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Star Points for March 2010  

ñThe Big Thawò 
by Curtis Roelle 

 

Now that the drifted banks of snow ð our souvenirs of this winterôs blizzards ð are 

slowly melting away, letôs turn our thoughts to what sights await us in the night sky.  If 

itôs a clear night, why not step outside for some fresh cool air and see what youôve 

been missing? You donôt need a telescope for this tour. 

 

Ever since the winter solstice in December, the sun has been riding higher in the sky 

each day and the nights are growing shorter. In early March the sun sets shortly after 

6:00 p.m.  If you have a clear view of the western horizon, without any obstructing 

trees or buildings, make a note of where the sun sets along the horizon.  At 6:30 p.m., 

30 minutes after sunset, come back out and have a look very low on the western 

horizon and see if you can spot the brilliant planet Venus.  As March goes on, the 

planet climbs higher in the evening twilight. 

 

By 7 p.m. the sky should be getting dark enough for the brighter stars to appear. You 

may be familiar with the standard winter constellations such as Orion and Taurus.  But 

in other cultures these same stars take on new meanings. 

 

Tonight the buffalo roams the sky in the form of the Lakota Sioux Native American 

constellation called the Bison.  Start by looking south and locating the constellation 

Orion.  Orionôs belt is the spine of the Bison.  Betelgeuse and Rigel, the bright stars 

above and below the belt, mark the location of the left and right rib cages. 

 

Using the belt stars as pointers, follow them eastward (left) to the very bright star 

Sirius, located in the constellation Canis Major, the great dog. Sirius marks the end of 

the Bisonôs tail. 

 

Then using the belt stars as pointers once again, follow them (right) westward and up a 

little bit to the north, going about the same distance as Sirius is from the belt.  Youôll 

see the star Aldebaran in the constellation Taurus, the bull.  Although not as bright as 

Sirius, Aldebaran has a distinct yellowish-orange cast to it.  Aldebaran marks the 

Bisonôs neck hump.              (Continued on page 3) 

February Meeting:  Wednesday, March 10, 2010, at 7:30 p.m. 
 

Speaker: Former WASI member and PhD candidate Eric Winter will be speaking 

about gamma-ray bursts and the Fermi mission. 
 

WASI Observing 
Next WASI Observing Weekend:  Friday, March 19 and/or Saturday, March 20 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                     
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Presidentôs Message for March  

by Erich Bender 

 

SPRING!! It ôs o ne word that makes everybody smile. Long days and short nights are 
right around the corner. Forget the stupid groundhog and what he says. I ought to 

feed hi m to my Jack Russell. When does spring really begin? The calendar states that 
it begins on March 20 th at 1:32 p.m.  The Farmers ô Almanac has the same date. No 

matter what Phil sees, it will always be six more weeks of winter. My official start of 
spring is when they run the Daytona 500 and Frontier B ar -B-Q opens up in Fairfield, 
PA. Smoked ribs and high -octane action are the start of my spring. March is always a 

month of surprises. With the weather being a major player in the days of March, it is 
hard to dec ide what to wear most of the time. Just in case , I am keeping my snow 

boots ready.  
 
The winter is behind us for the most part , and the c onstellations are changing 

positions in the sky for the summer mont hs ahead. It is always a bitter sweet event to 
see Or ion leave the sky. Orion has to be one of my favorites. The Great Orion Nebula 

is one of the best objects I observe regularly. It never ceases to provide me with 
enjoyment. Every time I look at it I always find some new crease or finger evolving 
from the g as. It is one of those objects that people enjoy seeing in a ôscope. Since I do 

not have a super ôscope for those objects fa rther out, I make do  with my little ETX -90 
and stay in my neighborhood of the solar system for the most part.   

 
This month will hav e some good viewing to be seen. Mars is still good for viewing , and 

Saturn will be at its best on the 21 st  at  magnitude  0.5 . Th is will make it one of the top 
five  most visible objects in the sky. Look for Venus to make its mark in the  sky as the 
evening st ar toward  the end of the month.  

