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January 1998  

 

1   Thu    Jupiter 3 deg. S of the moon 

2   Fri  * UNM Observing 

3   Sat    Moon at perigee 

           Quadrantid Meteor Shower 

4   Sun    Earth at perihelion 

5   Mon    First quarter moon  

           Saturn .2 deg N of the moon 

6   Tue    Mercury at west elongation 

8   Thu  * GNTO Committee meeting 

9   Fri  * UNM Observing 

           Aldeberran .4 deg S of the moon 

10  Sat  * TAAS General Meeting (Elections!!!) - Regener Hall 7pm 

12  Mon    Full moon (10:24 pm MST) 

13  Tue    Los Lunas Elementary School 

15  Thu  * Board meeting 7pm PandA building 

16  Fri  * UNM Observing 

           Venus in inferior conjunction 
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17  Sat  * Astronomy 101 at UNM observatory 

         * Newsletter Input Due 

20  Tue    Mars .2 deg S of Jupiter 

           Last quarter moon 

21  Wed  * Telescope Making Class, 7pm PandA building 

22  Thu    ACOSA Meeting.  See story this issue 

23  Fri  * UNM Observing 

24  Sat  * GNTO Observing 

25  Sun    Moon at apogee 

27  Tue    New moon (11:01 pm MST) 

29  Thu    Asteroid Juno stationary 

           Jupiter and Mars near the moon 

         * GNTO Committee meeting 

30  Fri    Moon at perigee 

         * UNM Observing 

31  Sat  * GNTO Observing 

 

 

February 1998  

 

1   Sun    Saturn 0.6 deg. N of the moon 

2   Mon  * Rio Rancho High School 

           Mercury 2 deg from Neptune 

3   Tue    First quarter moon 

4   Wed    Clyde Tombaugh born 1906 

5   Thu    Aldebaran 0.2 deg from moon 

           Venus stationary 

         * Board meeting 

6   Fri  * UNM Observing 

7   Sat  * TAAS General Meeting - Regener Hall 7pm 

8   Sun    Mercury 1.4 deg from Uranus 

11  Wed    Full moon (3:23 am MST) 

         * Telescope Making Class, 7pm PandA building 

12  Thu    Lincoln's Birthday 

13  Fri  * UNM Observing 

14  Sat    St. Valentine's Day 

         * Newsletter Input Due 

15  Sun    Galileo Galiei born 1564 

           Moon at apogee 

16  Mon    Presidents day 

18  Wed    Clyde Tombaugh discovers Pluto 1930 

         * Telescope Making Class, 7pm PandA building 

19  Thu    Last quarter 

20  Fri  * UNM Observing 

21  Sat  * GNTO Observing 

23  Mon    Venus 1.6 deg from moon 

24  Tue    Neptune & Uranus 3 deg from moon 

25  Wed  * Telescope Making Class, 7pm PandA building 

26  Thu    New moon (10:26 am MST) 

           Solar eclipse 

27  Fri  * UNM Observing 

           Moon at perigee 

28  Sat  * GNTO Observing 

 



NOTES:  

* = official TAAS Event 

TAAS=The Albuquerque Astronomical Society. 

GNTO=General Nathan Twining Observatory. Call Bill Tondreau @263-5949 to confirm. 

SFCC=Santa Fe Community College. Call Brock Parker @ 298-2792 to confirm. 

UNM=UNM Observatory observing nights. Call Brad Hamlin @ 343-8943 to confirm. 

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

All times MST 

 

Astronomy 101 Class to be Offered  

by Robert Williams  

Well, you asked for it and here it is--The Albuquerque Astronomical Society's first Astronomy 

101 night will be held on Saturday, January 17, 1998, at 7:00 pm at the UNM Campus 

Observatory (see map at end of newsletter). This is the first big event for the New Member 

Committee and we hope that this is what those of you who asked for a beginners' night were 

looking for. This event is open to all society members but will be geared towards the beginner 

with definitions, explanations and instruction on basic astronomy and telescopes.  

We will start the night with a slide show by Barry Gordon entitled "Introduction to the 

Universe." Barry will show slides of planets, galaxies, nebulas and many more objects in our 

universe. Barry will define and provide examples of nebulas, open clusters, and other deep sky 

objects. Barry's show will last about 45 minutes and will be both entertaining and informative.  

After Barry's slide show we will have a brief discussion of planaspheres and star charts and how 

to use these helpful sources of information to find constellations and deep sky objects. There 

should be some time for questions and answers before we head outside to work in the night sky.  

When we move outside, we will start by finding constellations, move on to some popular naked 

eye objects, and then work some bright binocular objects. If time allows, we will end the evening 

with basic telescope work--how to find objects with a basic finder scope, how to "star-hop" to 

deep sky objects, and how to find planets.  

Reservations are not required but you can help us staff the event properly by calling me at 

(505)323-0172 or the TAAS Hotline if you are planning to attend. It is likely to be quite cold so 

dress appropriately. We will have coffee and hot chocolate available to help keep the cold away  

I hope to see you there on the 17th. If things go well this will be the first of many Astronomy 101 

nights and may lead to more advanced classes.  
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Presidents Update  

by Mike Pendley  

The January general meeting marks the end of the 1997 administration. Overall, I think we did a 

good job.  

 Membership is up 35% --from 291 to 394.  

 The newsletter has evolved from a good 10 page publication to an even better 16 page 

publication.  

 The Board of Directors developed an events policy to help us from over extending 

society human resources.  

 Even though the society's general fund is down, the overall condition of the treasury is up 

3.6% (we will need to make a few tweaks next year to balance the load).  

 We set personal records for attendance at public events. All totaled, just over 25,000 

people attended TAAS events in 1997 with 13,500 attending what we believe to be the 

world's largest single day star party--Bee-Bop with Hale-Bopp.  

 In February we put the society observatory back on-line and followed up with a major 

site improvement in August. As a result, utilization of the facility has sky rocketed.  

 Those of you that attend the monthly general meeting will agree that attendance is up 

sharply--in large part due to the excellent programs we have provided.  

