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 TAAS Calendar page  

February 1999  

 

1   Mon    Moon 0.3 deg  N of Regulus 

           Uranus in conjunction with Sun 

2   Tue    Groundhog Day (half way between Winter solstice and Spring 

equinox) 

3   Wed  * ATM Class 

4   Thu    Mercury in superior conjunction 
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           Vesta at opposition 

5   Fri  * UNM Call hotline to confirm 

6   Sat    Mars 3 deg S of Moon 

7   Sun    Astronomical Society of the Pacific founded in 1889 

8   Mon    Last quarter 4:59 am 

           Moon at apogee—63.4 earth-radii 

9   Tue    Guy Ottewell: Pluto becomes farther from Sun than Neptune 

10  Wed    Jean Meeus: Pluto becomes farther from Sun than Neptune 

11  Thu    Equation of time at minimum for year (-14.28 minutes) @ 11am 

12  Fri  * UNM Call hotline to confirm 

13  Sat  * GNTO 

14  Sun    Neptune 1.5 deg S of Moon 

           Valentine's Day 

15  Mon    New Moon (11:40 pm) 

           Presidents' Day 

           1564 - Galileo born 

16  Tue    1948 - Kuiper discovers Miranda 

17  Wed  * ATM Class 

         * Rio Grande Elem. School 

           Ash Wednesday 

18  Thu  * GNTO Mtg. 

           1930 - Tombaugh discovers Pluto 

           Venus 1.8 deg N of Moon, Jupiter 2 deg N of Moon 

19  Fri  * UNM Call hotline to confirm 

           1473 - Copernicus born 

20  Sat    Moon at perigee--57.8 earth-radii (8 am) 

           Saturn 3 deg N of Moon 

           1962 - Glenn orbits Earth 

21  Sun 

22  Mon    First quarter (7:44 pm) 

23  Tue    Venus 0.1 deg N of Jupiter--closest planet-planet conjunction of 

the year. 

24  Wed  * ATM Class 

           1968 - Discovery of first pulsar announced 

25  Thu  * Board Meeting 7 pm, PandA  

26  Fri  * UNM Call hotline to confirm 

           Neptune in conjunction (on far side) with Sun 

27  Sat  * TAAS General Meeting, 7 pm, Regener Hall 

28  Sun    Mercury @ perihelion—0.3075 a.u. 

 

 

Sunrise / Sunset  (MST) 

For Latitude 35.08, Longitude 106.65 (Albuquerque, NM) 

Sunrise = upper limb on horizon 

Sunset  = upper limb on horizon 

 

   02/01/99   7:06 / 17:35 

   02/14/99   6:54 / 17:48 

   02/28/99   6:38 / 18:01 

 

Planet Rise (02/14/1999, MST)  

 

   Mercury   7:25 

   Venus     8:10 

   Mars     23:20 

   Jupiter   8:30 

   Saturn    9:50 



   Uranus    6:20 

   Neptune   5:45 

   Pluto     1:35 

 

 

 

March 1999  

1   Mon    Full Moon (11:59 pm) 

           Regulus 0.3 deg NNW of Moon 

2   Tue  * Marie Hughes Elementary School 

3   Wed    Mercury at greatest elongation east 

4   Thu    Pluto 0.77 deg from Juno 

5   Fri  * UNM Call hotline to confirm 

6   Sat  * Astronomy 101 

           Sun's north pole most inclined (7.25 deg) from Earth 

7   Sun    Moon 1.3 deg N of Uranus 

           Moon at apogee--63.5 earth-radii (11 pm) 

8   Mon 

9   Tue    Mercury stationary in RA.  Begins retrograde motion 

10  Wed    Last quarter Moon--1:43 am 

11  Thu 

12  Fri  * UNM Call hotline to confirm 

           Sun enters Pisces 

13  Sat  * GNTO 

           Moon 1.3 deg N of Neptune 

14  Sun    Moon 1.3 deg N of Uranus 

           Pluto stationary in RA 

15  Mon 

16  Tue 

17  Wed    New Moon--11:49 pm 

           St. Patrick's Day 

18  Thu    Mars stationary in RA.  Begins retrograde motion 

19  Fri  * UNM Call hotline to confirm 

         * SOR tour 

           Moon at perigee--57 earth-radii (5 pm) 

           Mercury @ inferior conjunction 

20  Sat  * Messier Marathon 

21  Sun 

22  Mon    Moon occults Aldebaran from ~9:55 am (3 deg alt) to ~10:35 am (10 

deg alt) 

23  Tue  * Queen of Heaven Elementary School 

24  Wed  * First quarter Moon--3:19 am 

           Jupiter at greatest latitude south 

25  Thu  * GNTO Mtg. 

26  Fri  * UNM Call hotline to confirm 

           Moon 2.8 deg S of Beehive Cluster 

27  Sat 

28  Sun    Daylight Time starts in England 

29  Mon 

30  Tue 

31  Wed    Full Moon--2:49 pm 

           Last blue moon until November 2001 

 

 



Sunrise / Sunset  (MST) 

For Latitude 35.08, Longitude 106.65 (Albuquerque, NM) 

Sunrise = upper limb on horizon 

Sunset  = upper limb on horizon 

 

   03/01/99   6:36 / 18:02 

   03/15/99   6:18 / 18:14 

   03/31/99   5:55 / 18:27 

 

Planet Rise (03/15/1999, MST)  

 

   Mercury   6:25 

   Venus     7:35 

   Mars     21:50 

   Jupiter   6:55 

   Saturn    8:05 

   Uranus    4:35 

   Neptune   3:55 

   Pluto    23:40 

 

 

 
 

NOTES: 

* = official TAAS Event 

TAAS=The Albuquerque Astronomical Society. 

GNTO=General Nathan Twining Observatory. Call Gordon Pegue @ 332-2591 to confirm. 

UNM=UNM Observatory observing nights. Call the TAAS Hot Line to confirm @ 296-0549 

ATM=Amateur Telescope Making. Call Michael Pendley for information @ 296-0549. 

 

Representative Pauline Gubbels to discuss the Dark Sky Bill 

on February 27 

A bill to preserve New Mexico's dark skies is again under consideration at the Roundhouse, and 

its sponsor, Representative Pauline Gubbels of Albuquerque, will be the keynote speaker at 

TAAS's general meeting this month.  

The program is scheduled for 7 p.m., Saturday, February 27, at UNM's Regener Hall. See map 

on last page.  

House Bill 39 is Gubbels's effort to conserve energy and preserve the dark skies of the Southwest 

by regulating statewide the shielding of outdoor lights. Its major focus is to prevent the wasteful 

leakage of light skyward. It would eventually ban the sale of mercury vapor lights all together.  

The bill has already cleared the House Energy and Natural Resources Committee. It is being 

backed by the New Mexico Heritage Preservation Alliance and has received editorial support 

from the Santa Fe New Mexican.  



However, Gubbels expects a fight. The outdoor-advertising industry contributed to the defeat of 

a similar bill last year. Efforts are currently under way to portray it as anti-business.  

Society members with internet access can monitor the progress of the bill through the legislative 

web site: http://www.legis.state.nm.us. Gubbels is soliciting comments on the bill and 

encourages interested New Mexicans to express opinions through their representative or in Santa 

Fe directly.  

Editor's note: Joe Sovick (of the National Park Service) and Bruce Levin have forwarded me 

several stories related to this issue. These pieces include a National Park Service article reporting 

that The New Mexico Heritage Preservation Alliance has designated the night sky as one of the 

11 endangered places in New Mexico, the Santa Fe New Mexican editoral mentioned above, and 

others. The text of these articles will appear in the web version of the February 1999 The 

Sidereal Times (available in early March).  