 
Spring also means that we can finally get started on the much - talked -about 

observatory. Once it gets started and things happen , I think we all will feel much 
better. I for one really want to see this get done. Westminster A stronomical Society 
will be the standard that other clubs should strive to be.  

 
With the upcoming year in front of us, look for more member events to be scheduled 

and more club -based projects. We are getting more stuff donated to the club. I have 
been giv en three telescopes that are in need of some serious cleaning and 
adjustments but should prove to be useful. One is a homemade 6 - inch reflector on a 

home made equatorial mount. It is amazing what some people can do. Norm Lewis , the 
weather man , gave us a re ally nice pier to mount our big Mea de on. Malcom  and I met 

him and loaded it up one Saturday. What a super -nice guy. We really thank him for his 
donation. Look at the club calendar for the SWAT cleanup dates and other events like 
Taneytownôs ñSwing into Spring ,ò for which the city has been so kind as to give us a 

spot in front of the police station again this year for no charge! Yea small town 
America! Feel free to help out if you want to.  

 
(Continued on page 3) 
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Star Points, cont. 
 

Continuing past Aldebaran the same distance Aldebaran is from the belt, youôll come to a small 

knot of stars know to the Lakota as the Seven Girls, also known as the Seven Sisters and, by 

astronomers, as the Pleiades star cluster. The Pleiades mark the location of the Bisonôs wooly 

head. 

 

So now youôve learned a new constellation. Not one of the ñofficialò 88, but an important one in 

American culture.  

 

Now let us look for some more naked-eye planets.  Nearly straight overhead around 9 p.m. is the 

planet Mars. It is distinguished by its unique ruddy orange color.  Mars was at its closest to Earth 

in late January.  Although itôs now dimming a little, it remains easily visible.  

 

The final planet on our tour is Saturn, rising in the east-southeast.  It will look whitish-yellow and 

will be fainter than Mars.  You may be able to confirm itôs really Saturn by using a pair of 

binoculars to spot the elongation of the rings.  If you have a telescope, this would be a good time to 

get it out.  Of course, you may wish to wait an hour or two for Saturn to climb higher in the sky, 

where there will be less atmosphere between the telescope and Saturn to distort the view. 

 

ñStar Pointsò by Curtis Roelle appears in the Carroll County Times on the first Sunday of each 

month.  Visit the website at http://www.starpoints.org or send email to StarPoints@gmail.com. 

Presidentôs Message, cont. 
 

Not to be bringing politics into the club, but please let your elected  officials know how 
you feel about NASA and the current budget plan. We nee d to keep our space program 

alive and kicking. Putting it all on the private industry is a mistake. We need NAS A to 
just focus and get that ô60 s space feeling back to the public once again. I remember 
back in ô69 when we walked on the Moon. Even though I was a wee lad then, I felt 

proud to be an American. Star Trek was becoming reality and I had visions of traveling 
to the Moon in my thirties. Well I am almost 50 and am still waiting. Not that I feel 

ripped off or anything, but come on, it is only 250 thous and miles away. My Ford 
Explorer has enough miles on it to have been to the Moon and part of the way back. 
We need space travel. We need hotels on the Moon. We need to explore the ñFinal 

Frontier .ò Other than the great depths of the oceans , there is not mu ch else for us to 
explore. Humans have a need to see what is out there. To expand our knowledge and 

understanding of our place in the cosmos. I know that it has risks, but we are risk 
takers. Yes , things will happen and we will learn from them. But to not even try is the 
biggest risk of them all.  

 
ôTil  next month, Clear Skies!!  
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Messier Marathon   March 13 at BBNC. Please arrive before dusk to set up. 

Bring enough food and drink for the entire night. 

 

WASI Member Observing Weekend   March 19 & 20 at BBNC 

 

Planetarium Show   March 20, 7:30 p.m., at BBNC 

 

Towson University Planetarium Grand Opening   March 27 at 8 p.m. in 

Smith Hall, room 326. Free event. Physics Nobel Laureate John Mather will speak at 8 p.m. on 

the theme ñFrom the Big Bang to Life and the End of the Universe.ò Dr. Mather led the team 

responsible for confirming the Big Bang theory with the Cosmic Background Explorer or COBE 

satellite in 1992. (The red and blue spots in the image below shows the sky over Smith Hall as it 

would be seen by COBEôs microwave eyes. Those spots are the primordial density fluctuations 

from which the galaxies formed.) After the talk there will be free planetarium shows, telescope 

viewing, and other activities for families and all those who are curious about their place in the 

universe. 