 TAAS now has a daily presence in the media in the form of the Albuquerque Journal's 

Sky Watch column.  

 TAAS has gained credibility with the media. The press listens to us now when we say we 

are putting on an event. Astronomy Magazine approached us to help them with Astroblast 

(see January `98 President's update).  

 Our Web site has evolved nicely. In November TAAS was named the Albuquerque 

Journal's Web Site of the Week.  

No single person can take responsibility for these accomplishments. Your Board of Directors, 

working as a team with the support of the general membership, is responsible. With that in mind, 

I would like to thank the members of the Board of Directors for their support and the personal 

sacrifices each of them made this year. I would also like to thank the general membership for 

their support. Bringing astronomy to 25,000 people could not have happen without your help.  

Elections for the 1998 Society officers will be held on January 10. I urge you to attend. Our by-

laws require that 20% of the Regular members cast votes for society officers (Family and 

Education members do not have voting rights). If you are not able to attend, please contact me as 

soon as possible and I will mail a proxy ballot to you.  

The officers that will be recommend by the Nominating Committee to the general membership 

were announced at the November board meeting. They are:  

 President Mike Pendley  

 Vice-Pres. George Pellegrino  

 Secretary Robert Williams  
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 Treasurer Ellie Gates  

Clear Skies-Mike  

 
New Members  

On behalf of the Board of Directors and the general membership, I would like to welcome the 

following new members to TAAS:  

Darrell & Rob Barnes  

Santos Borrego  

Patricia Corley  

David Friar  

Rick & Cindy LaBorde  

Ann Murphy  

Stanley Norden  

Elaine & Michael Smiel  

Suzanne Buser  

Alan Mitchell  

We hope your membership in TAAS is pleasant and rewarding. Please contact any board 

member if you have any suggestions or if you would like to become more involved in Society 

activities. Total membership is now 394, up 15 from last month.  

 
Random Acts of Kindness  

Ellie Gates, TAAS Treasurer, provided me with the following list of individual who donated to 

TAAS special funds between 9/11 and 12/11/97. A big thanks to all of you.  

General Fund: $250.95  

 

Alexander Comportie, Roger Geer, Bruce Levin, David Blair, Paul Reifsnyder, Victoria 

Donoghue, Michael Hall, Rick LaBorde, Anna Whitlow, Stephen Snider, Raymond Lent, Robert 

Ortega.  

Observatory Fund: $113.00  

 

Henry Baronsky, Rick Hudson, David Blair, Paul Reifsnyder.  

Education Fund: $55.00  



 

Frederick Weber Jr., David Blair, Paul Reifsnyder.  

 

Board Meeting  

by Robert Williams, Secretary  

The December 11, 1997 Board of Directors meeting was called to order by President Mike 

Pendley at 7:00 pm. In attendance were Kevin McKeown, Robert Williams, Ellie Gates, Allan 

Green, Carl Frisch, Gordon Pegue, Robert Ortega, Ruth Pendley, and George Pellegrino. Also in 

attendance were Barry Gordon and David Sukow.  

November Minutes: Robert Williams read the minutes of the November meeting to the board, 

Gordon Pegue moved to accept the minutes into the record without change, seconded by Robert 

Ortega, voted on and passed.  

Treasurer's Report: Ellie Gates read the condition of the treasury to the board. Total funds on 

deposit were $9,486.21 a decrease of $21.30. Education funds on deposit were $2,631.53 no 

change. Observatory funds on deposit were $5,337.26 an increase of $105.00. General funds on 

deposit were $1,517.42 a decrease of $126.30. For the year, the treasury increased 3.6% 

($336.76) from $9149.45 to $9486.21. The general fund was down 28%, the educational fund 

was up 3.8% and the observatory fund was up 24.3%.  

Observatory Committee: Gordon Pegue said that he did not have a report for the board this 

month. The observatory has not been painted yet due to the cold, and details are still being 

worked out for the upgrade to the telescope.  

UNM Campus Observatory Coordinator: Mike Pendley announced that David Sukow has 

volunteered to take over this position for a while. After a round of applause, David agreed to take 

over in January.  

Membership Committee: There was no official report. Mike announced that membership 

stands at 394, up 15 members this month.  

Awards Committee, Nominating Committee: There was no report from the Awards or 

Nominating committee.  

Planetarium Committee: There was no report.  

LodeStar: Carl Frisch said that John McGraw would like all members of this committee to come 

to a special meeting on Friday if possible. LodeStar is looking for our input on the proposed 

(Grants master plan) site layout. The members of this committee present tonight will meet after 

the board meeting. The committee is Carl Frisch, George Pellegrino, Gordon Pegue, and Lisa 

Wood.  
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Calendar: Carl Frisch posted new dates for the calendar: Saturday, January 17, 1998--

Astronomy 101 Night; Monday, February 2, 1998--Rio Rancho High School; Tuesday, April 14, 

1998--Acoma Elementary School in Sky City; Saturday, May 30, 1998--Chaco Canyon and 

Saturday, September 19, 1998--Chaco Canyon. Kevin McKeown said he will talk to Mitchell 

Elementary School about rescheduling sometime in April. Kevin will also check and see if the E. 

G. Ross Elementary scheduled in February is a mis-scheduled date since we were just there in 

November. Bruce Levin said that he has set Saturday, April 18, 1998 as a tentative Carlsbad trip 

and will verify the date and report back to the board.  

Past Events: Raymond Gabaldon was rained out. Central Elementary had about 300 people and 

was a great night even though it was cold. UNM Campus Observatory on Friday, December 5, 

1997 had about 2000 people show up for the planetary alignment, there were about 9 telescopes 

set up for them.  

Future Events: Brock Parker provided more details of the June Star Party for Astronomy 

Magazine (Astroblast). A committee will be formed to organize this event. Brock also 

announced that we will need to make 2,000-3,000 luminaries (total) for Astroblast and the 

Messier Marathon. Mike said he will talk to Astronomy magazine about buying the luminaries 

for these events.  

