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At the April 3 Meeting 

Restoring the 36” Telescope 
Peggy Halford—director of the George 
Observatory 
 
Peggy began volunteering at the 
George Observatory in 1992 after 
finishing graduate summer 
studies at Rice University in 
astronomy.  The 36" telescope 
was her first telescope to use 
while completing a summer study 
of gaseous H2 regions with Dr. 
Reggie Dufour and Dr. Pat Reiff.  
 While still teaching in Fort Bend ISD, Peggy began 
volunteering at the George helping Barbara Wilson 

teach summer camps.  In 1994, she 
was hired by the Houston Museum 
of Natural Science Observatory.  
Peggy also studied astronomy at 
Harvard University and taught 
astronomy to science teachers from 
across the country for 6 summers.  
Peggy is currently the Director of the 
Observatory.  
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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. 

All meetings are at the University of Houston 
Science and Research building. See the last 

page for directions to the location. 
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Allen Wilkerson — “GoTo Telescopes” 
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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. 
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The Houston Astronomical Society 

President Rene 
Gedaly 

president@astronomyhouston.org 
C: 281-300-3559  

Vice President John 
Haynes 

jhaynes921@att.net 

Secretary Bill 
Flanagan 

wdflanagan@comcast.net 
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Treasurer Don Selle has.treasurer@ymail.com 

Mark Holdsworth markh@netslyder.com 
H:713-478-4109 

Jessica Kingsley gnjkingsley@att.net 
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Bram Weisman bram@weisman.us 
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Observatory Mike 
Edstrom 

medst22531@msn.com 
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Program Justin 
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bram@weisman.us 
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rwilkers@sbcglobal.net 
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Doug 
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skygazer10@sbcglobal.net 

Audio/Visual Michael 
Rapp 

mdrapp@gmail.com 
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Texas 45 
Coordinator 

Rene 
Gedaly 

renegedaly@gmail.com 

Texas Star 
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Steve 
Goldberg 

H: 713-721-5077 
sgoldberg124@comcast.net 
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Booking 

Steve 
Goldberg 

H: 713-721-5077 
sgoldberg124@comcast.net 
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Morehead 

vrt@astronomyhouston.org 

Web 
Technology 

Mark Ferraz webmaster@astronomyhouston.org 

Ad-Hoc Committee Chairpersons 

Dr. Reginald DuFour Rice University 

Dr. Lawrence Pinsky University of Houston 

Dr. Lawrence Armendarez University of St. Thomas 

Advisors 

Regular $36 

Associate $6 

Sustaining $50 

Student $12 

Honorary n/c 

Annual Dues and Membership Information 

All members have the right to participate in Society functions and to 
use the Observatory Site. Regular and Student Members receive a sub-
scription 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 mem-
bers 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. You can also join (or renew at the organization web site, 
www.astronomyhouston.org. 

http://www.astronomyhouston.org
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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 Houston Community 
College Southwest Campus in Stafford, Texas  
http://www.fbac.org/club_meetings.htm.  
Novice meeting begins at 7:00 p.m., regular 
meeting begins at 8:00 p.m. Website: 
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 information call 
979-265-3376 

GuideStar deadline 

for the May 

issue 
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Novice Presentation—April 3, 2015 

GoTo Telescopes—Allen Wilkerson 
By Debbie Moran 

F or April, Loaner Telescope chairman Allen Wilkerson will 

give us the ins and outs of the popular GoTo telescopes* 

which use computers to automatically find and track objects in 

the sky. But you cannotjust set up and use the telescope with 

zero knowledge of the sky.  The telescope still requires input 

from you to get started.   

*CAUTION: learn the night sky first!  Otherwise you will be as 

clueless as those who completely depend on GPS to navigate 

on the ground.  

For those who might be new and need to learn to navigate the 

sky the old fashioned way, tune in for the May meeting when 

we will revisit Sky Navigation.  Deborah Moran will tell you 

what you need to know about the layout of the sky 

and how to use star charts to find objects. 

http://www.jscas.net
http://www.fbac.org/club_meetings.htm
http://www.fbac.org/
http://www.astronomyclub.org
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President’s Message 
by Rene Gedaly, President 

Keep Looking Up 

..Rene Gedaly 
President 

Y ou may have wondered how I’ve been able to quote all the 
membership numbers each month to give you a clearer idea of 

who we are, or at least how many. A president has access, but it’s not 
total, and as for me, I rely on the knowledge and commitment of the 
committee chairs. So I get my numbers from Steve Fast, our 
membership chair and keeper of the member database.  