 

Presidents Update 
by David Blair  

Time and again on the night of January 16, a gentle rumble rolled across the grounds of General 

Nathan Twining Observatory. It wasn't thunder.  

The dome of our observatory, still for far too long, was turning again—toward Ursa Major, 

Canes Venatici, and Leo. Inside, I was celebrating galaxies, shamelessly hogging the renovated 

Isengard Telescope as though it were all my own.  

Directive from TAAS's Board of Directors to the new president: "David, sharing is good. You 

will share the Isengard with others."  

Yes, lords and ladies, I shall. I promise.  

It's just that getting into astronomy is so much fun. And believe me, I have been getting in.  

At S. Y. Jackson Elementary School last month, I crawled into our brand-new Starlab on the 

night of its public debut. Under the tutelage of Robert Williams, I delivered two of the six 

presentations.  

Four days later, on the day we installed new rings on the Isengard Telescope, I leaned head-and-

shoulders into the tube—all of nineteen inches wide—to undo old bolts and such. And thus I 

joined the good company of Carl Frisch, the Observatory Committee's other person of modest 

build, as a member of the TAAS Brotherhood of Tube Worms.  

This is an exciting time of renewal for TAAS. Nineteen ninety-nine and my new role as TAAS 

president has barely begun, yet I've already collected experiences I will cherish all my years.  

feb99nla.html
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But I don't want to let the Board down, so let me share.  

The Isengard experience. The Starlab experience. And especially the rich diversity of people that 

allows TAAS to live up to the word Society in its name. TAAS brings together people who are 

not just observers, but who love to teach and design and build. It has its computer wizards, 

wordsmiths, and orators. There are people in this organization who can teach you anything about 

astronomy that can be taught. And there are people anxious to learn the things you know.  

Exploring the universe is an experience so much more fulfilling when it is undertaken in the 

company of good people.  

Notes  

In November, two Chicagoans, Ron Burton and Dr. Walter Wild of Yerkes Observatory, visited 

GNTO and observed the fine Leonid Shower in the company of TAAS members. I'm saddened 

to learn, through Kevin McKeown, that Dr. Wild died of a heart attack January 12. We cherish 

the opportunity to have made this new friend, and we join the astronomical community in 

mourning his passing.  

New Mexico Magazine, in a February issue devoted to space, ran a nice spread on three of the 

state's clubs: the Pajarito Astronomers of Los Alamos, the El Valle Astronomers of Embudo, and 

TAAS (pp. 50-51). Our own Bruce Levin and his fine 6-inch refractor, set up for solar 

observation, grabbed the photo. (If you haven't seen the sun through Bruce's H-alpha filter, you 

ain't seen nuttin'. Hey, Bruce, what about those solar flares on Superbowl Sunday!)  

Meanwhile, a graphic in the February issue of Sky & Telescope (p. 106) incorporates the data of 

TAAS member Kevin McKeown for the 04 Dec 97 occultation of a sixth magnitude star by 

asteroid 105 Artemis. The caption does not mention—but the graphic includes!—a tiny blip that 

Kevin recorded just after the main occultation. He may have observed a momentary occultation 

by a tiny moon of Artemis, never before detected.  

Random Acts of Kindness: 

(by miscellaneous TAAS members)  

 

Many thanks from the library for an anonymous donation of HA Rey's book, The Stars and to 

Brock Parker for donating Optics of the Casegrain Telescope by Robert Waland. A special 

thanks to Ms. Louise DaFoe and to Raleigh Zellers for donating more books and slides than we 

have space here to list.  

Our Education Coordinator sends out a thank you to David Blair for his improvements to the 

Solar System Match Game that docents will be taking to our school star parties.  

Anonymous sends out many thanks to Robert Ortega for the wonderful job he did of designing, 

arranging, and supervising work done in building this TAAS member's concrete telescope pad 



and pier. Refusing to take personal compensation, it was agreed that his fee would be donated to 

the GNTO fund instead.  

Our Observatory Director sends out a big thanks to Bill Tondreau for donating the gear box for 

the GNTO dome and for the skillful machine work that contributed to the restoration of the 

observatory, to George Pellegrino for the donation of a computer, and to Mike Pendley for the 

donation of two monitors—both to be used in CCD work  

We all thank Kevin McKeown for donating a number of prizes for the Potluck trivia contest and 

Lisa Wood for donating an LX200 tripod to the Society.  

New Members:  

Society membership stands at 432 (up 9 from last month). On behalf of the Board of Directors 

and the general membership, let me extend a warm TAAS welcome to the following new 

members:  

Meg Bernens 

Rich Stafford Bernens 

Bill Clark 

John Colvin 

Cal Currier 

Rebecca Gee 

Melanie Hair 

Ricky H. Hixon 

Christine Martin 

Christopher Martin 

Michelle A. Ozbun 

Thomas E. Richtsmeir 

John B. Rogers 

Derek A. Tierney 

David B. Ward 

Meredith Ward 

Sarah Ward 

Christa Weger 

Frank Weger  

 

Board Meeting 
by Sam Lockwood  

The January 14, 1999 TAAS Executive Board meeting was called to order at 7pm by our new 

President David Blair. Also attending were: George Pellegrino, Kevin McKeown, Carl Frisch, 

Allan Green, Robert Ortega, Katherine Blankenburg, Robert Williams, Gordon Pegue, Bruce 

Levin, and Sam Lockwood. Barry Gordon was present as an observer.  

mailto:abqsammy@aol.com


Introductions: David welcomed all returning TAAS Board members, and introduced Sam 

Lockwood as new Secretary and Katherine Blankenburg as new Board member. David also 

confirmed Nancy Dodge as a new Board member, however, she was unable to attend due to short 

notice.  

December Minutes: Sam read the minutes of the December 3, 1998 Board meeting as posted in 

the Sidereal Times. It was noted that George Pellegrino, Katherine Blankenburg, and John Sefick 

were present but not listed.  

Treasurer's Report: Robert Williams presented his treasurer's report and added that 1998 

donations totaled $656.50 to the General Fund, $479 to the Education Fund, and $552 to the 

Observers Fund.  

Duties and Committees:  

Grants Committee: David explained that as President, he will be a defacto member of all TAAS 

committees, but the Chairman of none. This creates a vacancy for David's previous post as 

Grants Committee Chair. There was discussion as to potential grant sources and the 

qualifications of the chair. Finally, Allan Green volunteered as new Grants Committee 

Chairman.  

Sky Watch: Kevin McKeown confirmed that he will continue to write the Observers Page for 

the Sidereal Times. However, there was a great deal of discussion as to the Sky Watch column 

that Kevin has been writing and featured daily in the Albuquerque Journal. The core of the 

discussion centered on the time it takes Kevin to write quality articles verses the return and 

recognition received by Kevin and TAAS. David will investigate adding a byline for Kevin.  

Observatory Coordinator: David Sukow has resigned as UNM Campus Observatory 

Coordinator, and has been invited as a non-voting board member. The qualifications and 

responsibilities of the Coordinator post were discussed. Katherine Blankenburg will speak to 

David Sukow about what the job entails, but was not sure if her work schedule would allow her 

to take the post. David Blair will solicit for volunteers at the next regular TAAS meeting.  

Observatory Committee: Robert Ortega reported that the previous GNTO work party had 

completed the telescope tube assembly rotating rings, and that the shutter worm drive is installed 

and works perfectly. A work party is planned for the coming Saturday (1/16) to clean out all 

"trash" from the dome and begin work for the pending solar panels. George Pellegrino has 

donated a computer, Mike Pendley has donated two monitors, and Allan Green will donate a 

printer. Robert O. is seeking input on CCD's, and plans to purchase one in the very near future. 

