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COMING 
ATTRACTIONS: 

6/9        WAS monthly meeting 

6/11-13  Mason-Dixon SP, 
             Spring Valley Park, 
             York, PA.  

7/14      WAS monthly meeting 

7/31      Astronomy Day Open  
             House, Westminster 
             Library, 10 AM – 5 PM 

 

Regular monthly WAS meetings are 
held the second Wednesday of each 
month (except December) at the 
Bear Branch Nature Center (BBNC). 
The starting time is 7:30 p.m. Phone 
410-848-2517 for BBNC. 

Next Meeting:  June 9,  7:30 PM at Bear Branch: 

Star Light, Star NotStar Light, Star Not--SoSo--BrightBright  

M ost amateur and professional as-
tronomers have heard about light 

pollution and know that it reduces the 
number of stars that you can see with 
the naked-eye and with optical aid. 
However, I think few appreciate how 
bad the problem is from a quantitative 
aspect. A qualitative difference between 
the appearance of the Milky Way from 
the city of Greenbelt, and the mountains 
of Virginia is very obvious, but how 
does this translate into the actual num-
ber of stars that you can or can't see? 
The determination of a persons limiting 
magnitude at a particular site tells you 
much about the degree of light pollu-
tion present. The problem is getting 
worse every year as it becomes more 
difficult to find dark skies close to ur-
ban areas. It also has a detrimental af-
fect on the nocturnal wildlife of the 
planet, including us. There may be un-
known psychological effects from not 
being able to see the stars, and bad 

physical effects from too much unnatural 
light at night as well. 
 
The limiting magnitude for the average 
person from a fairly good site now days is 
about 6.0 to 6.5 magnitude. A great site, 
such as a remote site located on the 
oceans, deserts, or mountains of the 
planet, far away from civilization, will 
show stars as faint as 7.0 to 7.5 magni-
tude. Before the industrialized age and 
subsequent urban expansion, it was rela-
tively easy to find such dark sites in the 
USA to observe the grandeur of the cos-
mos. Now, it is getting harder to find even 
a 6th magnitude sky within an hours drive 
of the metropolitan area. You can deter-
mine the limiting magnitude of your site 
using the North American Meteor Net-
work (NAMN) charts available on the 
world wide web at:  
http:/ /web. infoave.net /~meteorobs/
imocharts.html. 

(Continued on page 3) 

 Astronomy Open House 
 
Astronomy Day in Westminster will be 
commemorated on July 31 at the Car-
roll County Public Library's main 
branch on East Main Street. A portion 
of the June meeting will be set aside for 
discussion pertaining to the organiza-
tion of this event -- such as the dis-
plays, programs, and publicity.  
 

One of the nature center's naturalists 
(Becky) will be on hand to drum up 
support and solicit ideas for August's 
astronomy camp at Bear Branch. 
 
Some members with large refractors 
may set up after the business portion of 
the meeting to view Mars. 
 
See more information inside. 



 

2 

H ave you perhaps ever wondered where star names 
come from? The common names in use for the 

best known stars date back to antiquity. Quite a few 
brighter stars such as Betelgeuse and Deneb have Ara-
bic names. So do a number of lesser known stars like 
Alphard and Mizar. There are some 6,000 stars visible 
to the unaided eye. Do all of these have names?  
 
The convention used by astronomers involves assign-
ing Greek letters to the stars within a constellation. Al-
though variations exist, typically the brightest star is 
designated Alpha, the next brightest Beta, on down to 
Omega. The letter is followed by the "possessive" or 
"genitive" form of the constellation name such that Leo 
the lion's brightest star Regulus becomes Alpha Leonis. 
 
When the letters run out the stars are assigned integer 
numbers from west to east starting with 1. These nu-
merical designations are called Flamsteed numbers. 
Various catalogs are employed for designating even 
fainter stars. 
 
The Greek letters, Flamsteed numbers, and catalog des-
ignations are not true names. This gives rise to a ques-

tion that astronomers are often asked: "Is it possible for 
me to officially designate a name for a star?" 
 
The quick answer to this question is no. The Interna-
tional Astronomical Union, a professional organization 
of astronomers, is the sole internationally recognized 
authority for assigning designations to celestial bodies 
and to features on their surfaces.  The IAU explicitly 
states that it "dissociates itself entirely from the com-
mercial practice of 'selling' fictitious names of stars." 
 
A number of businesses exist in various countries of 
the world including this one that peddle stars for the 
purpose of allowing a customer to register a name of 
choice for a fee. Nothing may prevent an unscrupulous 
company from selling the same star multiple times, or 
from printing up certificates for stars which don't even 
exist. What are the chances that a customer would 
bother to check out the authenticity of the star by look-
ing it up in a star atlas or through a telescope?  
 