Membership …  

For Steve, members are more than numbers, more than entries in a 
database. While he’s careful to keep your membership data accurate 
and your private information protected, he’s also the one who greets 
new members to the club with his informative welcome e-mail and 
gives us all a heads up when it’s time to renew (you did renew, didn’t 
you?). He’s also the friendly face at the membership table each 
meeting, the stellar star-hopper at the dark site ready to lend a hand, 
and past Field Trip & Observing chair who inspired successor Stephen 
Jones to take up the baton. I think of Steve as a friendly HAS 
ambassador. Many others know him as a helpful friend.  

… by the numbers 

If you’ve been to the dark site a few times, you know Ed Fraini. Ed was 
one of the group who gave me my observatory training and helped me 
find Albireo in the 12.5” f/5 telescope. Sure I was intimidated, maybe 
fear is a better word. But what a rush when I found that colorful 

double star system myself. I’d 
long wondered who those 
guys were coming in and out 
of the observatory. Ed was 
one of them. Still is.  

Some months ago I asked Ed 
to be part of the Long Range 
Planning committee to test a 
concept: Can we learn 
something about who we are, 
where we are, and where 

we’re going just by looking at the numbers? Steve fed Ed the data he 
needed, and Ed took that data—nothing personally identifiable—and 
went to work. At his presentation to the board in March, he showed us 
how much he was able to tease out. Concept proved, and the board 
has given him the green light to continue. I include one of his 
informative charts in this article.  

An interesting question Ed sought to answer was whether the dark site 
was a prime driver of membership in the Society. Perhaps betraying a 
little bias, Ed told the board that he expected the answer to be a 
resounding yes. What he found instead was that fewer than half of 
HAS members were eligible to access the site. Possible answers to this 
surprising finding raise more questions, ones we think we can solve 

and others we’re unlikely to find answers to 
without asking directly. 

Observatory Open House and 

Picnic—don’t miss it 

Want to take a look through one of the 
observatory telescopes? Here’s your chance. 
Get to the Observatory Open House and 
Picnic Saturday April 11. More info on the 
website calendar. It’s bring your own K-Cups 
for the Keurig machine but otherwise food 
and drink provided if you RSVP. So come out 
for the picnic, get to know your neighbors, 
and check out the bluebonnets along the 
way. 

April a good time for us early bird 

observers 

April is a good time to be an early bird 

observer with two nice events. First a partial 

lunar eclipse in Houston, umbra at 04:03 

a.m. Saturday April 4. Then the Lyrid meteor 

shower, and who doesn’t love a meteor 

shower? Check your usual sources, but it 

peaks in the hours before dawn April 22 and 

April 23. 

Election to Fill Board Vacancy 

This is a notice to the membership that a 
special election will be held at the May HAS 
meeting to fill a vacancy on the HAS Board. 

Any nominees must have been a member for 
at least one year and must have agreed to 
serve before being nominated. 

Nominations will be taken from the floor at 
the May meeting. 
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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. 

Event Notification or Cancellation 
 
HAS uses RAINEDOUT.NET to communicate late breaking 
updates about our various events. .  Message delivery is via text 
messaging and e-mail. There are several ways to subscribe. If 
you would like to receive these notices via text messaging 
directly to your phone, subscribe to any of the sub-groups 
which interest you as follows: 

 
To receive text messages, send any or all of the following 
(one at a time) to  84483 
 
You will receive a confirmation message back for each 
successful enrollment.   
 

You may also enroll your phone numbers or individual e-mail 
addresses via the website: 
 
Here's a shortened link to get you there: http://goo.gl/evrGsR 
 
For more information, please visit www.RainedOut.net. 
 
RainedOut notices will also automatically be sent to our e-mail 
list. Note that regular e-mail list conversations are not part of 
RainedOut communications and will not be sent to your phone 
as part of this service.  Instructions to sign up for the e-mail list 
(a great way to keep your finger on the pulse of the club) are 
found here: 
http://www.astronomyhouston.org/about/email-list. 
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April/May 

Calendar 

 Date Time Event
  

April 
 3 7:00 p.m. HAS Novice Meeting, U of H  
  8:00 p.m. HAS General Meeting, U of H 
 4 4:03 a.m. Lunar Eclipse begins (approx.) 
  7:06 a.m. Full Moon 
 11 5:00 p.m. Observatory Open House 
  10:44 p.m. Last Quarter Moon 
 18 1:57 p.m. New Moon 
   Prime Night Star Party, Columbus 
 22 7:00 p.m. Lyrid meteors peak 
 25 6:55 p.m. First Quarter Moon 
 

May 
 1 7:00 p.m. HAS Novice Meeting, U of H  
  8:00 p.m. HAS General Meeting, U of H 
 3 10:42 p.m. Full Moon 
 7 12:00 a.m. Mercury at greatest elongation east 
 10  Texas Star Party begin 
 11 5:36 a.m. Last Quarter Moon 
 16  Prime Night, Columbus 
 17 11:13 p.m. New Moon 
   Texas Star Party ends 
 22 9:00 p.m. Saturn at opposition 
 
  

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 

HAS Board meetings are scheduled regularly (see 
the calendar, above). All members are invited to 
attend these meetings, but only board members can 
vote on issues brought before the board. 