David is writing check-in/out, and certification procedures to ensure that GNTO users are 

familiar with proper facility/equipment guidelines. Security problems at the site were discussed 

at length. Proposed solutions included adding a major new building to make the site more 

used/occupied, and a private, automated security system.  

Lodestar: David had met with Lodestar's John McGraw, and reported that although nothing 

specific was agreed to, TAAS and Lodestar would continue to talk. Barry Gordon pointed out 



that this month's issue of New Mexico Magazine had good articles on TAAS and Lodestar. Our 

relationship with Lodestar was discussed at length.  

Calendar: Carl Frisch presented the 1999 TAAS Calendar (see page 11) which was then 

amended to reflect the canceled board and regular meetings of 1/28 and 1/30. Tentative additions 

include Valencia Campus on 4/23 and Carlsbad Party about 5/8 - 5/9 to precede the Texas Star 

Party. Alan Green is working on a Starfire tour, and Barry Gordon reported that Placitas is 

anxious for another star party. Rebecca Stoneman is seeking volunteers for a Boy Scout star 

party at Elephant Butte on 6/14-6/16. The board accepted Carl's calendar with the two 

amendments.  

Past Events: - 1/9/99 General Meeting: Bruce Levin reported the general election results for the 

four TAAS Officers as nominated: 35 Votes For, 38 Proxy Votes For, 0 Votes Against, 0 

Abstentions. - S.Y Jackson: Robert Williams reported around 300+ attended, and that the new 

Starlab worked great with a capacity of around 30 per show.  

Future Events: Bruce and Gordon volunteered to give the slide show at Elephant Butte. Carl 

submitted the Elephant Butte Confirmation into the minutes (on file). Although several ideas 

were proposed for future speakers, we are still seeking a speaker for the February General 

meeting. David encouraged everyone to followup on their ideas.  

Newsletter Assignments were distributed, and the meeting adjourned at 8:55 pm.  

 

Observatory Committee 
by Robert Ortega  

The Sleeping Giant Awakens  

General Nathan Twining Observatory is back stronger than ever, and that fact leaves us with 

important decisions to make about the future.  

By the early 1990s, the Society had dared to follow through on the members' dreams. It had 

transformed a four-acre land donation into an extraordinary observatory.  

But in recent years, GNTO's Isengard Telescope gradually fell into disuse. Its mount and dome 

suffered disrepair and the telescope itself was so overloaded that we all eventually gave up the 

struggle to use it. The building became merely a storage shed and a place to drink hot chocolate. 

At best, it was a tall light shield, blocking the glow of Albuquerque for those of us who set up 

our own telescopes on the grounds.  

I'm happy to say, with the efforts of my predecessor Gordon Pegue and the GNTO committee, all 

that is now past.  

mailto:osalsa@aol.com


Work to improve the grounds in September 1997 and the vast improvements this past year were 

followed this winter by replacement of the shutter mechanisms and restoration of the Isengard 

itself. On December 19, the telescope was saddled up in a new pair of rotating rings. Within 

hours, it was used for asteroid research.  

Last month, volunteers cleaned out the building, erected work counters, and installed a battery 

housing in the lower room. We completed all the modifications needed to accommodate the 

installation of the new solar-powered electrical supply—which is the most exciting development 

of all. Electrification for the observatory is imminent and may even be complete by the time you 

read this.  

Now we face decisions about the future. The society is several times the size it was ten years 

ago. We can do more than restore a dream. We can build upon it.  

One idea that has always been on the drawing board is a bunkhouse. With the arrival of 

electricity, this could be a comfortable, modern facility sleeping twelve to twenty people. 

Another hope is to house a second telescope—the excellent Astrophysics 6-inch refractor 

recently donated to the society.  

The time has come for the sleeping giant to awaken.  

Pipe dreams? Not with member participation, careful planning, and a realistic timetable. Not for 

a Society that turned a remote desert plot into a working observatory in the first place.  

For now, we want all members to visit GNTO, to learn to use the refurbished telescope, and to 

express your ideas about what sort of facility you would like to see.  

Proposed timetable  

March 13th & 20th at GNTO—Display preliminary drawings with stakes and ribbon of the 

proposed addition.  

April 17th at GNTO—Hold a Mars Party and display a preliminary model of the proposed 

modifications.  

May 22nd at Coronado Mall— Astronomy Day. Exhibit a display with a model and drawings 

showing different ideas.  

Donations  

This will be the gift you give to yourself—$s are always welcome. June is a suggested date for 

an official fund drive. We need your input on this as well. If you have ideas on how to raise $s, 

please let us know. We will undertake the project over the next two to three years.  



Please take part. We welcome and want your thoughts, talents, and energy to help General 

Nathan Twining Observatory live and grow. Give us your input by phone (296-0549), by FAX 

(891-2177) or by e-mail to me at Roent@aol.com.  

All observatory committee meetings are open to the general membership. Call Robert Ortega for 

location information if you are interested in attending—ed  

 

January Meeting Recap 

No report this month  

 

February Meeting Preview 

See lead story  

 

Observer's Page 

by Kevin McKeown 

February Musings  

When I observe the night sky of mid March with the unaided eye, I always reach the conclusion 

that a careful stargazer of long ago could actually reason out certain facts about our Earth, and 

the heavens. Recall that the brilliant luminary Canopus is at culmination in the due south at 

nightfall in March. Canopus is easily visible from right here in Albuquerque, provided the 

southern horizon is distant. While the second brightest star of the night is dimmed a magnitude 

or so, it is a familiar late winter aspect of our local sky, even if it stands low along the horizon. 

And on nights of superb atmospheric tranquility, strong atmospheric refraction along the horizon 

turns Canopus into a tiny vertical spectrum, with blue (green) higher up than red. In a telescope, 

it's a sight to behold, especially on Christmas eve! Applied to Sol, atmospheric refraction affords 

us the rare "green flash", and this green sliver is likewise topside. But what really amazes me is 

how the aspect of Canopus changes with even slight variations in latitude. For example, from 

Deming, New Mexico, Canopus is lifted much higher up, and it shines with much of its true 

brilliance. And from Big Bend Nat'l Park, Canopus rises very high up and it easily clears nearby 

hills and mountains! Then it nearly rivals Sirius, and assumes its rightful status in the heavens! 

From Big Bend, the true color of Canopus is revealed: it has a hard white color with a slight tint 

towards the blue green end of the spectrum. In New Mexico, we ordinarily can't detect this 

bluish tint because of horizon reddening. Now as one ventures farther to the north, Canopus, at 

culmination, hugs the horizon closer and closer until the "Canopus demarcation" is reached, 

perhaps somewhere in the southern San Luis Valley of Colorado, (Alamosa?). Then the Great 

Star of the South fails to rise at all.  
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Anyway, our ancient stargazer also would have observed, and recorded these changes in the 

nightly aspect of Canopus, as he traveled south or north in trade. He might not have noticed that 

the north pole had shifted its altitude: perfect pole stars are quite a luxury. But I wonder if our 

stargazer had ever reached the conclusion—based on his Canopus sightings—that there had to be 

parts of the night sky below his southern horizon that never rose. Did he ever wonder about the 

unseen starfields that could never rise? Or perhaps he simply concluded that he could never see 

his south celestial pole. Or perhaps he related the altitude of Canopus' culmination above the 

southern horizon to real distances on the surface of the earth, and hence became aware that both 

the Earth, and its enclosing Heavens were spheres. Maybe it was the observation of Canopus 

itself that led to the first estimates of the Earth's diameter. After all, the declination of Canopus (-

52.7 degrees) has changed little in three millennia, and those residing in the Mediterranean 

region would have viewed Canopus much as we do locally. Think about it.  

GNTO Autumn Wrap  

Some very fine stargazing was had on Saturday-Sunday nights this past La Nina autumn! On 

October 17-18, skies were clear, but low level haze thwarted horizon viewing, and the seeing 

was mediocre. Conspicuous domes of light pollution could be seen over distant towns, and cities. 