Future Meetings: Bruce Levin said that everything is set for the winter potluck, all volunteers 

are organized to set up and things are moving well. Bruce said that since we are a nonprofit 

organization the church does not charge us for the use of the facilities but we have made 

donations to them in the past. Robert Ortega donated $50.00 to the club to donate to the church. 

Carl Frisch moved to match the $50.00 from the general fund, seconded by Gordon Pegue voted 

on and passed. TAAS will donate $100.00 to Heights Cumberland Presbyterian Church for use 

of the facilities. Some of the activities planned are a trivia contest, show & tell, ATM 

demonstrations and the Planetarium. Kevin McKeown said that Dave Blair will talk about 

asteroids at the January meeting and that the election of officers will take place at this time. The 

February meeting is still open.  

Old Business: Mike Pendley announced that the complimentary newsletter list is down from 65 

to about 30. Gordon Pegue complemented the board and officers on a year well done. Ellie Gates 

said she has received some mail that people may be interested in (she then handed it out to those 

who were interested). Ellie also said that she is actively looking for a job after graduation and 

may need to step down as Treasurer and Data Base Manager. George Pellegrino said that if 

anyone is interested in some astronomy share ware they can go to www.psiaz.com/darksky the 

cost is $29.95. Kevin McKeown said that he is thinking of doing a group of Amateur Astronomy 

classes in the future. The board thought that this was a good idea and there will be more 

discussion in the coming months.  

Newsletter assignments were made and the meeting was adjourned at 8:30 pm.  

 

Observatory Committee  



by Gordon Pegue  

No Report this month  

 

December Meeting Recap:1997 Potluck the Best Ever  

by Bruce Levin  

An evening of fun was had by everyone that 

attended our Annual Winter Solstice Potluck 

Dinner on the Saturday evening of 

December 13th. This would not have been 

possible without the help of Bill Tondreau, 

Lisa Wood, Brock Parker, Ruth and Jon 

Pendley, Carl Frisch, Robert Williams, Lee 

Mesibov, Kevin McKeown, and other 

volunteers (who I have forgotten--please 

forgive me for leaving your name(s) off) 

who came early to set up the tables, chairs, 

decorations, inflatable planetarium, and 

displays. We are also grateful to Heights 

Cumberland Presbyterian Church for 

permitting our Society to use their 

gymnasium and kitchen facilities. Last but 

not least, this was a successful event because 

of the Society members and guests that 

attended and the variety of food that was 

shared and those that stayed to help clean 

up. 

 

 TAAS Members work on trivia questions  
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Several telescopes were set up for display and give-away 

books were laid out on a table for the trivia winners. Kevin 

McKeown prepared two trivia quizzes, one for the adults 

and one for the kids (I think that I should have been able to 

take the kid's test). Carl Frisch prepared numerous slides of 

deep sky objects from CCD photos that he had taken--very 

impressive! Kevin used these photos for part of the trivia. 

Mike Pendley set up a lot of his telescope making "stuff". 

After dinner, Mike poured a pitch lap for Robbin Pimbley--

a prolific mirror maker in the Society. Many prospective 

and current telescope makers and interested bystanders 

were impressed by Mike's method and special tool for 

pressing grooves into the lap. Lee Mesibov brought a TV 

news--clip video of the recent daytime bolide that broke up 

in our atmosphere and crashed somewhere in New Mexico 

or West Texas. Kevin was interviewed by the news media 

and gave an excellent report of his observation of this 

occurrence. 

Kevin giving out the trivia answer   

 

Mike Pendley was given a dinner-for-two gift certificate to the Black Angus Restaurant by the 

board on behalf of the members for the selfless and tireless work and sacrifices he has made 

during his last two administrations as President to help TAAS grow in membership and 

activities.  

 



  

Gordon and Bill look at slides while Carl poses  
Robbin shows off his latest home made  

telescope to Lee  

Everyone had a chance to meet fellow members and friends; share food, stories, and talk 

astronomy.  

  

Time to Eat!!!  

 



 

Where is everyone?  

They are inside the planetarium  

listening to Lisa's show  

 

Elections in January  

by Kevin McKeown  

Our first Regular Meeting of 1998 will be on Saturday, January 10th, at 7 pm in Regener Hall, as 

usual. In addition to a great guest speaker, we will hold the annual election of the officers. The 

featured guest will be Dave Blair, one of our own members. Dave recently joined the Society, 

having moved from Pennsylvania to Albuquerque. Dave is a writer, a technical editor, a member 

of Toastmasters, and a very active amateur astronomer. His astronomical expertise is the 

observation, and astrometry of asteroids. Astrometry is the measurement of positions of things in 

the celestial sphere. Dave is going to tell us how he observes asteroids, and what his data is good 

for.  

Following Dave's talk, we will have the very important election of the Society Officers, along 

with other club business. We also have a "show and tell" item to talk about. The usual social 

hour will follow. Don't forget the cookies, and other goodies. We supply the coffee, and tea. A 

map to Regener Hall appears on the back of the newsletter.  

 

Observer's Page  

by Kevin McKeown  

February Musings  

By mid February, the Big Dipper once again becomes a familiar sight in our night sky. After 

nearly four months of hibernation, the Greater Bear--whose brightest stars form the famous Big 

Dipper--can be seen to rise in the northeast by early evening, presumably on a warm, pre-spring 
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night. I suppose those of us who have been stargazing for many years take the Big Dipper for 

granted. This became apparent at some of the school star parties I attended this past autumn. 

Since these fall events were scheduled in the earliest evening, the Big Dipper was invisible, 

being lost somewhere along the northern horizon. Many times I was asked where the Big Dipper 

had gone. On other occasions, young stargazers would grasp for the brightest prominent star 

pattern--usually Cassiopeia--and proclaim this the Big Dipper. Besides Orion, I can't think of 

another star pattern that is so easily recognized by the general public.  