Meetings are held at the Houston Arboretum at 
7:00 p.m. on the date specified. 

Text Message Alerts about... 

OUTREACH Public Outreach Events 

STARPARTY Members Only Star Parties (HAS observ-
ing site) 

URBAN Urban Observing Events 

MEETINGS HAS Meetings 

C:/Users/Bill/Documents/Add-in Express
http://goo.gl/evrGsR
http://www.rainedout.net/
http://www.astronomyhouston.org/about/email-list
mailto:skygazer10@sbcglobal.net
http://www.astronomyhouston.org/
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Dr. Joe Taylor, Nobel Prize Winner 

It’s not every day you get to shake hands with a Nobel Prize 
winner. Today (3/28/15) was my day to do so. Dr. Joe Taylor and I 
were in the same room today because we’re both amateur radio 
operators. Joe Taylor has created some communications methods 
for amateur radio that enable very weak signal communications to 
take place over long distances and he was at an event (called a 
Hamfest; it’s like a Star Party) to discuss his communications 
breakthroughs. 

All well and good. Before he invented all this communication 
technique and the software to make it work, Joe worked as an 
astrophysicist studying pulsars in binary star systems. What he and 
his co-investigator discovered is that there is energy loss in the 
binary system due to gravitational waves. While he didn’t measure 
the gravitational waves directly, he was able to measure the 
energy loss in the binary system and determine that the measured 
loss of energy due to the gravitational waves exactly matched the 
expected energy loss predicted by Einstein’s work. 

At the end of his presentation I asked Dr. Joe where we are in our 
efforts to directly measure gravitational waves. We’re not there 
yet, he said, but the LIGO Gravitational Wave Observatory in 
Louisiana is upgrading its apparatus designed to detect 
gravitational waves to be even more sensitive. 

Stay tuned. 

You can learn more about the LIGO project at this web site: 
http://www.ligo-la.caltech.edu/ 

Texas Star Party Starts May 10 

The annual Texas Star Party begins on May 10, 2015 at the Prude 
Guest Ranch near Fort Davis, Texas. Are you going? I am. It’s one of 
the best dark sky locations in the country and an outstanding place 
to do some serious observing. If you’re already signed up, great. If 
you’re not signed up, you can still do so and you may still be able 
to get accommodation at the ranch. See www.texasstarparty.org. 

None of the observing programs for TSP are posted on the web site 
yet, but they will be soon, I’m sure. If, for some reason, you don’t 
get the lists in advance you can get them at the event. 

It takes a bit of planning to get ready to go to the TSP. I have a 
pack-list that I update yearly as needed. It helps assure that I’m not 
leaving anything critical (like my telescope) at home. 

It’s a long drive out to west Texas, no question about it. (No 
surprise… it’s a long way back home, too.) So, yes, go for the 

observing opportunities, but go to see old 
friends and to make new ones. 

This GuideStar 

We have a new interview article from Clayton 
Jeter. This time he talks with Michael Bieler of 
Astronomics—a vendor for telescopes and 
equipment. Our ‘Space Place’ article, by Dr. 
Ethan Siegel is about the northern lights, 
something rarely seen here, but worth a trip to 
the frozen north to see. Our article from the 
AAVSO Writer’s Bureau is about imaging of a 
circumstellar disk around a distant star. Finally, 
our ‘Shallow Sky Object’ is Thuban, which was 
once the pole star and which will be the pole 
star again. 

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

Until next time... 

clear skies and new moons! 

..Bill 

http://www.ligo-la.caltech.edu/
http://www.texasstarparty.org
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Observatory Corner 
By Mike Edstrom, Observatory Director 

T he HAS Board of Directors has approved the funds to add anoth-
er 12 Private Observatory sites on the West side of the big obser-

vatory (the right side of the diagram below).  We currently have 7 of 
the 12 plots committed in order to raise the funds to install the elec-
trical system to support these observatories.  Anyone interested in a 
Private Observatory site needs let me know so I can put you on the 
list for new sites. 

We are coming into peek observing time of the year it is the time to 
take advantage of HAS’s most valued asset the Dark Site.  Please re-
member to fill out your observing log and put it in the center box on 

the observing field. 

As you visit the Dark Site we invite you to make suggestions as to 
improvements you would like to see please put the on the log sheets. 

As a safety reminder please read the sign posted on the side of the 
metal building at the Dark Site which has directions to the hospital 
and contact information for the sheriff’s department it also has the 
address to the site in case of a medical emergency. 