Some objects viewed included the faint, extended globular cluster NGC 7492, globular M 72, M 

73, the Saturn planetary nebula, and the Helix, all in Aquarius. Comet Giacobini-Zinner was a bit 

brighter, and better condensed. Attending were Jay Rouse, Robert Ortega, Mark Nagrodsky, Pete 

Eschman, Jeff Bender, Mike Jones, Sam Norris and dad Mike, Granvil Morgan, the Gassers, and 

Kevin McKeown. The following Saturday, October 24-25, at GNTO was much better, at least 

after a fine moonset behind Ladron Peak. Comet Giacobini-Zinner now sported a conspicuous 

tail, and was a pretty sight. We also had good views of Jupiter and Saturn. Attending were Bill 

Tondreau, the Klein family, Dave Wilson, Pete Eschman, Robert Ortega, and Kevin McKeown. 

On Saturday nite November 14-15, some of the best observing conditions ever realized occurred 

at GNTO! The night sky was clean, black, and the seeing was first rate! The Gegenschein was 

very easy to detect as a wide brightening in the Zodiacal band! I had no trouble sweeping up the 

Fornax dwarf galaxy, and its biggest globular NGC 1049! Who said this was a difficult object? 

The Fornax dwarf is a huge, low surface brightness "patch" with a star near the middle. Also, 

spectacular views of Jupiter and especially Saturn were had! Also, the seeing was so good we 

were able to pull a disk out of the asteroid Ceres with Gordon's 20 inch. Yes, that's right! Ceres 

looked like a tiny orb, and not a hard pin prick of light, as did nearby stars of the same 

brightness. Amazing! Attending were Gordon Pegue, Alejandra Valderrama, Dave Blair, Robert 

Ortega, Jeff Bender, Dave Ward and daughters, and a couple of others whose names I could not 

track down (my apologies).  

On Monday night, November 16-17, a good group gathered at GNTO for the Leonid meteor 

shower, and wow, the Leonids did not disappoint! Skies were brilliantly clean right down to the 

horizon. With radiant rise just before midnight, it was immediately apparent that strong Leonid 

activity was already underway! Initial activity consisted of very fine fireballs that grazed the 

upper atmosphere! One orange Leonid fireball of magnitude -4 seen just before midnight glided 

slowly in a long arc in the southeast! These early fireballs were of unusual color: orange, to rich 

yellow. Those fireballs seen near the radiant as it rose moved very slowly. These low angular 

velocities resulted from the tremendous distances these Leonids were from the observer. Many of 



these bright Leonids could actually be seen to slowly glide below the horizon, especially in the 

east! It was awesome! By 1:30 am MST, most of us that had made individual counts had logged 

nearly 100 Leonids! This with the radiant not higher than 25 degrees! The entire morning 

consisted of a barrage of Leonid fireballs, and bolides, many of which left persistent trains. 

Individual hourly rates remained right around 100 all morning. This, despite the rising radiant, 

should have worked to increase rates. As the night wore on, no ramp up to a storm seemed to 

develop, and I concluded that New Mexico was lucky to see the 1998 peak around say 6 hours 

UT. I'll have a full report on the 1998 Leonids in a future newsletter (there is so much to sort 

out!). Attending were Rob Burton and Dr. Walter Wild of the Chicago area (Lake City 

Astronomical Society, I believe), Gordon Pegue and Alejandra Valderrama, Dave Blair, Rick 

Zamarron, Pete Eschman, Bruce Levin and a friend, and Kevin McKeown.  

 

 

Brad Hamlin captures images of the Leonid meteor shower (above).  

One stray Leonid apparently goes into orbit about Brad's head (below) 

 

On yet another fine Saturday night, November 21-22, more remarkable observations were made! 

The transparency wasn't the greatest, but the seeing was, at times, equal to or better than on 

November 14th! As a result, Saturn showed "inner sanctum" detail! In my 10 inch f/8 reflector, 

the Cassini division was wide, steady, and clear around the rings. The Crepe ring was very easy 

to see! And I actually could begin to detect the Encke division of Saturn's A ring!!! What I saw 

was the Keeler gap of the outermost A ring. Also, the subtle shadings within the B ring were 

remarkable! Dave Blair confirmed many of these observations. Also, Jupiter presented a 

remarkable satellite dance tonight! Three satellites converged on Jupiter's limb, and disappeared 

at about all at once. This left Jupiter with one satellite. We also looked at many fine winter 

objects. M 42 - 43 was wonderful! The Horsehead nebula was easy. Winter glob NGC 1851 was 

remarkable. I think it is better than M 79, but Jeff disagrees. Attending were Robert Williams, 

George Pellegrino, Mike Montram, Gary Heise (George Pellegrino's friends), Robert Ortega, Jeff 

Bender, Gordon Pegue, Alejandra Valderrama, Dave Blair, and Pete Eschman. Thanks Robert 

Williams for the great stew!!!  



Lastly, several of us got together for the Geminids on the night of December 12-13th. Mark 

Nagrodsky and friend, Pete Eschman, and Kevin McKeown attended. Many fainter Geminids 

were seen as the radiant rose. For the rest of December and January 1999, there were several 

small star parties at GNTO that some of the hardcores put on. Generally, GNTO was in winter 

hibernation these months.  

Geminids '98, Quadrantids '99  

Four superbly clear, moon free nights locally allowed the Geminid meteor shower to be observed 

over its peak. I observed on four consecutive nights, and obtained these rough rates: Friday-

Saturday night, Dec. 11-12, 1998: 15 to 20 Geminids per hour, Sat.-Sun. night, Dec. 12-13, 

1998: 75 per hour, Sun.-Mon. night, Dec. 13-14, 1998 (maximum): 90 per hour, and lastly, 

Mon.-Tues. night, Dec. 14-15, 1998: 10 per hour. Thus, there were two nights of strong Geminid 

activity, of which the peak night, December 13-14, produced the brightest Geminids, and the best 

fireballs. I observed from GNTO on the peak night. The skies were of average blackness, and 

transparency. While a few brilliant "green dagger" Geminids were seen, it's my observation that 

there was a paucity of really bright Geminids (like what occurred for the 1993 max). Since I have 

many hours of data to go through, a final report is not ready yet.  

Robert Williams and Dave Blair made a fine effort to observe the Quadrantids at nightfall on the 

3rd of January (as I suggested in a previous "What's Up"), and they were successful! I was too ill 

to accompany them to GNTO. They recorded 2 Quads and 3 sporadics in the brief period before 

moonrise. The Quads were of 3rd magnitude (typical for this shower). This is actually a good 

catch, although it would have been nice if a -7 Quad could have shot up out of the NW horizon, 

where the radiant lay at nightfall. Dave did some stargazing for Messier Marathon practice, and 

he and Robert observed a bright, flaring satellite (an Iridium?) before they left GNTO.  

Castor and Pollux in Virgo?, and an Eclipse Gone Bad!  

Those that ventured out into the cold on the night of January 14-15 to see the star Theta Orionis 

A in eclipse got some good news and bad news. Theta A is the westernmost component of the 

Trapezium multiple star at the heart of M 42. Theta A is a recently (1977) discovered eclipsing 

binary that dips 1.5 mags every 65 days. How it could have eluded observers through the history 

of telescopic observation of M 42, remains quite an enigma! Anyway, I diligently set up my 10 

inch, and examined the star at minimum. Nothing! Nothing was different! Same old Trapezium. 

Theta A was normal. So what happened? Well, in the Sky and Telescope blurb on the eclipse, the 

opening sentence states: "On the night of January 14-15, users of small telescopes . . ." Ok, I had 

the correct night. But did I? Reading onto the next page, the article then states: "Minimum light 

should come around 6:32 UT January 14th (. . . and 10:32 on the 13th Pacific Standard Time). 