But for as ordinary as the Big Dipper is, extraordinary are its associated trivia. I'll present a few 

examples here. The British of antiquity saw the Big Dipper as a Plough, and even sometimes a 

Wagon. The plough form actually makes good sense: it would be seen to plough straight ahead 

as it churned around Polaris. However, the wagon idea doesn't go over too well with me, because 

diurnal motion would carry such a celestial wagon backwards in the sky. In any case, some kind 

of dipper seems to have been associated with this star pattern. Take for example, the slaves of the 

old American south. They saw the Big Dipper as a drinking gourd. This device (in one form) was 

a hollowed out gourd attached to a stick, whereby the owner could dip water out of a stream, or a 

pond. However, a little insight gives us some additional information: a gourd attached to a long 

stick--one that the handle of the Big Dipper may represent--might have been utilized by a slave 

who would not have been permitted to kneel, or stoop down at any time while he was laboring. 

Furthermore, slaves used the Big Dipper both as a time keeping device, and a compass. They 

knew that when the Big Dipper could once again be seen high up in the sky just after sunset, 

escape to the north--and freedom--could once again be attempted. This would have been late 

February, to March, when winter was coming to a close in the far south. This journey north 

commonly took many weeks, and a fleeing slave would essentially move with springtime's 

natural journey north. He had to move furtively--carefully by night that is--and here the Big 

Dipper was his compass. If he either used the Big Dipper to locate the north star, Polaris, or if he 

simply journeyed in the direction of the Dipper, he could be assured of northerly travel. So, the 

advice "follow the drinking gourd" held the key to freedom.  

I encountered even more bizarre Dipper trivia in a book on the night sky I purchased in a thrift 

shop for the price of 95 cents. In "Our Starland", the author, one Professor Wylie, suggests that 

the origin of the Swastika--the symbol of the German Third Reich--was the Big Dipper. 

Apparently, a Swastika represents the four positions of the Big Dipper, seen in the early evening, 

at the beginning of each season. One branch of the Swastika would be made this way: draw a 

line from Polaris (the center of the Swastika) radially out to the pointers of the Big Dipper. From 

Merak, the southern pointer, draw the line eastward out to Alkaid, the star at the end of the 

handle. Since each season represents a 90 degree turn (4 x 90 degrees = 360 degrees) in the 

position of the Big Dipper, there are four arms, and when added together, they make a Swastika. 

By the way, I should add some additional Swastika notes to the discussion. First, there are two 

Swastika symbols: the one just constructed, and its mirror image. It so happens that the Swastika 

of the Third Reich is the Swastika I just constructed. Let's call this the "counterclockwise" 

Swastika, because this is the way this Swastika wants to turn. Note: this is the way the stars 

move around the north pole. I wondered, could the mirror image better represent the position of 

the Big Dipper? Alas, after considering both Swastikas, it seems that the counterclockwise 

Swastika does symbolize the four Dipper positions best. In fairness, according to my 

Pennsylvania "Dutch" relatives, the Swastika was an old German symbol for good luck. In fact, 



my grandmother claimed that the Nazi's "reversed" the original (clockwise) Swastika. In any 

case, prior to the Third Reich, a Swastika was just a curious motif. By the way, a ghost town in 

New Mexico was named "Swastika". Upon the rise of the German National Socialists, the 

townspeople in 1940 changed the name of their town to "New Brilliant", after an older, nearby 

ghost town called Brilliant. New Brilliant (Swastika) disappeared in 1954. Photos of the town of 

Swastika show its buildings adorned with counterclockwise Swastikas. In any event, I have a 

suspicion that the Swastika has very deep symbolism. Possibly it represents the timeless spinning 

and orbiting earth. But perhaps it represents the timelessness of the universe. But now it is the 

timeless symbol of evil, no matter whose mirror you view it in.  

Artemis Occults SAO 134036!  

On the morning of December 4th, 1997, I witnessed a very striking occultation of the magnitude 

6.0 star designated SAO 134036 by the faint asteroid 105 Artemis. I got word of the event when 

Bruce Levin E-Mailed (on the evening of the 3rd) the latest updates of the narrow "eclipse path". 

The very latest astrometry from the International Occultation Timing Ass'n (IOTA) placed the 80 

mile wide path much closer to Albuquerque than indicated in the February '97 issue of Sky and 

Telescope. In fact, Rio Rancho was probably right on the southern edge of the graze event. That 

night Bruce Levin and I headed northwest of Bernalillo into some very cold, frosty weather. 

Bruce set up at San Ysidro, and I observed from the Zia Pueblo exit of State Rte 44. Bruce was 

closer to the center line.  

It took only about five minutes for me to get the 10 inch reflector set up. The event was due for 

just after 5:06 am MST. I easily found the star--a bright one--just west of Messier 50. I was 

recording WWV time signals into my tape recorder. I began watching carefully at 5:03 am. Then 

5:06:00 beeped. 5:06:30. Did we miss it? Then at 5h 06m 34.6s am MST the star instantly went 

out! Blackness! But then wait . . . the star began to come back in about two seconds later! "Was 

this a graze event?", I thought. Then, 3.2 seconds later, the full 6 magnitudes of SAO 134036 

popped back in! A second or so later, the star flickered! What was happening? I'm confused!  

I rushed back to pick up Bruce. By now, dawn had begun. Perhaps he could explain what I had 

seen. But alas, Bruce missed the event--I've promised to let him explain why. After I got home, I 

began to think about what I had seen. Since the star was indicated as a double, my first thought 

was that I had seen the light of the primary star wink out, leaving behind a faint companion. But 

then it "dawned" on me. When SAO 134036 winked out, it was the asteroid itself I had 

observed! Since the primary star was so bright, my eyes needed about 2 seconds to recover, to 

pick up the 13th magnitude Artemis. And the flicker--if indeed real--was the occultation of the 

star by a companion asteroid (quite possible!) although the poor seeing that night could have 

produced the flicker. In any case, this occultation was quite remarkable, although my timings 

don't seem to be to meaningful given the large errors in a three second timing.  