 Photo courtesy Towson University Department of Physics, Astronomy & Geosciences 

Observing and Events in March 
Stephen Reisinger, Observing Chair 
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In Memoriamé 

My Memories of Ron Smith 
by Paul Henze 

 

Ron and I shared a lot of time together over the 38-year span that I knew him.  We met on 

December 30, 1971, at 5:00 p.m., and I enjoyed his friendship until the time he left us all on 

January 22, 2010, at 12:30 a.m. 

 

During those 38 years I had several notable first-time adventures with Ron.  Ron was interested 

in many things ï spelunking, rafting, bike-riding, and hiking, photography, model trains and 

planes, and of course, astronomy.  He introduced me to several of these and it changed my life. 

 

I met Ron on a spelunking weekend at Seneca Rocks, West Virginia.  The weather was cold, and 

the first night we all slept in an open pavilion on hard, oak boards.  My sleeping bag was only 

rated for 40°F, but I think it went down to about -5° that night.  In spite of the cold, I kept 

thinking to myself that being there was just great.  I knew that it was going to be a life-changing 

experience for me. 

 

The next morning we drove up to a cave named ñHell Hole.ò  Hell Hole drops 180 feet into the 

earth, and you need to rappel into it on a rope.  Well, I wasnôt even sure what the word meant, 

but Ron was there to help me tie in to the rope, and he gave me last-minute instructions on how 

to lower myself safely into the cave.  After exploring the cave for a couple of hours, we had to 

climb up the rope to get out.  Ron was right there to tie me in, so I could exit the cave. 

 

From that point forward in my life, I went on to enjoy a lot more ñfirstò adventures with Ron.  

For example, two years later Ron introduced me to my future wife Paula on a caving trip.  You 

just never know how a caving trip can change your life! 

 

Eventually, Ron introduced me to rock-climbing, as an offshoot of caving.  We also went rafting 

together.  Above all, we went hiking together.  I hiked with Ron on trips that took me from the 

East Coast to the West Coast. 

 

Ron especially loved hiking in Yosemite, and he loved photographing its rugged beauty.  He 

took gorgeous photographs, and a number of his more outstanding ones won awards.  Last June 

Ron and I hiked to the ñDiving Boardò in Yosemite.  This was a location that heôd wanted to 

hike to for a long time. 

 

Ron introduced me to astronomy in the summer of 1983 by showing me Saturn through his 

telescope.  It drew me into astronomy like a black hole pulls light into itself.  I had to buy a 

telescope as soon as possible.  Once again, Ron was right there, giving me lessons on how to use 

it. 

 

(Continued on page 6) 
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Ron and I joined WAS in November 1984.  Ron helped out at a lot at the clubôs public star 

parties because he really enjoyed sharing astronomy with others.  He also helped design and 

build the planetarium at BBNC, donating hundreds of hours of time and labor.  He frequently 

contributed articles to the newsletter and for a while he ran his own column in the MDA.  

Occasionally, Ron also presented programs at the monthly meetings.  The WAS membership 

also elected Ron President, and he served the club in that capacity in 1988.  Later, he and Matt 

Orsie created the ñWAS 130 Deep Sky Club.ò  Last year he was awarded lifetime membership in 

WASI for his many contributions to the club over a twenty-five-year period. 

 

Ron was above all an outstanding observer.  He traveled to a number of different dark-sky sites to 

record thousands of observations.  By and by he bought property in a dark-sky area  

of West Virginia, and invited WASI members and others to use the property.  Ron earned most of 

the Astronomical Leagueôs observing awards available, including the esteemed ñMaster Observerò 

award.  He also built his own 18-inch telescope and his own observatory. 