Oops, I was a day late (courtesy Sky and Telescope). Once again, I was reduced to a fan of the 

NY Mets.  

The good news was that somehow Castor and Pollux had been transferred to the early morning 

hours of a mid January sky! Well not really. On the night of the star crossed eclipse, Mars shone 

about 5 degrees from Spica, as they rose in the southeastern sky. Both objects were of nearly 

equal brightness—Mars was a bit brighter, and they presented an exact image of Castor and 



Pollux! The orange color of Mars (Pollux) easily contrasted with the clear blue color of Spica 

(Castor). The giveaway was the rock steady light of Mars, and the incessant twinkling of Spica: a 

very useful way to tell a planet from a star!  

Aldebaran Occulted!  

On the night of January 26-27, a very fine occultation of Aldebaran was visible locally. The 

seeing was first rate over Albuquerque. I observed the ingress, where orange Aldebaran was cut 

off by the faintly earth lit dark edge of the moon. As Aldebaran edged up to the moon's limb, it 

appeared to attach itself onto the moon. Then Aldebaran winked out with a noticeable delay, the 

consequence of the moon occulting a star with a sizable disk. No timing was made: WWV was 

nonexistent that night.  

TAAS 200  

First, congratulations to Gordon Pegue for his recent completion of the TAAS 200! I believe 

Gordon is officially the 3rd TAAS member to finish the list.  

Since it will be early March when you attempt further TAAS 200 objects, let's stick with objects 

seen in the warmer early evening. I always recall that March evenings in the central valley are 

bearable, with bitter cold by midnight. So let's let the Virgo galaxies go for another month. Let's 

start this month's lineup with one of the best non-Messier globular clusters: NGC 1851, in 

Columba. This cluster resides well south of Orion, and you need to sweep it up ASAP after 

twilight ends. It's easy to locate just southwest of the bright stars alpha and epsilon Columbae, of 

the Dove. In low power finders, NGC 1851 may appear like a 7th magnitude star, and it can 

easily be overlooked. This globular is small, very rich, and very concentrated! It lies in a star 

poor field. In my 10 inch at 140X, the cluster is well resolved into a lovely pile of fine, glowing 

sand grains. NGC 1851 is nicer than Messier 79 to the north (in my opinion), and closely 

resembles M 80 in Scorpius.  

Next, high up in the northwestern sky locate two fine TAAS 200's: planetary NGC 1501, and 

open cluster NGC 1502. NGC 1501 is an exquisite, sharp edged, disk like planetary, with a blue 

green color, and a conspicuous central star. It has a slight oval shape, and a hint of annular 

structure. Locate this beautiful planetary just off the Milky Way north of Perseus. A little over a 

degree from the planetary, locate open cluster NGC 1502. This resolved cluster is a small, 

somewhat poor, coarse, but pretty group notable for the fact that it is a component of one of the 

Heaven's strangest asterisms: "Kemble's Cascade". We cite the cluster, although when the TAAS 

200 was formulated, Kemble's received "votes" for it's inclusion on the list. Once you've located 

the cluster, scan—using very low power—the surrounding region. You'll discover that NGC 

1502 is at the heart of a large train of stars that closely resemble a calculus integration symbol, or 

an analemma. Kemble's asterism is oriented NW-SE, and seems too non-random for the starry 

heavens.  

Now, drop down into the winter Milky Way of the Orion area, yet high in the west. NGC 1535 is 

a beautiful bright, disc-like, deeply blue green colored planetary located in Eridanus. Locate 

NGC 1535 due south of omicron 1 and 2 Eridani, seen about due west of Rigel.  



Next, take a naked eye look at the Hyades open cluster, which surrounds Aldebaran, the first 

magnitude interloper and eye of Taurus the Bull. Yes, the Hyades is a TAAS 200 object. How 

could we leave off the skies biggest and brightest open cluster? Refer to Burnham's Celestial 

Handbook for some interesting astrophysical details. The Hyades is very remarkable and huge! It 

contains many fine, wide multiple stars.  

From the Hyades, locate the overlooked open cluster, NGC 1647. This cluster is located just 

northeast of the "V" of the Hyades, between the horns of the Bull. It is a round, cloud of faint 

stars that I find very pleasing!  

Just west of the "Kids" of Auriga, next locate the telescopic cluster NGC 1664. This is an 

irregular, patchy group of stars that give the impression of a Kite with a Tail. It's pretty.  

Moving into the Pentagon of Auriga itself, next locate NGC 1893. This is the open cluster 

associated with the galactic emission nebula IC 410. The cluster is irregular, and coarse, and 

embedded in the nebula. Try nebular filters here.  

Now, locate the conspicuous cluster M 38. On the south edge of M 38 is the next TAAS 200 

object: open cluster NGC 1907. This beautiful cluster is a small, rich, knot of stars located in a 

fine field. Along with M 38, this cluster brings to mind the similar relationship M 35 and NGC 

2158 share.  

Lastly, drop down into Orion and locate the Great Nebula, M 42. Just north of the M 42-M 43 

complex locate TAAS 200 object NGC 1973-4-5. This is a large, coarse, poor open cluster of 

bright, deep blue stars immersed in a conspicuous reflection nebula. It stands apart from M 42-

43.  

Clear skies!  

 

What's Up for March 1999 
by Kevin McKeown  

March 1999 opens with a very favorable evening elongation of Mercury. The elusive planet is 

well seen until about March 12th. On the morning of March 1st, look for the moon to swing just 

south of Regulus. They are closest around 4 am March 1st. On the evening of March 19th, look 

for a thin moon grouped with the planets Venus and Saturn (which happen to be at conjunction 

today). This should present a photo opportunity!  

Of course, the big March event is the Messier Marathon, set for Saturday-Sunday March 20-21. 

This year will favor the visibility of the two critical evening Messier's: #74 and #77. They set at 

8:33 pm and 8:54 pm, respectively. However, the moon lies not far from M 74, and this may 

preclude its visibility. M 30, the critical morning Messier, rises at 5:05 am, with the sun only 

13.5 degrees below the horizon. This isn't good either. Probably 108 M's will be this year's limit. 

Remember, the Messier Marathon is quite an effort, and you should begin preparations now! 
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Some very fine articles on how to do the Marathon have appeared in The Sidereal Times  of the 

past 3 years—do consult them. Editor's note: The March 1996 article by Kevin is probably the 

best.  

 

 

by Bruce Levin  

What is a Nebula?  

The answer to this question has evolved over time. Several centuries ago, any faint fuzzy object 

was considered a nebula. It was not until the first third of this century that some of these objects, 

such as external galaxies, were no longer classified as nebulae. Objects that we now know as 

nebulae are wide and varied. The answer can be given in great detail in an attempt to cover all 

aspects of the question, or can be answered in more general terms. Astronomers have spent entire 

careers attempting to answer this question, yet there is a lot of research being done in this area. In 

light of the complexities involved with the question, the answer provided in this article is general 

in nature, yet introduces many future topics for discussion. Readers with expertise on this subject 

are invited to write and submit articles on the specific topics (or other topics of interest) in future 

"Ask the Expert" columns.  

Nebulae are clouds of interstellar gas and dust. This interstellar material can be observed as a 

luminous patch of light, or a dark region against a brightened background. These clouds cannot 

be observed visually or optically without the aid of various energy transfer or extinction 

processes which cause the material to become noticeable. Nebulae are comprised of mostly 

hydrogen atoms with helium atoms, other atomic elements, and minute solid dust particles. This 

interstellar medium (ISM) is very tenuous compared to the earth's atmosphere. Air at sea level 

has a density of approximately 5 x 1019 atoms per cubic centimeter and 1 x 109 atoms per cubic 

centimeter at 300 km (186 mi) above the earth's surface. The ISM has an estimated density of 1 

atom per cubic centimeter in most places where the matter is distributed in our galaxy. This is a 

more sparse distribution of matter than what is attained in best laboratory produced vacuums. 