And the Work Goes On 

I 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 Founda-
tion 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 
number is #6618. The Society 
gets 1% of the gross sales that 
member spends at Randalls. 
Randalls totals up the amount 
spent each quarter and will 
send us a check if the amount 
goes over $2,500, otherwise 
the total roles over to the next 
quarter of 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.  
This is very easy to do, just go 
to the Courtesy Booth and tell 

the person there what you want to do.  

Mike Edstrom 

Observatory Chairman 

medst22531@msn.com 

hasobschair@astronomyhouston.org 
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A GuideStar Interview by Clayton L. Jeter 

Michael Bieler—Astronomics 

O ne of my very favorite astronomy hardware vendors in the 
country is “Astronomics” which is located in Norman Oklahoma. 

I use this compa-
ny to help with 
suggestions on 
the correct pur-
chases that I de-
sire…their staff is 
highly knowl-
edgeable on the 
amateurs needs.  

The owner is 
Michael Bieler 
who is very dedi-
cated to his cus-
tomers and staff. 
Its great being 
able to interview 

Michael this month here in our GuideStar newsletter. Here’s Mi-
chael… 

The Michael Bieler bio… 

Astronomics has been in business since 1979 when my father started 
the company as a way to help draw walk-in business to his advertis-
ing clients.  He thought a telescope in the window of their shop 
would make people stop.  At the time, if he purchased five scopes he 
would get one for free for his own personal use.  It only took around 
ten minutes to convince five different stores to put a telescope in 
their window in hopes to increase traffic.  So we loaded up the family 
in the Volkswagen Beetle and drove on over to California to place our 
first order with both Meade and Celestron.  My father, Fred, always 
believed in shaking hands with a company that you were getting 
ready to hand over a good chunk of your life savings in hopes to 
make a go of it. 

That summer I started work at Astronomics at the tender age of sev-
en.  My only job was to enter inventory in this simple manual tally 
sheet as it came in.  While boring it was great to work with my dad 
since Astronomics was actually located in the other side of a duplex 
that we owned.  Wake up, get ready, go out the door, walk ten feet 
across a courtyard, unlock the other door, and sit at your desk.  The 
20 second commute was brutal.   Our next stop was a new office de-
velopment in Norman where we stayed until the summer of 2000.  
To be honest, all of the astronomy stores across the US were lucky to 
be in business after Halley’s Comet in 1986.  Telescope sales across 

the industry dropped around 80 percent 
causing quite a few stores to close their 
doors, but a majority persevered and made it 
through. 

I worked in the shipping department all the 
way through High School, until my father 
thought I knew enough to man a sales desk 
which is where I have been planted ever 
since.  We have tried our best to keep the 
family aspect of Astronomics alive year in 
and year out.  We have employed family 
friends, my wife, her sisters, her father, my 
mother and father still work here, and now 
my kids want to come in and help with the 
simple stuff.  As they are eight and ten, I 
don’t think they are ready to give advice on 
CCD cameras just yet.  All the exciting things 
really began when we moved to our current 
location at 680 24th Ave. SW here in Norman.   

The move to 680 ushered in some exciting 
times here at Astronomics.  We purchased 
CloudyNights.com as it was becoming too 
expensive for Allister (the site originator) to 
run and could have been shut down.  We 
brought out two lines of telescopes.  The 
TMB Signature Series line from Thomas Back.  
We paid for designs from Tom and found the 
manufacturing facilities that could meet his 
specs.  The other line we brought out was 
our Astro-Tech line.  This morphed from a 
few products to a line that spans custom 
designed pieces like our AT-111EDT to basic 
OEM Plossls.  The last five years has ushered 
in the line of Richey-Chretiens.  When we 
started talking to the manufacturer about 
their scopes we had some concerns if it was a 
true RC.  (We had just been included in a 
lawsuit with every dealer that every sold a 
Meade Scope about the truth behind their 
claims about the RCX line.)  We sent the de-
sign that was provided us to Roger Ceragioli 
out at the University of Arizona small optics 
division to have him give them a once over.  

(Continued on page 9) 

Michael and wife Jandi 
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He tweaked them from f/9 to f/8 on the larger scopes and made 
some minor optical changes to overall improve the performance.  I 
would say he did a phenomenal job. 

So, here it is 2015 and we again are headed for exciting times.  We 
sold the building in Downtown Norman that we renovated to the 
Sooner Theater outreach program.  We moved back to our old facility 
that we still owned.  We are looking to break ground on a new ware-
house this summer on the two acres behind our current building, and 
we are starting to work on a new website.  I am hoping to continue 
the tradition my father started 35 years ago to pass down to my son 
and daughter and for them to pass down to their children. 