Updates  

Did you get to see all five naked eye planets at once in the southwest after sunset this early 

December? It was quite impressive! Even Mercury was fairly easy on the evenings of December 

5th and 6th. . . . Many of you saw the really nice occultation of Saturn by a gibbous moon on the 



night of December 8 - 9, 1997, although it was raw and windy, and the seeing was poor. That the 

moon was just past half full added to the impressiveness of the event. Even only one minute 

before ingress, I found that I could use a telephone pole to block the light of the moon, and see 

Saturn hanging just off the moon's dark limb. Barry Gordon saw egress, but I was too cold to go 

back out for the second half. . . . The Aldebaran occultation of December 12 - 13 was also very 

nice! Even one day before full, there remained enough of a dark limb on the moon such that 

Aldebaran winked out at a dark edge. I did not time the event as WWV could not be received.  

GNTO November 29-30, 1997  

This was a very rewarding GNTO night! The weather was cool, to cold, but not unbearable. The 

sky was very clean and dark. Mostly we concentrated on autumn galaxy clusters, and these were 

beautiful in the larger scopes. The great majority of these galaxies are not even plotted in Tirion. 

NGC 178 and 210 in Cetus represented the brightest members of a galaxy field. These were 

recovered in my 10 inch reflector, but Gordon's 20 inch showed several more companions. NGC 

450, 547, and 541 were seen as the brightest members of a narrow field of at least 12 galaxies in 

Cetus. NGC 450 is the only one plotted in Tirion, and it is faint in the 10 inch. These galaxies 

were impressive in Gordon's 20 inch!!! Another group or cluster centered on NGC 524, in 

Pisces. At least 5 companion galaxies were noted, and many were impressive lenticulars or edge 

ons--also gorgeous and somewhat eerie in the larger scopes. To really make the evening, a 

tremendous bolide flashed down in the southwestern sky at 11:15 pm (see next section). Gordon 

Pegue, Jeff Bender, Alejandra Valderrama, Bill Tondreau, Carl Frisch, Peter Eschman, Robbin 

Pimbley, and others attended.  

Another Bolide!  

Twining Observatory, November 29, 1997, 11:15 pm MST. I had just had a great look at 

globular M 79, Lepus, in Gordon's Pegue's 20 inch. As I turned around to announce this to the 

others present, I became aware of someone shining a green flashlight beam into my face! But 

who? Why so rude? Who was coming up from the south of Twining? As I got my glasses 

adjusted, it became clear what it was: in the southwest sky, a full moon bright, bluish green 

bolide was gracefully falling towards the horizon! This meteor consisted of a small dazzling ball 

of light that trailed a red "fire" from behind. The meteor lit the entire southern sky over Twining 

with an eerie greenish light, much the way a lightening flash lights up the sky. It easily cast 

shadows. It began at a point about 52 degrees high in the west southwest, and traveled 

downwards, with slight eastward motion, to a point 17 degrees high in the exact southwest. The 

meteor definitely faded somewhat towards its endpoint, but its light was otherwise uniform. 

There was no terminal flash, or disintegration. We did not hear any noises, either during, or after 

the event. I estimate the peak magnitude as minus 11 to minus 12--perhaps slightly less than that 

of a full moon. The angular velocity was slow, perhaps 25 kilometers/second, and the entire 

meteor lasted about 2 to 3 seconds. It was clearly less swift than the big bolide of October 9th, 

1997. Persons living in the Silver City to Reserve area, and within the central Black Range of 

New Mexico, would have seen this meteor overhead! (This is in the middle of nowhere!) Given 

the beginning and endpoints, along with the fact the meteor faded somewhat as it neared its 

endpoint, suggests the object was traveling away from Twining Observatory to the southwest. 

Unfortunately, none of the others at GNTO had any good look at this meteor. My insistence (as I 



faced southwest) that they take a look at M 79, caused them to face me, looking to the north. 

Sorry gang!  

 

What's Up for February  

by Kevin McKeown  

In the daytime, on February 1st, from about 12 noon to 1 pm MST, the moon slides just below 

the planet Saturn. Spot the crescent moon with the naked eye, and with a telescope, use the moon 

to locate Saturn. On the early morning of the 23rd, watch the moon rise very close to Venus at 

about 4:15 am. By 9 am MST, Venus and the moon are at closest approach. Use the moon to 

locate Venus for this daytime event. On February 26th, in the late morning, a small partial 

eclipse occurs for us locally. See Sky & Telescope, or Astronomy for details. Observe with 

caution!  

 

 

by Bruce Levin  

This month we introduce a new column--Ask the Experts. Bruce Levin has graciously 

volunteered to get answers to your questions by tracking down the appropriate TAAS expert. 

Send your questions to the TAAS P.O. box, call the hotline, or send the editor some e-mail. 

Question: The ads for telescopes I have been looking at mention things like f/8 or f/6. What does 

this mean and why do I care?  

Answer: The focal ratio or f/ratio or f/number of a telescope is the ratio of the focal length 

(distance from the mirror to the focus) to the diameter of the mirror. For example, if a 6 inch 

telescope has a focal length of 48 inches it has a focal ratio of f/8 (48 divided by 6 = 8).  

Telescopes with small f/numbers (e.g. f/4 or f/5) are referred to as "fast" telescopes. Telescopes 

with large f/numbers (e. g. f/8 or f/10) are referred to as "slow" telescopes. The terms fast and 

slow come from photography and refer to the relative time it takes to expose film with a given 

lens. Fast telescopes have steeper light cones than slow telescopes. That is, the cone of light that 

begins at the mirror and ends at the eyepiece has steeper sides. Because of this, the secondary 
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mirror of a fast telescope is larger (as a percent of aperture) than a slow telescope because the 

diameter of the light cone at the intercept point is larger. This larger central obstruction decreases 

the amount of light that hits the primary mirror and increases diffraction effects.  

Fast optical systems have more coma than slow telescopes (the tendency for stars at the edge of 

the field of view to look like little dashes), are more fussy about collimation, have a shallower 

depth of focus (which can be dealt with by using a precision focuser), and give the best views 

when eyepieces that can accept the wide light cone are used.  