This same medium has an estimated 1 dust particle for each 1000 atoms. These dust particles are 

also very fine in size, with diameters of 1 x 10-4 mm (1000 Angstroms), and comprises 1% of the 

total mass of the medium. It is estimated that 10% of the Milky Way galaxy is made up of this 

interstellar material or 1 x 1010 solar masses.  



Nebulae are classified generally as bright or dark. Bright nebulae are further categorized into 

emission and reflection nebulae.  

Several energy transmitting processes occur for emission nebulae. Atoms (mostly hydrogen) are 

ionized, creating free electrons, when energized by ultraviolet radiation from nearby hot stars. 

The atoms then fluoresce when returning to their pre-ionized state or energy level, by 

recombination with the electrons. This process results in nebulae from an HII (H+ or ionized 

hydrogen) region that emits light, or emission nebulae. The Orion nebula (M 42) is the most 

familiar nebula of this type. The Ring nebula (M 57) and Dumbbell nebula (M 27) are examples 

of planetary type emission nebulae. In these cases, a dying star ejects its outer shell of gas. The 

central compact hot burnt-out stellar core then ionizes the expanding and often symmetrical 

cloud of gas. The inner regions, closest to the core, emit green light from doubly ionized oxygen 

(OIII or O++). Energy transitions to a lower level further out from the core where hydrogen and 

nitrogen ionizes to emit red light. High energy processes such as synchrotron radiation powered 

by high energy electrons emitted from a central pulsar result in light emitting nebulae in 

supernova remnants such as the Crab nebula (M 1).  

Reflection nebulae occur when light from a nearby star or stellar group is scattered or irregularly 

reflected by the dust and gas of the nebular region. Cooler stars radiate energy at longer 

wavelengths that excites the gas less. Illumination of the nebula will be due to the light reflected 

off the dust and gas. The dust surrounding the Pleiades open star cluster (M45 or Seven Sisters) 

reflects light that is bluer than the illuminating stars. However, the spectra from the stars and the 

nebula cloud of this fine object are about the same.  

Dark nebulae are also known as absorption nebulae. The dust and gas of the nebula is of 

sufficient depth and distance from stars and other bright objects along the line of sight, that it 

blocks or obscures the light from these sources. Dust is the major contributor in obscuring the 

light due to scattering effect. Extinction of the light by the ISM is dependent upon the 

wavelength of the light sources and the path length and density of the nebulae. Shorter 

wavelength blue light is attenuated more than the longer wavelength red light. Nebulae of greater 

light path distance and denser nebulae also reduce the amount of light that can pass through to 

the observer. Dark nebulae effectively obscure background stars by 5 or more magnitudes and 

are seen when adjacent to or against the background of bright HII emission nebulae. The famous 

Horsehead nebula (NGC 2024) in the Orion constellation and the Coalsack in the southern 

constellation Crux are two examples of dark nebulae. Dust lanes in galaxies such as Centaurus A 

and the Sombrero Galaxy (M 104) are also excellent examples of absorption nebulae on a larger 

more distant scale.  

The next time you are out observing, remember to include the different types of nebulae on your 

observing list.  
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The    

 Kids'   
  

Corner  

by Barry     

The Pea and the Watermelon  

All stars are not alike. Stars can be different colors. White stars are hotter than the Sun. One of 

the hottest stars is Spica. Cool stars are Arcturus and Betelgeuse. Cool stars are still pretty hot. 

Star colors tell us how hot a star is.  

Some stars are very dense and some are not. A spoonful of a white dwarf might weigh more than 

a hundred elephants. Some giant stars would float on water.  

Stars are also different sizes. Our Sun is a middle-sized star. Next to a red giant, it would look 

like a green pea next to a watermelon!  

 

 

No report this month.  

 

ATM Corner 
by Michael Pendley  

No report this month  

mailto:mycall@rt66.com


 

Star Myths  
by Robert Williams  

There seem to be many stories in Native American star myths that are told to teach children to 

behave and mind what they are told by their parents. Here is a story that warns the parents of 

what can happen if they neglect their children.  

The Seven Boys-Turned-Geese  

A very long time ago, when the world was young, animals were people. One day, early in the 

morning, a young boy's stepfather went out duck hunting. He did well, as usual, brought his 

catch home, and roasted plenty for supper. In those days the men did the cooking.  

The mother and stepfather shared the ducks but didn't give any to the young boy. He watched 

them sadly as they ate. After supper, the mother told her son, "If you are hungry, go find your 

father and ask him for something to eat."  

The little boy became very angry at this. His father had left them and now had another family of 

his own. The boy knew his father would probably not want to feed another child. Since his 

stepfather would give him nothing to eat, the boy decided to find his own food. So off he went.  

He dug some roots and picked a few fresh herbs and nibbled hungrily on them. Before long he 

found some edible bulbs called cacomites and ate them too. They filled him up.  

Then he went home. Early in the afternoon his mother chased him away from the hut. Hurt and 

angry, he went out to his secret place. It was far away, where he could play alone and not be 

bothered by the noises of the camp. He finally got tired of playing and went to sleep.  

When he awoke, it was already morning and he was hungry. He remembered the cacomites and 

how they had filled him up. He went out to dig some more for breakfast. While he was digging, 

another boy came along. He, too, had been chased away from his home and was hungry. The 

first boy taught the second boy how to dig for the bulbs, how to clean them, and how to cut and 

eat them. They had a great day together and spent the night at the secret hideaway.  

When morning came, the boys got busy hunting and digging cacomites and roots to eat. Soon old 

Raccoon came along. He watched them for a short time and asked, "What are you doing?"  

"We are digging roots and cacomites for our breakfast, Uncle," they replied courteously.  

"Don't you have mothers and fathers to take care of you?" Raccoon asked.  

"Yes," said one of them.  

"But they don't want us anymore," added the other. "They chased us away from camp."  

mailto:rawilliams1@compuserve.com


"Poor lonely, unfortunate boys!" exclaimed Raccoon. "I will take care of you. Follow me. I know 

where we can find more food." He led them to a place where a vegetable much like a potato 

grew. They began to dig for this tuber. A third boy came along and they all began to eat.  

While they were eating, two more lonely boys came along. When they saw Raccoon and the 

three other boys, they asked politely, "May we join you?"  

"Of course," Raccoon replied. "But there won't be enough food here. Follow me and I will take 

you to a place where you will all have plenty to eat." The five boys began digging and soon had 

enough for a big supper. Then Raccoon built a fire to keep them warm.  

"Do you want to stay with me for the night?" Raccoon asked the five.  

"Yes, oh, yes!" they exclaimed in unison.  

Early the next morning, Raccoon asked the boys, "Shouldn't you go on home for breakfast?"  

"Oh, no," they replied. "We like it with you. You take good care of us."  

Raccoon then led them to a spot where there were roots, berries, and tubers in great abundance. 

While the five boys were digging, two more boys arrived. They, too, had been abandoned. They 

were invited for breakfast.  

After a while, the oldest boy said, "I am going to travel north. Do you want to come with me?"  

"Yes, we'd like to go too," the six other boys quickly responded.  

"What about Uncle Raccoon?" asked one. "We don't want to leave him."  

"He can come with us," said the oldest.  

One boy had found some goose down. Gathering it all together, he placed a little on the head and 

shoulders of each boy.  

"We're too much for you to take care of, Uncle Raccoon," said the boys. "Since our mothers have 

sent us away, we're really going to leave. Why don't you come along?"  