The Michael Bieler interview… 

Clayton:  It is truly great Michael to have you here for our GuideStar 
monthly newsletter.  

Let’s get to it… It seems that your family is totally immersed in 
astronomy. Does seem to be a passion for all of you? Where do 
you guys observe? 

Michael:  It is as passionate as I can make it.  Currently with two 
kiddos, ten and eight, my time is cut short after all the after 
school activities and such.  However, we try to go out at least 
every weekend and do some observation.  If time isn’t too short I 
head out to a field that some friends of mine own about 10 miles 
outside of Norman.  When I have just a little time I grab my 8” 
SCT and head out to the driveway from some reasonable view-
ing. 

Clayton: As time moves forward, and most of us older guys are go-
ing grey, are sales at Astronomics down? From your bio above it 
seems to be just the opposite. So which is it and why? 

Michael:  Sales have an ebb and flow to them.  One quarter is great, 
the next one I swear that everyone that ever wanted a scope has 
picked one up.  We try to keep a level head about sales and keep 
a keen eye on inventory.  Having our own brand has helped 
weather many a storm over the last six years or so. 

Clayton: You mentioned the Meade case…what’s the difference be-
tween Meade’s new design and Celestron’s newer Edge HD opti-
cal system? 

Michael:  Meade has a very nice optical system that basically mim-
ics what a Ritchey – Chretien can do sort of.  They have modified 
a Schmidt Cassegrain to be Coma Free.  Celestron went about it 
another way.  They added and optical system in the Cassegrain 
baffle tube near the rear cell that will actually flatten the field.  
The Edge is designed first and foremost as an imaging platform.  
While you can see some benefit visually, it truly shines with a 
camera attached to the back. 

 

(Continued from page 8) Clayton:  I’m totally a daily user on your 
Cloudy Nights website. It’s like an as-
tronomy tool for me. Are there any new 
ideas or changes coming to your site? 

Michael:  We are working on a new front 
page design to make it more magazine 
like again.  We changed to a new soft-
ware program for a few weeks in March 
2014, but the users hated it.  So, we 
went back to the old software and one 
of our admins started work on what is 
now the current version of CN.  That 
being said, the front page suffered as he 
had limited access to make a better 
presentation.  All of the CN mods and 
admins are volunteers so their personal 
life always comes first as it should.  Eve-
rything they do for CN is all on their pre-
cious free time.  I was also tinkering with 
the idea of CN Experts.  These would be 
people that have knowledge in astrono-
my and have proven such through their 
time dedicated to the pursuit of astrono-
my.  I would like these “Experts” to offer 
insight into questions that are asked of 
them on a weekly basis.  Kind of like a 
Sunday advice column.  I also am looking 
to start a wiki that is astronomy centric.  
I would also like to make a little more 
common knowledge that members of 
Cloudy Nights, or any astronomy club, 
receive a discount on just about every-
thing at astronomics.  It is a thank you of 
sorts for letting us help astronomers 
since 1979. 

Clayton: Are you into visual or astrophotog-
raphy …or both? What equipment do 
you presently use? 

Michael: I tinker with photography and will 
probably spend more time now that my 
children are getting older.  We stick with 
visual for the most part.  We have a say-
ing at Astronomics, the best scope is the 
one you use the most.  Currently I am 
using a Celestron Evolution 8.  My chil-
dren love the iPad interface and the ease 
of use.  I love the weight of the entire 
system.  I suspect I will place one of our 
RCs on a CEM-60 in the near future and 
try my hand at DSLR imaging. 

(Continued on page 10) 
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Clayton: I know you guys help sponsor Okie Tex Star Party…. Do you 
or your team attend? How do you rate the skies there? 

Michael:  We have gone just about every year over the past two 
decades in some form or another.  However, we have never 
gone to sell.  Just to observe.  I think all of our skies are pretty 
dark.  However, I seem to remember Al Nagler saying they were 
the darkest skies he had ever witnessed. 

Clayton:  What’s your top selling model telescope…and why that 
one? 

Michael:  It really depends on the decade.  Also, it lends itself to a 
series and not a single model amazingly enough.  For a long time 
it was the ETX.  Meade dominated with that model.  The 90 was 
pretty much in every astronomer’s house if felt like.  It gave peo-
ple the look of a Questar with 85% or so of the performance and 
1/10th the price.  Currently the NexStar series from Celestron is 
the dominant scope.  It covers a wide price range and give peo-
ple a great entry level to lifetime scope depending on what they 
enjoy doing with astronomy.  For visual it is a hard package to 
beat. 

Clayton: You mentioned above that Comet Halley (1985-86) got the 
public interested in astronomy….then it left along with telescope 
sales. Can you think of another astronomical event that brought 
sales back up for your company? 

