• FOR SALE: Refurbished telescopes… all designs

• Cleaning, collimation, and star testing

• Custom fabrication

• Schmidt Cassegrain Telescope specialist

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

 

Hello everyone.  
 
On the weekend of February 13th, I had about 60 Boy Scouts/Adults from 
Troop 404 in Pearland come out to the site for the weekend. The big pro-
ject was to finally get the burn pile burned since Colorado County finally 

lifted the burn ban. 
The kids loved it 
because it was a 
cold day too. I also 
had a couple of 
Observatory Com-
mittee members 
come out and we 
started the Inven-

tory of items in the Observatory. We also did some repair work on the 
clutch system on the 12 ½ inch F/7 telescope. It turned out that there has 
not been any maintenance done on the telescope in over 20 years. We 
took the clutch system apart and cleaned 
everything and put it back together and 
did some adjustment on the tension and 
now the telescope isn’t making any more 
noises and is moving and tracking as it 
should be. Thanks goes to Allen Wilkerson 
and Preston Cambell for all your help with 
this. 
 
At the Observatory Committee Meeting 
that was held in January, there were quite 
a few items that we discussed in getting 
done this year. The first item was com-
pleting the fence project by recessing the 
entrance and exit gates so nobody has to 
park on the road to enter or leave the 
property. There needs to be some fence 
repair along the south fence too. We are in the process of fixing the 
never ending leak on the East wall of the Observatory so we can make 
the upgrades to the Chart room. Some of the upgrades involve tearing up 
the old floor and painting the floor as it is in the Telescope room along 
with some new furniture too. 
 
Other items discussed was the empting and removal of the old tractor 
shed and the adjoining storage shed along with the general cleanup of 
the site facilities. I want to mention that Steve Goldberg brought out a 
couple of storage containers and has stocked them with paper towels 
and toilet paper. These containers are located in each bathroom. The 
storage containers are there to keep the mice from using the supplies to 
make their nest, so make sure that the lids are secured when getting 
supplies from them. 
 

I need to re-
mind everyone 
that we need 
to start filling 
out Log Reports at the site so I can give this 
information to the Fondren Foundation. The 
property is on a 99 year lease and part of the 
Lease agreement 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 As-
tronomical Society.  Our number is #6618.  The 
Society gets 1% of the gross sales that mem-
bers spend at Randalls.  Randalls totals up the 
amount spent each quarter and will send us a 
check if the amount goes over $2,500, other-
wise 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 num-
ber 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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current or previous years. One wants to 
emphasize the fact that he is an old timer 
and a regular attendee of the “party”. By 
the way, is your bedroom closet full of old 
star party T-shirts from years ago? 
Probably. Yeah, astronomy “folk” are truly 
a different breed. 

Doesn’t it feel delightful to act like a kid for 
a whole week? You bet! Isn’t it wonderful 
to reconnect with all your astronomy 
buddies from the previous years? Yes, sir! 
Are you excited about that day trip during 
the middle of the week even thought you 
have made the trek so many times before? 
Yep, can’t wait! Question is… are 
astronomy “folk” a different breed or 
what? Answer: Yes I am! 

Hope to see you at the next star party later 
this year… can’t wait to see you! 

Clayton L. Jeter is an avid (rabid) Schmidt 
Cassegrain visual observer and a longtime 
member of the Houston Astronomical 
Society.  

Contact him at:  stonebloke@gmail.com 

 

T 
hinking back on dozens of star parties that I have attended, I 
somewhat chuckle at the many child-like behaviors that I have 
observed among attendees. Perhaps it’s the saving of mad 

money all year, the preparation, or the trek that comes along with 
making an annual star party. It somehow brings out the kid in all of us. 
That first day we all seem so giddy. We arrive and are so excited to see 
our friends, many who we have not seen since the previous year or 
two. It is like a big romper room. Astronomy “folk” are truly a different 
breed. 

The typical star party always includes: amateurs peering into an 
eyepiece viewing new faint fuzzies that they may have never seen or 
even knew existed. Others, use cameras of some sort to capture and 

record old photons. 
Everyone enjoys looking 
at all the new 
equipment available at 
the vendor booths. 
Camaraderie is 
everywhere at these 
gatherings. 