"Very well, boys, I will go with you," said Raccoon, for he had grown quite fond of them. The 

boys put goose down on him too.  

Then the oldest boy said, "Let's sing a special song." He began to lead them in a magic song to 

make them lighter. The boys slowly began to rise and move toward the sweatlodge. Because 

Raccoon couldn't fly, he had to follow on the ground.  



The boys kept on singing all that night. In the morning, Raccoon took them to find breakfast. 

Soon, though, they resumed singing. Again they began to rise and circle the sweatlodge. They 

put goose down on Raccoon, but he still could not fly. They felt sad. Raccoon was sad too.  

After breakfast the next morning, the boys told Raccoon that they could not wait for him any 

longer. They had to leave tomorrow. Everyone cried.  

"Let's try one more time," begged one boy, "to make Raccoon fly."  

They covered Raccoon completely in the magic down. He looked like a big white puffball with 

big black eyes, pointed ears, and a striped tail. How funny he looked! But he still couldn't fly.  

Now every time the boys went out flying, they went higher and higher and had more trouble 

coming back to Raccoon in camp. One day the oldest boy cried out to Raccoon below. An old 

neighbor woman recognized his voice and ran to the boys' mothers. "How heartless you are! 

Come and see what has happened to your sons," she yelled.  

"Come back, little son," one mother shouted angrily. "Come down here this very minute." But 

the boys only flew higher. By this time the mothers were all crying, and so was Raccoon.  

Soon all the boys changed into wild geese. When they talked, it sounded like babies crying. 

Geese still sound that way today. Listen carefully the next time you see geese flying overhead. 

Listen and remember this story.  

The boys-turned-geese kept rising higher until they came to Sky Country. They settled in the 

north and became the Big Dipper. The mothers are still looking for their boys. The mothers 

became the seven stars of the Pleiades, which rise in the northeast, ride high in the winter sky, 

and set in the northwest.  

This is another story from the book They Dance in the Sky-Native American Star Myths by Jean 

Guard Monroe and Ray A. Williamson.  

 

UNM Campus Observatory Report 
by Mike Pendley  

1/22 

The first UNM Campus night since the winter break had a good crowd—approximately 

55 including a group of students from Del Norte High School. Saturn, Jupiter, and M42 

were popular targets. 

1/29 Clouded out 

2/5 

Clouded out. Even though viewing was officially canceled, Brock Parker and Jay Rose 

journeyed out and hosted the 15 optimistic people that showed up. Their optimism was 

rewarded with views of Saturn and Orion during a break in the clouds 
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2/12 
Tonight was Kid's night! Attendance was well over 100—most of whom were children. 

The source was a local elementary school and a birthday party. 

Docents this month include (in random order) Bruce Levin, Dave and Grechin Sukow, Gordon 

Pegue, Mike and Steve Pendley, Brock Parker, Jay Rose, Kevin McKeown, Katherine 

Blankenburg, Dave Blair, and our newest member Barry King.  

New UNM Campus Observatory Coordinator Needed  

David Sukow has been a most excellent Campus Observatory Coordinator—but all good things 

must come to and end. David is close to finishing his postdoctoral research and will soon be 

leaving the area. This leaves a major hole in the TAAS infrastructure that must be filled as soon 

as possible.  

The Campus Observatory Coordinator is responsible for insuring that docents know which nights 

the Campus Observatory will be open and writing the monthly recap. No equipment or special 

knowledge is needed. If you have any interest in this position please contact me (or any other 

board member) so we can twist your arm.  

 

Docent News 
by Lisa  

The Secret Lives of TAAS Docents  

I just received an interesting call from the wife of one of our Society's members. Apparently, she 

is the president of the PTA of a local school and was calling to set up a date for one of our 

"famous" School Star Parties. She was surprised to have learned about these events through a 

friend, rather than her TAAS-member husband, which leads me to believe that perhaps we have 

kept our secret lives just a little too hush-hush.  

Nothing gives me more pleasure than to book a TAAS Star Party at a school that a TAAS 

member patronizes. If you have a child in school, K-12, you can arrange for a wonderful evening 

of astronomy events that will be free of charge and full of fun. I recently learned of a school that 

is in the process of booking an out-of-town starlab for about $100/hour. This service we provide 

FREE as part of our astronomy events. (This reminds me of that old commercial, "Wow, I could 

have had a V8!")  

While we are booked for the year (through May), we do have an ongoing waiting list, and we do 

begin booking for the 1999/2000 school year on August 1, 1999. So mark your calendars with 

my phone number (see back of newsletter). Just thought I'd let the cat out of the bag!  

Stuff That Keeps Me Awake At Night  



This month I was asked twice, by different people, if the sun was a star. Not an unusual question, 

except that a teacher was one of those who asked. Having been a teacher in my former life, I 

have a great deal of respect for teachers, as a whole. This particular teacher was extremely 

enthusiastic and supportive of her students' interest in astronomy and was brave enough to 

venture into an area she knew little about for the sake of the joy of learning along with her 

students. It was a good reminder though, of how much we docents are needed at the schools. As 

our patrons step up to the eyepiece at our scopes, let's remember to give some useful information 

to each observer. Short and simple statements about astronomy basics are definitely needed!  

Docent Calendar  

March 2 
Marie Hughes 

Elementary School 

Take Montano Bridge across to the west side. Turn right 

(north) on San Ildefons. This road ends at the school which is 

at 5701 Mojave. 

March 23 
Queen of Heaven 

Elementary School 

Take Menaul to San Mateo. Turn north on San Mateo, go one 

block to Phoenix and turn right (east). The school is behind 

the Big 5 sporting goods store (5303 Phoenix). 

April 15 
Collet Park 

Elementary School 

Take Indian School to Morris (half way between Eubank and 

Juan Tabo). Turn north and go to 2100 Morris. 

May 3 
Alamosa 

Elementary School 
Directions in next month's newsletter. 

May 12 
Algodones 

Elementary School 
Directions in next month's newsletter. 

Docents Are Real Stars!  

As things are going now, we'll easily exceed our "service count goal" (I made this up), of serving 

3000 kids this school year. Good work docents!  

Curious Comments  

This month after a short discussion of a "blue moon", a second grade girl inquired: "Is it 

something like Armageddon?"  

Reminder  

If you wish to receive Docent Updates by e-mail, please let me know. (See back of newsletter). 

Also, it's a good idea to call the hotline before you leave for star parties, in case I've made a 

mistake on the calendar.  

An Evening Under the Stars  



by Julie Laub 

Program Chair 

S. Y. Jackson Elementary PTA  

On Tuesday, January 12, 1999, The Albuquerque Astronomical Society brought a "Star Party" to 

S. Y. Jackson Elementary. "Wow!" "Cool!" "Awesome!" These were just a few of the comments 

heard around the school as 300+ teachers, parents, and students learned about our universe from 

the TAAS docents.  

While waiting for the clouds to clear, students enjoyed a comet making demonstration and a 

luminous gas presentation. They also got to see a piece of an asteroid and play a game where 

they matched the fact to the planet. The slide show was always packed, with some students so 

fascinated that they watched it twice. More than 180 people visited the portable planetarium and 

learned about a dying star named Betelgeuse (pronounced Beetlejuice) and how the Big and 

Little Bears got their tails. Fourth-grader Andrew Declos was impressed with the planetarium, 

but he liked the comet-making demo best.  

When the clouds cleared at about 8:00 p.m., the stargazers were treated to incredible views of the 

Orion Nebula where stars are being born, the Andromeda Galaxy, Saturn, its rings and moons, 

and Jupiter and its moons. S. Y. Jackson Principal Mrs. Henkel-Silva said, "Saturn looked almost 

unreal." Fourth-grader William Laub's favorite part of the evening was looking at Jupiter through 

the telescopes. Kindergarten teacher Mrs. Moculeski summed up the entire event in three words, 

"This is great!"  