Michael:  We never really benefitted from another cosmic event in 
the manner that Halley had on the industry.  The Mars push in 
2003 was a pretty good year.  Up until that point we slowly grew 
year in and year out.  We tried to do that by providing the best 
information around that was not just reprinted from the manu-
facturers.  We still do that and have had many telescope compa-
ny executives tell us that we still write the best copy out of eve-
ryone in the industry to this day.  We try to bring the customer 
first every time.  My dad loves to load people down with infor-
mation no matter how trivial.  He will measure, weigh, and pho-
tograph every angle he can to leave no stone unturned. 

Clayton: It seems in recent years that the younger people are not 
that interested in amateur astronomy. Are you attaining any new 
younger customers? Or, what’s the average age now of a typical 
customer? 

Michael:  The hobby is not currently getting a ton younger, however 
I have seen more people my age (I am 42) starting to get into the 
hobby.  I have also noticed more commercials on TV depicting 
youngish families going out and using a telescope.  Toyota had a 
commercial and I believe Apple had one pushing a new app on 
the iPad.  I think with more integration into consumer electron-
ics the tide will slowly start to shift.  We have more and more 
people asking about showing the image on the computer.  To me 
it is a shame to start thinking about moving away from the eye-
piece and only spending time looking at a monitor (I know that 

(Continued from page 9) CCD guys have to spend their time col-
lecting data that way, so I apologize for 
lumping you all in.) 

Clayton: How would you like to see your own 
astronomy grow?  

Michael:  I would like to become more in-
volved with outreach locally.  With the 
kiddos getting older it again makes it 
easier to do that sort of thing.  I hope to 
have weekly viewings at the park in my 
neighborhood.  The pollution isn’t so 
hot, but there have been plenty of oohs 
and ahs over something as simple as the 
moon and as breathtaking as Jupiter.  I 
love it when the simple things bring a 
smile to anyone’s face. 

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

Michael:  A long time ago people use to sug-
gest binoculars to get started, but the 
attention span seems to have dropped.  
We pretty much move right into small 
scopes and ask if they want a computer-
ized instrument or non-computerized.  
Big dreams on a tightish budget leads me 
to an 8” dobsonian.  While it can be the 
most difficult to use, it will provide the 
thirsty learner with the most knowledge.  
If they want something a little smaller by 
still manual the Omni series from Celes-
tron is a great choice, but can get expen-
sive once you get outside the 4” refrac-
tor and the 6” reflector.   I always sug-
gest a moon filter and usually one other 
eyepiece.  I never want to bog a person 
down with accessories and would like 
the user to get comfortable with the 
equipment.  The two eyepieces will give 
the user a great set of data points and 
we can choose other eyepieces from 
what we both learn about the likes and 
dislikes with what they have. 

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

(Continued on page 11) 
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Michael:  Sure. My e-mail is shockingly straight forward.  
mike@astronomics.com 

I will say that I get around 1000 emails a day from various 
sources.  So if you send a question and I don’t get back to you it 
might literally be buried.  If that is the case then ques-
tions@astronomics.com will be a great backup. 

Clayton: Thanks Michael 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 personal astronomy interest and 
thank you for providing the astronomy community with all of 
your expertise. Please come visit our society when in the Hou-
ston area, we’d love to see you.  

Michael:  I appreciate the chance to answer some questions for you 
all and hope they were informative and semi entertaining.  My 

(Continued from page 10) wife tells me I joke around too much.  So 
Clear Skies and Boomer Sooner. (Please 
don’t hold that against me.) 

Clayton: Clear skies always… 

Clayton is an avid SCT visual observer and a 
longtime member of the Houston 

Astronomical Society. Contact him at:  
stonebloke@gmail.com 

mailto:mike@astronomics.com
mailto:questions@astronomics.com
mailto:questions@astronomics.com
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The Cold Never Bothered Me Anyway 
By Dr. Ethan Siegel 

F or those of us in the northern hemisphere, winter brings long, 

cold nights, which are often excellent for sky watchers (so long as 

there's a way to keep warm!) But there's often an added bonus that 

comes along when conditions are just right: the polar lights, or the 

Aurora Borealis around the North Pole. Here on our world, a brilliant 

green light often appears for observers at high northern latitudes, 

with occasional, dimmer reds and even blues lighting up a clear 

night. 

We had always assumed that 

there was some connection 

between particles emitted 

from the Sun and the auro-

rae, as particularly intense 

displays were observed 

around three days after a 

solar storm occurred in the 

direction of Earth. Presuma-

bly, particles originating from 

the Sun—ionized electrons 

and atomic nuclei like pro-

tons and alpha particles—

make up the vast majority of 

the solar wind and get fun-

neled by the Earth's mag-

netic field into a circle 

around its magnetic poles. 