Fast telescopes are not all bad though. For a given aperture size, fast systems are physically 

smaller (shorter and lighter) and can offer wide field views of the skies.  

How do you pick between a fast or slow telescope? Ask yourself what you want to do with it and 

how you will transport it. If your primary use is planetary observations (high power, high 

contrast, high resolution) then a large f/number is preferred. If low power wide field views are 

desired or the length of the telescope must be kept short, then a fast telescope is preferred.  

 

 

Th

e  

 Kids

'  

  Corner  

by Lindsay     

Special guest writer this month is Jon Pendley, age 13. If you would like to contribute, send a 

story to the editor.  
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On December 5, I went to UNM with my dad 

to help out. He said he expected alot of 

people because of the planetary alignment. I 

asked him if that meant all the planets were in 

a line. He said no but it would look like they 

were. I said I did not understand so he drew 

me a picture. I redrew it on our computer for 

this story. The drawing is not scaled right and 

I put Neptune last because right now it is. The 

Earth is at the top. You can see that some 

planets are close and some are far away but if 

we pretend they are all the same distance (the 

line at the bottom) they look like they are in a 

line. Pluto looks like it is close to the Sun and 

Saturn looks like it is far away from the Sun. 

It is kind of an optical illusion. What is 

special is the fact that they are all on the same 

side of the sun and all bunched up. 

 

 

No report this month  

 

Internet Info  

by Michael Pendley  

No Report this month  

 

UNM Campus Observatory Report  

12/5 

What a night this was. All 3 local TV stations and radio station KHFM publicized the 

fact that TAAS would be at the UNM Campus Observatory. Channels 13 and 7 

broadcasted live from the observatory (Brock was on channel 13 ) and channel 4 

broadcast a taped interview with Ellie Gates. The observatory opened at 5 pm (instead of 
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the usual 7 pm) to give visitors a look at Mercury (which set just after 6 pm) The seeing 

was great at sunset and seemed to improve all night. By 11 pm--when the last of the 

visitors left--the Cassini division in Saturn's ring was very easy to see. The crowd was 

estimated to be 2000. Docents were kept busy until 10:30-11:00. Comments from the 

kids that looked at Venus were fun. Venus and the Moon were in about the same phase 

and many kids thought we were trying to fool them! 

12/12 

The weather was cold and the sky was clear. Seeing was good but not as good as last 

week. Total attendance was about 100. Once again, the planets were the popular targets. 

We all packed up and went home after the Aldebaran occultation started. 

12/19 
Closed for the UNM sponsored docent Pizza Night. Winds were strong so viewing 

would have been difficult. 

12/26 The skies finally cleared but the observatory was closed for the holidays. 

Docents this month were (in random order) Carl Frisch; Mike, Jon, and Ruth Pendley; Rick 

Feature (did I remember right?) with his new (and really cool) C-11; Brock Parker; Jay Harden; 

Carol Baker; Brad Hamlin; Kevin McKeown; Robin Pimbley; Sam Norris; Michael Pulsis; 

Alejandra Valderrama; and Jay Rowse.  

Did we leave your name off our UNM or School docent list? Its dark and easy to do. If so, we 

will give you a prize if you call the TAAS Hot Line and tell us. Why not join us on Friday 

nights. The schedule is on pages 4-5. A telescope is not necessary but if you have one, bring it. 

Enjoy some fellowship and many descriptive adjectives from the visiting viewers.  

 

School Star Party Update  

Winter takes its tole on school star parties. This month TAAS only had two schools scheduled 

and one was snowed out. Things will pick up around March so get ready!  

December 2-Tome Elementary. Snowed out  

December 9-Central Elementary (Belen). Approximately 300 people attended this last school 

star party of 1997. Robert Williams and Lisa Wood provided 5 planetarium shows to 100 people. 

Mike Pendley provided two slide shows to about 60 people. Skies were dark and seeing was fair. 

The staff and students at Central were outstanding and took good care of the docents.  

The funniest line came from one of the younger students while talking to Brock Parker:  

Student: Are you a scientist?  

Brock: No  

Student: Are you famous ?  

Brock: No  

Student: You mean if I get your autograph it won't be worth anything?  



Brock That's right  

Student: That's OK . . . will you sign my hat anyway?  

Docents this month (in random order) were Ruth Pendley, Brock Parker, Carl Frisch, Linda 

Hixon, Mike Pendley, Kevin McKeown, Robert Williams, and Lisa Wood.  

 

Project Starshine--Your All Invited!!!  

by Sheila Acklin  

The January 22nd meeting of ACOSA (Albuquerque Chapter of the Optical Society of America) 

will be held at Wyndham Garden Hotel, 6000 Pan American Frwy at 6:00 pm.  

Professor. Gilbert R. Moore will speak about PROJECT STARSHINE (see abstract below). This 

is a dinner meeting with a portion of the cost of each meal going to the project. For meal choices, 

and other information please call Sheila Acklin or Glenda Green at (505) 342-1100.  

Abstract. U.S. high school and middle school students are building and polishing a spherical, 

mirrored Starshine spacecraft for launch by NASA into a 51.6 degree, 390 km (220 NM), 

circular orbit from a Space Shuttle Hitchhiker canister in December 1998. Following the 

spacecraft's ejection into an independent orbit, sunlight reflected from its 1000 mirrors will be 

visually observed during pre-dawn and post-sunset twilight intervals by international students 

during its planned six-month orbital lifetime in a project designed to teach these students how to 

measure the density of Earth's atmosphere at Space Station altitudes. The project is being 

cosponsored by the Rocky Mountain NASA Space Grant Consortium and the NASA 

Headquarters Department of Education.  