Another problem with the registries is that stars sold in 
one country might also be sold by a different company 
in another country. Who then is the true owner? Multi-
ply this by the number of planets in the galaxy where 
Continued on page 3 
stars are being auctioned off and you begin to appreci-
ate why the IAU deems the selling of stars, whose gar-

H Star Points H    by Curtis Roelle        A Star by Any Name Would Shine as BrightlyA Star by Any Name Would Shine as Brightly 

Star Points is a popular-level astronomy column written by 
WAS member Curt Roelle, appearing in the Carroll County 
Times newspaper on the first Sunday of the month. 

The Editor’s Eyepiece:   HELP! 

 

I  just completed one year as the newsletter 
editor and I really enjoy the job, but time 

is becoming a problem. Therefore I am send-
ing this call for help. If anyone out there 
would like to try a spin as editor, please let 
me know. I can be flexible and step down en-
tirely, or remain as an associate editor to 
share the load. 
 
If a new editor does come forward, I would 
like to spend some time on the web version of 
the newsletter. We are not global yet, but we 
may have a host site available through new 
member Frank Gauthier. We did not achieve 
this goal before the end of Matt Orsie’s term 
as president, but maybe we can at least be 
online by the new millennium. 

 
On another note, I would like to extend a 
“Thank-You” to VP Brian Eney for arranging 
the visit last month to the Maryland Science 
Center. Although it was cloudy, the 8” Alvin 
Clark refractor pulled in nice views of gar-
goyles and pineapples. We experienced a 
great planetarium show and Melissa Jan, Ob-
servatory Coordinator, was a terrific host. 
 

- Jeff Asner, Editor 

REMEMBER - Submit Articles To: 
              mailing address:  4300 Oakwood Landing Ct  
                                           Dayton, MD  21036 
              phone number:     410-531-3826 
              e-mail:                 CattailJFA@aol.com 
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“Light Pollution“ (continued from page 1) 

 
Light pollution has had a detrimental affect on the noc-
turnal wildlife in many areas. The decrease in natural 
habitats has already put increased pressure on several 
species of nocturnal animal life. Light pollution is 
known to have disrupted the migrations of birds, turtles, 
and insects in several locations, which has been docu-
mented by biologists. It also affects the photo period of 
many trees and other plants. There are probably many 
other unknown negative affects on other wildlife, in-
cluding humans, who evolved on this planet and are 
also an intricate part of the Earth. 
 
How many stars do these various limiting magnitude 
conditions represent to the astronomers and naturalists 
who study them and adore them? Below is a list show-
ing the number of stars for each magnitude bin as taken 
from the BD star catalogue (epoch 1855), which covers 
the northern sky to -2 degrees Dec. as seen from Bonn, 
Germany. About 75% of these number of stars are 
above the horizon at any particular time. However, ex-
trapolating the visible southern sky we can also see not 
included in the BD star catalog, the below bins do ap-
proximately equal the number of stars visible at any 
given time. Of course, seasonal variations do occur, but 
it will give a good average number of stars overall for 
each magnitude that you can expect to observe. The 
brighter stars will not be very accurately represented, 
but the ones fainter than about 4th magnitude will be. 
You must add all the magnitudes below any given mag-

nitude to get the total number of stars visible. 
 
As can be seen, many more stars can be seen from a 
dark site than a light polluted site. In particular, notice 
the huge increase in the number of stars after 6th mag-
nitude. That is what we are missing! It is a shame that 
the light pollution is cutting us off from the galaxy, for 
that is an intricate part of our natural environment, the 
Earth and Sky that makes us whole and human. Our 
natural heritage is vanishing before our eyes, and with it 
our connection to the beautiful stars that gave birth to 
this wonderful planet and us. 
 
Stars Counts by Magnitude: 
(Taken from the BD star catalog. Note: the brighter 
stars will be overly represented in the BD table.) 

 
1st magnitude - 20 stars 
2nd magnitude - 65 stars 
3rd magnitude - 190 stars 
4th magnitude - 425 stars 

5th magnitude - 1100 stars 
6th magnitude - 3200 stars 
7th magnitude - 13000 stars 
8th magnitude - 40000 stars 

 
H H H H H  

 StarPoints (continued from page 2) 
stars are being auctioned off and you begin to appreci-
ate why the IAU deems the selling of stars, whose gar-
gantuan dimensions and vast distances prohibit deliv-
ery of the merchandise, as absurd.  
 
Indeed, all the purchase of a star nets the customer is a 
paper certificate and perhaps the enjoyment of making 
someone happy by the gesture. Like the psychic friends 
hot line seen on T.V. star registry businesses are for 
entertainment purposes only. If one understands that 
star registries are just for fun and that one cannot truly 
buy a star or coin a name, then nobody should get hurt 
by the transaction. 
 