They're energetic enough to 

knock electrons off atoms 

and molecules at various 

layers in the upper atmos-

phere—particles like molecular nitrogen, oxygen and atomic hydro-

gen. And when the electrons fall back either onto the atoms or to 

lower energy levels, they emit light of varying but particular wave-

lengths—oxygen producing the most common green signature, with 

less common states of oxygen and hydrogen producing red and the 

occasional blue from nitrogen. 

But it wasn't until the 2000s that this picture was directly confirmed! 

NASA's Imager for Magnetopause-to-Aurora Global Exploration 

(IMAGE) satellite (which ceased operations in December 2005) was 

able to find out how the magnetosphere responded to solar wind 

changes, how the plasmas were energized, transported and (in some 

cases) lost, and many more properties of our magnetosphere. Plan-

ets without significant magnetic fields such as Venus and Mars have 

much smaller, weaker aurorae than we do, 

and gas giant planets like Saturn have auro-

rae that primarily shine in the ultraviolet 

rather than the visible. Nevertheless, the 

aurorae are a spectacular sight in the even-

ing, particularly for observers in Alaska, Can-

ada and the Scandinavian countries. But 

when a solar storm comes 

our way, keep your eyes 

towards the north at night; 

the views will be well worth 

braving the cold! 

Auroral overlays from the IMAGE spacecraft. 

Image credit: NASA Earth Observatory (Goddard Space Flight 
Center) / Blue Marble team.  



April, 2015Page 13 

 

 

Hubble Views Circumstellar Debris Disk 

Distorted by a Planet 

From  Hubblesite News, http://hubblesite.org/newscenter/archive/releases/2015/06/full/ 

A stronomers have used NASA's Hubble Space Telescope to take 
the most detailed picture to date of a large, edge-on, gas-and-

dust disk encircling the 20-million-year-old star Beta Pictoris. 

Beta Pictoris remains the only directly imaged debris disk that has a 
giant planet 
(discovered in 2009). 
Because the orbital 
period is comparatively 
short (estimated to be 
between 18 and 22 
years), astronomers 
can see large motion in 
just a few years. This 

allows scientists to study how the Beta Pictoris disk is distorted by the 
presence of a massive planet embedded within the disk. 

The new visible-light Hubble image traces the disk in closer to the star 
to within about 650 million miles of the star (which is inside the radius 
of Saturn's orbit about the Sun). 

"Some computer simulations predicted a complicated structure for 
the inner disk due to the gravitational pull by the short-period giant 
planet. The new images reveal the inner disk and confirm the predict-
ed structures. This finding validates models, which will help us to de-
duce the presence of other exoplanets in other disks," said Daniel 
Apai of the University of Arizona. The gas-giant planet in the Beta Pic-
toris system was directly imaged in infrared light by the European 
Southern Observatory's Very Large Telescope six years ago. 

When comparing the latest Hubble images to Hubble images taken in 
1997, astronomers find that the disk's dust distribution has barely 
changed over 15 years despite the fact that the entire structure is 
orbiting the star like a carousel. This means the disk's structure is 
smoothly continuous in the direction of its rotation on the timescale, 
roughly, of the accompanying planet's orbital period. 

In 1984 Beta Pictoris was the very first star discovered to host a bright 
disk of light-scattering circumstellar dust and debris. Ever since then 
Beta Pictoris has been an object of intensive scrutiny with Hubble and 
with ground-based telescopes. Hubble spectroscopic observations in 
1991 found evidence for extrasolar comets frequently falling into the 
star. 

The disk is easily seen because it is tilted edge-on and is especially 
bright due to a very large amount of starlight-scattering dust. What's 
more, Beta Pictoris is closer to Earth (63 light-years) than most of the 
other known disk systems. 
 

Though nearly all of the approximately 
two-dozen known light-scattering circum-
stellar disks have been viewed by Hubble to 
date, Beta Pictoris is the first and best ex-
ample of what a young planetary system 
looks like, say researchers. 

One thing astronomers have recently 
learned about circumstellar debris disks is 
that their structure, and amount of dust, is 
incredibly diverse and may be related to 
the locations and masses of planets in 
those systems. "The Beta Pictoris disk is the 
prototype for circumstellar debris systems, 
but it may not be a good archetype," said 
co-author Glenn Schneider of the Universi-
ty of Arizona. 

For one thing the Beta Pictoris disk is ex-
ceptionally dusty. This may be due to re-
cent major collisions among unseen plane-
tary-sized and asteroid-sized bodies em-
bedded within it. In particular, a bright lobe 
of dust and gas on the southwestern side of 
the disk may be the result of the pulveriza-
tion of a Mars-sized body in a giant colli-
sion. 