For more information, visit PROJECT STARSHINE: http://www.azinet.com/starshine  

 

The November Meeting Recap  

by Kevin McKeown  

The November 15th Regular meeting was called to order by Mike Pendley at 7 pm. We 

immediately got underway with our featured guest speaker, Dr. Horton Newsom of the 

University of New Mexico's Meteoritics Department. Horton is an expert on Martian 

geomorphology (surface features) and geochemistry. He first gave a synopsis of what was known 

about the red planet prior to the recent Pathfinder mission. This included results from the Viking 

missions, and the analysis of meteorites whose origin is Mars. Mars' surface shows older, heavily 

cratered areas, younger plains or plateaus that show few craters, faulted and rift zone features, 

and volcanic terrain, which includes the region where the "Face on Mars" is located. Mars has 

polar caps of dry ice--frozen carbon dioxide. Mars' surface shows apparent valley channels, 
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where rivers flowed, and older valley networks or outwash channels that appear to have resulted 

from different processes, perhaps groundwater breakouts. Thus, there is much evidence that 

Mars was very watery in its early history.  

From the results of the Viking mission, it became apparent that pieces of Mars actually existed 

here on earth, all along. These Martian meteorites number about twelve total. The most famous is 

called Allen Hills 84001. Isotope geochemistry, and isotope dating tells us it was constituted as a 

rock perhaps 4.5 billion years ago, weathered at Mars' surface 3.6 billion years ago, blasted off 

Mars' surface in an asteroid impact perhaps 15 million years ago, swept up by earth 13,000 years 

ago, and finally found on Antarctic ice in 1984! This meteorite is remarkable for curious 

bacteria-like structures associated with fractures, and low temperature minerals such as 

carbonates. These features argue for the presence of simple life on Mars, even if it existed 3.6 

billion years ago. Some work done on this meteorite at UNM suggests that the features seen in 

this rock are not the result of life processes--the temperatures were too high (500 to 600 degrees 

F.) Biologists seem to agree with UNM's results--they argue that the structures are too small to 

be bacteria. However, there is still much work to be done on this incredible meteorite.  

Horton next described the results of the Pathfinder mission. This mission was designed to send a 

mobile X-ray fluorescence analyzer across a rocky outflow channel on Mars. Pathfinder would 

sidle up to interesting boulders and cobbles-- Barnacle Bill and Yogi were two of these rocks-- 

and determine a chemical analysis of the boulder. The chosen landing site was believed to have a 

good variety of rock samples, and it turns out that this was the case. Some of the rocks (e.g. 

Yogi) Pathfinder analyzed were quite rich in silica, and appear to be andesite, a type of 

continental volcanic rock common here on earth. Andesite is a fairly evolved type of magmatic 

rock, and if present on Mars, it suggests that Mars once had advanced magmatism. In the 

Pathfinder landing area, most of the rocks appear to be flood deposits, but lighter terrain seems to 

be actual bedrock. Caliche-- a carbonate rich soil-- appears to exist, and many of the darker rocks 

seem to be ejecta derived from the nearby volcanic hills, called Twin Peaks.  

Horton then concluded with a discussion of the specific research he is doing on Mars, which 

deals with ancient hydrothermal processes, and chemical transport on Mars. Martian craters, 

either volcanic, or impact, play a major role in these processes, (Martian cratering is Horton's 

expertise). Horton described one model whereby an ancient meteoric impact could generate an 

ice capped, water filled crater lake underlain by a hot magma body. Here, hydrothermal 

processes can be expected to be very interesting, and complex. Horton is also researching the 

nature and toxicity of Martian dust, in the event astronauts ever journey to the Red planet.  

We next had a question and answer session, followed by the observer's report, and 

announcements. Kevin McKeown won the trivia contest and Linda Hixon won the Waldo 

challenge. The usual social hour concluded a very good meeting. Thanks again, Dr. Newsom, for 

the very informative talk.  

 

The February Meeting  



by Kevin McKeown  

The TAAS Regular meeting of Saturday, February 7th will be held in Regener Hall at 7 pm. 

Tonight we hope to have Elinor Gates, of the University of New Mexico's Physics and 

Astronomy Department. Ellie, our current Treasurer, is just finishing up a Ph.D. on the 

photometry of distant galaxies. Hopefully, by February, she can tell us about the results of her 

work. If Ellie is not able to speak, I promise another very good speaker! Also tonight, the 

winners of the Dobson and Isengard Awards will be announced! The usual social hour follows 

the talk and the announcements. Don't forget to bring the goodies. A map to Regener Hall, on 

UNM Campus, appears on the back of the Sidereal Times.  

 

A Just-Barely-Eclipse of the Sun  

by Barry Gordon  

On February 26, 1998, there will be a so-called total eclipse of the sun (actually an occultation), 

visible across parts of the Pacific and South America and much of the Caribbean. A rather large 

number of people will travel thousands of miles to be within the path of totally, but an even 

larger number will not. A great many of the latter will experience a so-called partial eclipse, the 

magnitude of which will depend upon how close they are to the path of totality.  

Unfortunately, Albuquerque is not very close to the path of totality; in fact, we come within a 

whisker of missing the thing altogether. At its peak, only about 1.5% of the sun's diameter--about 

0.2% of its surface area--will be covered by the moon; that's just a very tiny notch moving along 

the sun's lower edge. It will begin at 9:54 am MST and end at 10:22 am MST--reaching its 

maximum at 10:08 am MST. All in all, it will not be very impressive to watch; in fact, if you 

were not alerted ahead of time, you would be totally unaware that anything was going on.  

Be Careful This can be Dangerous  

Observing an eclipse of magnitude this small will be, for all practical purposes, exactly the 

same as observing the uneclipsed sun. If you plan to do it, you must take all the precautions 

that are required for solar observing. If you have any doubts at all about how that's done, 

find out from someone who knows. The eyesight you save will be your own.  