 

Astronomy 101 
by Robert Williams  

The next Astronomy 101 class is scheduled for Saturday, March 13, 1999. We will hold this one 

at General Nathan Twining Observatory(GNTO). For those of you who are new to TAAS, this is 

our own observatory south and west of Belen. It is a great place to view and with all the new site 

work and updating of the Isengard telescope and observatory it is a much more user-friendly 

place. The observatory is available for all TAAS members to use at any time, however you must 

be certified to use the scope and equipment.  

For those of you who are new, Astronomy 101 is a beginner level event that is presented to 

TAAS members, like myself, who are not that familiar with the stars and the night sky. There 

will be many people around to answer questions on just about anything you have to ask. One of 

the great things about this organization is the large number of experienced amateurs who are 

willing to share any information they have with just about anyone who will ask. I think that the 

Astronomy 101 events have been successful because of the large number of people who will turn 

out to help show you the night sky, and this one should be no different.  

We will begin at about 6:30pm and will start with a fireside chat where we will answer any 

questions you may have about the night sky and the constellations. From there, we will move 
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into the observatory for a tour of the facility and a look through the Isengard 16-inch reflector in 

the dome. We will then have a demonstration on CCD imaging. We will then break and allow 

everyone to go off on their own. Docents will be on hand to answer any questions you may have 

or show you how to find some of the many objects available in the night sky.  

This should be a good event and for those who are interested in being certified to use the 

observatory, this will fulfill part of that certification. If you have never been to the observatory it 

will take about 40 minutes to get there from the "Big I"—I-25 and I-40 (see map on page 13). I 

would strongly recommend that you arrive before dark so that you will have no problems finding 

the observatory. If you would like to RSVP, discuss ride pooling, or need more information 

please call me at 323-0172 or e-mail me at rawilliams1@compuserve.com.  

Be sure to dress warm.  

 

 

Astronomical Computing 
by Michael Pendley  

No report this month  

 

Internet Info 
By Michael Pendley  

No report this month 

 

January Trivia Question 

No trivia this month  

Answer  Answer  

 

TAAS to Tour Starfire Optical Range 
by Allan Green  
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Plans have been completed for TAAS Members to tour the Starfire 

Optical Range at Kirtland Air Force Base on the night of March 19th.  

The installation houses the 1.5 and 3.5 meter Telescopes which are 

equipped with adaptive optics that effectively penetrate the Earth's 

atmosphere with results in optical resolution rivaling that of the Hubble 

Space Telescope.  

We'll have a multi-media discussion chaired by Dr. Robert Fugate 

followed by an in-depth tour and demonstration of the facility.  

As in past visits, reservations are severely limited, and we must supply 

the facility with a visitors list on March 8th—one week before the date.  

Please contact Allan Green at 281-6651 for additional information and 

reservations.  

 

 

Messier Marathon 
by Gordon Pegue  

This year's Messier Marathon is scheduled for Saturday night, March 20, at the Society's 

observatory. The requirements are that you prepare yourself with plenty of warm clothing (it can 

get quite chilly), water, and munchies to eat (energy to burn when it gets cold). Certificates of 

recognition will be awarded at the April general meeting for those observers who observe the 

greatest number of Messier objects with binoculars, uncomputerized telescopes and 

computerized telescopes. Past marathons have been highly successful with large crowds and 

plenty of camaraderie. One thought though, make sure to arrive at the observatory well before 

sundown so that you have plenty of time to setup your equipment and get ready.  

The geometry of the moon on the 20th will probably prevent anyone from observing all 110 

objects and M30 is frightfully close to the horizon on the morning of the 21st. Here's the 

rundown on positions (per The Sky software). Remember, Civil twilight is when the sun is 6 

degrees below the horizon.  

20-March-1999  

Sun's RA 23h 59m 37.4s  

Sun's DEC 0d -2m 30s 

Sunset: 6:18 pm 

Sun's azimuth at sunset: 270.6 deg.  

At 6:43 pm (start of civil twilight)  
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M74  

Altitude: 22d 40m  

Azimuth: 273d 50m  

(Sets at: 8:39 pm)  

M77  

Altitude: 26d 45m  

Azimuth: 249d 13m  

(Sets at: 8:59 pm)  

Moon  

Altitude: 35d 47m  

Azimuth: 257d 20m  

(Sets at: 9:47 pm) 

The Moon is above and to the right of M77, above and to the left of M74 and Venus and Saturn 

are very close together in between M77 and M74. 

21-March-1999  

Sunrise: 6:09 am 

Sun's azimuth at sunrise: 89.2 deg. 

At 5:44 am (end of civil twilight)  

M30 

Altitude: 7d 12m 

Azimuth: 125d 1m 

(Rises at: 6:09 am) 

So it looks like M30 will be very difficult to observe. This should not prevent everyone from 

having a great time however, so come on down and enjoy the skies in whatever fashion you 

find enjoyable! 

 

Nearby Stars 

by G.C. Blackwell  

Hello,  

I followed an Astronomical website link to your address, please allow me to introduce our group. 

Nearby Star Observers (NBSO) is a new Special Interest organization that is dedicated to the 

sharing of data and information about the closest stars to our Sun. Our primary study range is 20 

parsec and includes approx. 1300 stars/systems.  

We are trying to reach all who love to view and study the Nearby Stars, Amateurs & 

Professionals—Astronomers & Physicists. This is a wide open area of interest as very few have 

mailto:GCB@nbso.org


chosen to enter it. Internet Resources or even modest Telescope equipment allows one to 

participate in this research. We believe this is a great topic for one to develop a lifelong love and 

passion in.  

We especially encourage Amateurs and Southern Hemisphere inhabitants to join us.  

It would be most helpful if you could bring us to the attention of your membership in any manner 

convenient to yourself. Please check out our website at www.nbso.org.  

Kindest Regards,  

G.C. Blackwell - Director 

Federal Way, WA 

GCB@nbso.org 

www.nbso.org 

 

Trivia Answer  

Back to trivia  

 

Letters to the Editor  

No letters this month  

 

Classified Ads  

For Sale: Cronus digital stopwatch. LED display preserves night vision. Powered by three AA 

batteries. $25. Richard Rast, 505-821-6759, rast@swcp.com.  

For Sale: Spacewalk stamp, denomination 5¢, 1 sheet of 50 $38.50, 4 sheets of 15 each $11.50 

ea; Apollo 8 "In the beginning, God", denomination 6¢, 1 sheet of 50 $15.00; Skylab, 

denomination 10¢, 1 sheet of 50 $10.00; Earth, sun & Landing craft (double stamp) "A decade of 

achievement", denomination 8¢, 10 sheets of 50 $19.00 ea. Lynzie Flynn, 867-1100, 

lflynn@prefer.net  

For Sale: Realistic time and weather dual receiver. Audible time hacks every second or latest 

weather forecast. Powered by standard 9-volt battery. $25. Richard Rast, 505-821-6759, 

rast@swcp.com.  
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Wanted: 1.25 inch eyepieces. I am new to astronomy and just received a used telescope from my 

brother—less eyepieces. I am looking for used good quality 1.25 inch eyepieces in the 12mm-

20mm range. Give me a call if you have extras you would like to sell. Barry King, 505-836-

6044, bking@tvi.cc.nm.us  

Non-commercial ads for astronomy related products listed at no charge for members. To place 

an ad, send a message to the editor at the society PO box or send a message to 

mycall@rt66.com.  

 

TAAS Telescope Loaner Program 
by Dee Friesend and Jason Vargas  

Clik for full  

size image 
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