Both the 1997 and 2012 images were taken 
in visible light with Hubble's Space Tele-
scope Imaging Spectrograph in its corona-
graphic imaging mode. A coronagraph 
blocks out the glare of the central star so 
that the disk can be seen.  

This content distributed by the  

AAVSO Writer's Bureau 

http://hubblesite.org/newscenter/archive/releases/2015/06/full/
http://aavsowritersbureau.blogspot.com/
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Thuban— The Once and Future Pole Star 
By Bill Pellerin, GuideStar Editor  

Shallow Sky Object of the Month 

 

 

 

  

Finder chart, north is up. 

Star charts generated by TheSkyX © Software Bisque, Inc. All rights 
reserved. www.bisque.com 

Object: Thuban 
Class: Star 
Magnitude: 3.7 
R.A.:   14 h,  04 m,  23 s  
Dec:   64 degrees,   22 minutes, 33 seconds  
Distance:   309 ly 
Constellation: Draco 
Spectral:  A0 
Optics needed:  Unaided eye, binoculars or a small 

telescope 
 
Why this object is interesting: 

This star is also known as Alpha Dra, even though 
it’s only the 7th brightest star in the constellation. 
Why? It’s not clear why, but the star has been and 
will again be the star closest to the projection of 
the north pole of the Earth.  

It was in 2500 BC that the star Thuben was closest 
to the north pole. TheSky (software) puts it at 
approximately 1.5 degrees away from the pole. 
Polaris was 32 degrees from the pole. We all know 
that the Earth wobbles on its axis and completes a 
wobble cycle in 26,000 years. In another 2000 
years or so Errai (Gamma Cep) in Cepheus will be 
our pole star. See the accompanying diagram. 

It’s easy to observe the current pole star, Polaris, 
the past pole star, Thuban, and the future pole star 
Gamma Cep. Binoculars will get the job done easly. 
Thuban is easy to find on a line from the bowl of 
the Little Dipper asterism. 

This is a spectral class A star, meaning it has a very 
significant hydrogen absorption line in its 
spectrum. Spectra of Thuban indicate that it has 
completed its hydrogen fusion phase and that it is 
now burning helium with a shell of non-burning 
hydrogen. (Burning here means that it is fusing 
helium to heavier elements including carbon and 
oxygen.) So, Thuben has begun its move off the 
main sequence of the HR diagram on its way to 
becoming, perhaps, a K (red) giant, similar to 
Aldebaran. Another possibility is that it has nearly 
exhausted its helium and will begin a carbon 
burning phase on its way to becoming a blue giant.   

Thuben 

"North pole path" by Dbachmann, Tom Ruen - Own work by uploader, 
based on PD image en:File:North_ecliptic_pole.png. Licensed under 

CC BY-SA 3.0 via Wikimedia Commons - 
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:North_pole_path.png#/media/F

ile:North_pole_path.png 

Thuben 

http://www.bisque.com/
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15C—Parking 

Parking at the University of Houston Main Campus 
For the monthly Houston Astronomical Society Meeting 

 

The map below shows the location of the 15C parking lot, west of Cullen Boulevard on Holman 
Street..  

The map is from the University of Houston web site and identifies the lot that is available for park-
ing while attending the Houston Astronomical Society monthly meeting. This parking is available 
from 6:30 p.m. until 10:00 p.m. on the Friday night of the HAS meeting (usually the first Friday of 
the month). 

This parking is free. If you get a notice from the UH campus police on the night of the meeting, call 
the UH Security office and let them know that this area has been made available on HAS meeting 
night by the Parking Department. 

S&R 1—Meetings 



Houston 
Astronomical 

Society 
P.O. Box 800564 

Houston, TX 77280-0564 

General Membership Meeting 

The Houston Astronomical Society holds its 
regular monthly General Membership 
Meeting on the first Friday of each month, 
unless rescheduled due to a holiday or a 
conflict with other events at the University 
of Houston. 

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 availa-
ble 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 
GuideStar@astronomyhouston.org. Copy 
must be received by the 15th of the month 
for inclusion in the issue to be available near 
the end of the same month. Or, bring copy 
to the General Membership Meeting and 
give it to the Editor, or phone to make spe-
cial arrangements.  

Editing & Production: Bill Pellerin,  

713-880-8061 

Email: GuideStar@astronomyhouston.org 

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. Access to meeting videos on the HAS web site. 

 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, April 3, 2015 

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 on Holman Street; the parking lot is past the Hofheinz Pavilion 
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 on Holman Street; the parking lot is past the Hofheinz Pavilion 
Science and Research is across the street (2nd building back) 

Parking: 

There is Free Parking. See Parking map and detailed information on park-
ing on the preceding page. 