It tickles me to see 
these astronomers, 
many who drive for two 
days, stake their claim 
on a small piece of 

property so that they can set up their equipment on. Many have passed 
thousands of miles and un-told millions of acres so that they are able to 
set up on the exact spot where they were in previous years. I’m 
guessing that they use GPS coordinates to be so precise. Astronomy 
“folk” are truly a different breed. 

Some star parties provide bunkhouses/cottages for groups to lodge in 
during their stay. Again, I smile at the astronomer that claims 
possession of “his bunk”… the same World War 2 bunk that he’s used 
for the previous 7 years. Let’s face it, had this bunk been provided in a 
local motel, the attendee would have screamed to management for 
better sleeping accommodations. Astronomy “folk” are truly a different 
breed. 

Let’s don’t forget to attend the “group-photo” on Friday afternoon. 
Many astronomers, including myself, wear star party T-shirts from the 

Reflections on Star Parties 
By Clayton Jeter 
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imagine that the Earth has moved around the Sun 
enough that the Sun is at the foot of Gemini, the 
beginning of summer, or near Zavijava, the end of 
summer. 

In fact it’s relatively easy to trace the path of the 
ecliptic right now. In the eastern sky Spica is about 2 
degrees south of the Ecliptic and Saturn is about 2.75 
degrees north of the Ecliptic. Start here and continue 
your line in space west to Zavijava/Beta Vir (you may 
have to look this one up to find it). When the Sun is 
here, summer will have ended and fall will begin. Then 
continue to Regulus in Leo (about .5 degree north of 
the Ecliptic). From here go to the central star of Cancer 
(Delta Cancri), then to Delta Geminorum. Continue on 
to Eta Geminorum at the end of the foot of the twin 
that starts at Castor. 

From here, the trail goes a bit cold. The Ecliptic is 4 
degrees south of the Pleaides. Finally, in the west, you 
will see Jupiter and Venus straddling the Ecliptic and 
you will be at the end of the trail. Note that while the 
planets may be near the Ecliptic, they are not always on 
the Ecliptic. This explains why we don’t have a transit of 
Mercury and Venus on a regular basis. The Ecliptic is, by 
definition the path of the Sun through the sky, but the 
other planets haven’t been told that they need to get in 
line. 

One more thing 
— the line of 
the Ecliptic 
defines the 
Zodiacal 
constellations. 
One problem, 
among others, 
is that the 
Ecliptic goes 
through the 
constellation 
Ophiuchus, 
which is not a 
Zodiacal 
constellation. 
Go figure. 

Object:  The Ecliptic 

Class: Line in the Sky 

Constallations: E to W—Virgo, Leo, Cancer, Gemini, 
Taurus, Aries  

Optics needed:  None 

 

Why this is interesting: 

The Ecliptic is defined as the path through the sky that the 
Sun takes as the year goes on. If you think of the Earth 
and the Sun as a flat disk that extends from the center of 
the Sun, through the center of the Earth and beyond all 
the other planets, you have the idea. 

Because the Sun is low in the sky this time of the year, as 
it always is in winter, the ecliptic is high in the sky at night. 
The Sun will be high in the sky in the summer and will lie 
somewhere on the ecliptic line. On the first day of 
summer (the summer solstice), the Sun will be near the 
Taurus/Gemini border and 3.75 degrees from Eta Gemini, 
The first moment of summer will be at 6:09 p.m. on June 
20 (2012), and this is (or is very near) the day of longest  
sunlight. At the end of summer / beginning of fall 
(September 22, 9:49 a.m. local time) the Sun will be in 
Virgo, very near the star Zavijava (beta Virginis).  

In mid March, you can find these locations in the sky and 

The Ecliptic—High Up in Winter 

Shallow Sky Object of the Month 

Sun at Solstice 

Eta Gem 

From TheSky X 

Delta Can 



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 or a conflict 
with other events at the University of Hous-
ton. 

Board of Directors Meeting 

The Board of Directors Meeting is held on 
dates and at locations scheduled by the 
board. 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 

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 SocietyHouston Astronomical Society  

Meeting on Friday, March 2, 2012 

7:00 Novice Meeting, room 116 Science & Research 1 Bldg 

8:00 General Meeting, room 117 Science & Research 1 Bldg 

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. 

UPDATE — Due to construction in the stadium parking lot, use 

entrances 15D and 15F. You can park in this area, but NOT in a 
RESERVED space. 