 

Everything that Ron did, he did whole-heartedly, with focused energy and lots of enthusiasm.  

I am so thankful to have had Ron as my friend, and to have shared so many memorable 

experiences with him. 

 

Here is Ron at one of his favorite observing sites, the Winter Star Party at West Summerland 

Key: 

 

 
Photo courtesy the Smith family
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At the March 1985 meeting Mike Potter described the ongoing construction of a Surrier truss 

telescope with a 17.5-inch aperture.  The clock driveôs main ñgearò was made from a tabletop 

wrapped with a smooth metal band. A small wheel flush against it turned the bigger tabletop 

wheel, eliminating the tracking error that toothed gears are prone to.   

 

 The first annual WASI Messier Marathon was held on Saturday night, March 23-24. Saturday 

night was selected ñso all day Saturday and Sunday are available for resting and recuperating.ò    

The Messier Marathon has been, weather permitting, a yearly club tradition ever since. 
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25 Years Agoé 
by Curt Roelle 



 

        

Flippi ng the Lights on Cosmic Darkness 
 

 

 

Exploring the universe is a bit like groping around a dark room. Aside from the 

occasional pinprick of starlight, most objects lurk in pitch darkness. But with the recent 

launch of the largest-ever infrared space telescope, itôs like someone walked into the 

room and flipped on the lights. 

 

Suddenly, those dark spaces between stars donôt appear quite so empty. Reflected in the 

Herschel Space Observatoryôs 3.5-meter primary mirror, astronomers can now see colder, 

darker celestial objects than ever beforeðfrom the faint outer arms of distant galaxies to 

the stealthy ñdark asteroidsò of our own solar system. 

 

Many celestial objects are too cold to emit visible light, but they do shine at much longer 

infrared wavelengths. And Herschel can observe much longer infrared wavelengths (up to 

672 microns) than any space telescope before. Herschel also has 16 times the collecting 

area, and hence 16 times better resolution, than previous infrared space telescopes. That 

lets it resolve details with unprecedented clarity. Together, these abilities open a new 

window onto the universe. 

 

òThe sky looks much more crowded when you look in infrared wavelengths,ò says 

George Helou, director of the NASA Herschel Science Center at Caltech. ñWe canôt 

observe the infrared universe from the ground, because our atmosphere blocks infrared 

light and emits infrared itself. Once you get above the atmosphere, all of this goes away 

and suddenly you can look without obstruction.ò 

 

Herschel launched in May from the Guiana Space Centre in French Guiana aboard a 

European Space Agency Ariane 5 rocket. Since then, it has expanded the number of 

distant galaxies observed at far-infrared wavelengths from a few hundred to more than 

28,000. And with the instrument testing and system checkout phases finally completed, 

the discoveries are only now beginning. 

 

Beyond simply imaging these dark objects, Herschel can identify the presence of 

chemicals such as carbon monoxide and water based on their spectral fingerprints. ñWe 

will be able to decipher the chemistry of whatôs going on during the beginnings of star 

formation, in the disks of dust and gas that form planets, and in the lingering aftermath of 

stellar explosions,ò Helou says. 

 

And those are just the expected things. Who knows what unexpected discoveries may 

come from ñflipping on the lights?ò Helou says, ñWe canôt wait to find out.ò 
  

(Continued on page 9) 
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Herschel is a European Space Agency mission, with science instruments provided by a 

consortium of European-led institutes and with important participation by NASA. See the 

ESA Herschel site at http://sci.esa.int/science-e/www/area/index.cfm?fareaid=16. Also, 

see the NASA sites at http://herschel.jpl.nasa.gov, http://www.herschel.caltech.edu, and 

http://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/herschel. Kids can learn about infrared light by 

browsing through the Infrared Photo Album at The Space Place, 

http://spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/kids/sirtf1/sirtf_action.shtml. 

 

This article was provided by the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, California Institute of 

Technology, under a contract with the National Aeronautics and Space Administration. 

 
 

 
 

The Herschel Space Observatory has 3.5-meter primary mirror, allowing  

astronomers to see colder, darker celestial objects than ever before. 
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