 

Saturn Occultation Observation  

by Barry Gordon  

We are all quite aware of the fact that nothing in the heavens is stationary--everything is in 

motion with respect to everything else. But the universe functions on such a grand time scale that 

all of this motion is quite undetectable by the human eye. Most of the time.  
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Every now and again, something up there moves across our line of sight to something else, 

giving us an opportunity to actually watch a bit of "the universal clockwork" do its thing. These 

events are called occultations (unless they involve the sun and moon, when they are universally 

but incorrectly called eclipses). Most of the occultations that we can observe involve our moon 

and some star in our night sky. Quite a bit less frequent, but quite a bit more interesting to watch, 

are those that involve our moon and one of our sister planets.  

The night of December 8-9, 1997 brought a cold wave to our area. But it also brought a break in 

the considerable cloudiness we had been having. And it presented us with a fine occultation of 

Saturn, showpiece of the solar system, by the 10-day-old waxing gibbous moon.  

From my home in Placitas Trails, on NM-165 about two miles east of I-25, the sky was mostly 

clear with widely scattered low clouds. And cold. While I am far from being an experienced 

observer, in my opinion, the seeing was pretty poor. In my 4" f/8 refractor, at 90x, there was 

quite a bit of motion visible in the image. On the plus side, despite the gibbous phase, by shifting 

most of the moon out of the field, I was able to see the edge of the dark side quite distinctly, as it 

slowly but inexorably advanced upon the ringed planet ahead of it.  

At about 28 minutes past midnight, Saturn started to disappear behind the dark edge of the moon. 

I was far too busy watching--and shivering--to bother with any watches, but my guesstimate is 

that the whole process took a bit less than a minute.  

Not quite an hour later, again right on schedule at about 1:24 AM, the edge of Saturn's ring 

peeped out from behind the moon's sunlit edge. (No, I did not stay out there for the whole time; 

I'm only stupid, not crazy.) By this time, they were getting well on toward the western horizon, 

and the seeing had gone from pretty poor to just awful. In addition, for me at least, the bright 

edge reappearance was just not as dramatic as the dark edge disappearance had been.  

But--crescent or gibbous, hot weather or cold, good seeing or bad--next time there's a chance to 

watch the moon do its thing with Saturn, count me in.  

 

Staff Position at The University of Arizona  

Job Title: Staff Technician  

Salary: Open  

The University of Arizona will recruit for this position in January, 1998. The Staff technician 

will operate a Large Optics Generator (LOG) for the fabrication of 6.5 and 8.4 meter glass 

telescope primary mirrors located in the Steward Observatory Mirror Lab. This position will 

require flexibility in work hours and is intended for afternoon shift (2 pm to 10 pm) but may 

require individual changing to morning shift (7 am to 2 pm) with possible week-ends. Ability to 

work various shifts is required and not negotiable. Candidate must have completed a two year 

technical vocational or college program in the field of expertise with emphasis on math, science, 

engineering or technology AND six years of broadly diversified experience in a variety of 



positions involved with complex applied technology such as science projects, aerospace, nuclear 

power or sophisticated instruments; OR  

Eight years of broadly diversified experience in a variety of positions involved with complex 

applied technology such as science projects, aerospace, nuclear power or sophisticated 

instruments; OR Any equivalent combination of experience, training and/or education approved 

by The U of A Human Resources Department.  

We prefer that the candidate have two years optical fabrication experience and six years of 

varied/diversified technical experience. This is a full-time position with full benefits package. 

Interested applicants may contact Neal T. Dorschel, Recruiter, with questions regarding the 

opening date of the job, the application process, etc.  

dorschel@u.arizona.edu  

(520) 626-4692 -Voice  

(520) 626-5066 -fax  

 

Deep Sky Alignment Device Advertisement  

I received the following e-mail about a new deep sky object finder. TAAS cannot be responsible 

for any problems associated with this offer. We are simply passing on information as a service to 

our members. The return address of the e-mail message was Daniel W. Harlow, k@ezlink.com. -

-editor  

. . . This message concerns one of our new products, the Tippmann Deep Space Navigator (T-

NAV). It is a mechanical telescope alignment device used for centering telescopes on deep space 

objects. It utilizes see-through image disks which superimposes a red circle around the 

surrounding guide stars of a selected deep space object; a different disk for each object. It is 

accurate to one-half a degree and requires no computers or motorized components. It is simple, 

easy to use, and is a great teaching tool. If you are interested in reviewing the T-NAV, please go 

to http://www.ezlink.com/~martyt If you have any further questions, please feel free to contact 

me at my office at (970) 663-0051.  

Respectfully,  

Daniel W. Harlow  

Genesis Factor  

Sales Director  

e-mail : k@ezlink.com  

 

Herschel 400 Guide Advertisement  
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I received the following e-mail about a new Herschel 400 guide. TAAS cannot be responsible for 

any problems associated with this offer. We are simply passing on information as a service to our 

members. The return address of the e-mail message was saber@revealed.net. --editor  

Now Available: The Observer's Guide to the Herschel 400. Includes search sequences, guide 

stars, coordinates, observer's log--and more! An excellent tool for the deep sky enthusiast and a 

must-have for those attempting the Astronomical League's Herschel 400 Observe Program. 218 

pages. Only $19.95 +$3.00 shipping. Send check or money order to:  

S. J. Martens  

c/o SaberStar Productions  

4343 16th St. Suite 102  

Moline, IL 61265  

 

Classified Ads  

For Sale: 1988 Meade 826-C Newtonian reflector, German equatorial mount with clock drive. 

Excellent 8" f/6 mirror. 8x50 finder scope. 2" rack and pinion focuser with 1.25" adapter. Asking 

$595. Call Jeff Bender at 293-4868  

For Sale: 8-in, 71-in F.L. (f/8.875) reflector w/simple mount (no brand name), $100 minimum. 

Rack-and-pinion focuser and eyepiece negotiable. For more information, call Bob McMurtrie, 

281-0306.  

For Sale: Aruba Eclipse Cruise. Feb 21-28, 1998. Fly to San Juan PR from ABQ, take the Dawn 

Princess cruise ship to various ports of call. Then either disembark at Aruba or stay on ship to 

view the total eclipse on Feb 26. $2058 for one person. Contact Jeff Bender ASAP in interested 

at 293-4868.  

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.  