The IAU's "Layman's Guide to Buying Star Names" is 

on the web at http://www.intastun.org/starnames.html. 
It is a little tongue-in-cheek in places, such as in ad-
dressing the issue of seeking legal aid to protect a 
claim of stellar ownership: "Chances are [your law-
yers] will either laugh their heads off or politely sug-
gest that you could invest their fees more produc-
t i v e l y . " 
 
The stars are there for us all to enjoy. They belong to 
nobody and everybody at the same time. One part of a 
star that can belong to the individual are the light rays 
that enter your eyes the moment you look up and open 
them. Starlight cannot be bought or taken away. 
 

 
H H H H H  

MASON-DIXON STAR PARTY      JUNE 11-13: 
 

The annual Mason-Dixon Star Party (not related to our club) will 
be this coming weekend.  It will be held at Spring Valley County 
Park, York County, PA.  This is off Exit 2 from I-83.  There 
will be exhibits, talks, door prizes and star gazing (weather 
permitting).  For information, contact Jeri Jones, 717-840-7226, 
JLJ276@aol.com, or http://home1.gte.net/dmdewey/mdsp.html. 
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UNDER THE DOME 

The Place to Find Out 
What’s Up 

   NY Telescope Show   –   Brian Eney 

W e have booked the large 
meeting room at the Carroll 

County Library main branch for 
the purposes of holding an Astron-
omy Open House from 10:00-5:00 
p.m. on Saturday, July 31. This 
day will mark our Astronomy Day 
festivities for 1999.  
 

The location selected might be fa-
miliar to some of you. This is 
where we regularly commemo-
rated Astronomy Day in the past 
before the construction of the Bear 
Branch Nature Center. Since the 
library is located in downtown 
Westminster larger crowds may be 
expected than we have had at the 
more remote Bear Branch location.  
 

The facilities will be furnished 

with several tables, portable chalk 
and cork boards, and a T.V. moni-
tor and VHS tape player. The staff 
has informed us that we are per-
mitted to hang objects such as 
posters on the walls, provided that 
the adhesive does not cause any 
permanent damage.  
 

We have been given their blessing 
to set up telescopes in the court-
yard along Main Street. Weather 
permitting safe telescopic observa-
tions of the Sun should be possi-
ble. Other outdoor activities could 
involve group projects such as a 
"parade of planets" during con-
struction of a scale model solar 
system.  
 

Computers have been a popular 

item at Astronomy Days in the 
past. Several years back Sky and 
Telescope made note of a WAS 
Astronomy Day and its then novel 
approach of exhibiting computers 
and astronomy software at public 
events. We are hoping that mem-
bers will bring things to share in-
cluding posters and samples of 
your own or others' astrophotogra-
phy, telescopes, computers, video-
tapes. Even having members just 
milling about for people to talk to 
and bounce questions off from can 
be of great importance.  
 

Please help support WAS at this 
unique event on July 31.  
 

H H H H H 

Astronomy Open House All Day Saturday, July 31 – Curtis Roelle 

O n Sunday, May 16, I attended 
the Northeast Astronomy 

Forum & Telescope Show at the 
Holiday Inn in Suffern, NY. Al-
though no observing sights were 
around, it really was a great ex-
perience. At times it did get too 
crowded, with estimates of about 
2000 people.  
 

Vendors were everywhere. Tele-
vue, Celestron, Questar, Virgo, 
just to name a few. Inside the tent, 
you would have thought you were 
standing in line for Star Wars tick-
ets, not Tele-vue eyepieces. I 
waited an hour before I gave up. 
 

There were also many lectures on 
various fields and aspects of as-
tronomy. Mr. Joe Rao, meteorolo-
gist of a local news station and 
author of various books, gave a 
very entertaining, talk about the 
Leonids past, present and future. 
He started with his childhood frus-
tration with cloudy skies back in 
1966, and his continuing frustra-
tion of the past few showers. He 
has researched the past hundred 
years of showers. This reveals 
great showers historically follow 
years in which fireballs are nu-
merous!! From that notion, this 

year is IT!!!  He will be hosting a 
trip to the Canary Islands in No-
vember for the Leo’s.  I think I am 
going! 
 

A lecture given by Todd Gross, 
another meteorologists from Bos-
ton, called “Planning an Observ-
ing Session Based on Weather, 
Light Pollution and the Moon.” It 
was very well researched and 
cross-referenced. He explained 
how to read the sky and from that 
figure out what is worth observing 
for that particular night. His re-
search is available at www.
weatherman.com. 
 

Last but definitely not least, Caro-
lyn Shoemaker spoke on 
“Comets and Craters - The Begin-
ning at the End.” She has discov-
ered 400 asteroids, (41 Earth-
crossers), and a record 32 comets. 
She discussed her work with her 
late husband, Gene Shoemaker. 
She came across as a very modest 
person, but proud of their accom-
plishments in astronomy and geol-
ogy. 
 
I had a great time, but next time I 
will remember to rob a bank. New 
York ain’t cheap!! 

It's a boy.  
 
President Skip 
Bird's new son 
was born Friday, June 4th.  
Congratulations! 

Stork News 
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The Mason-Dixon Astronomer 
     Westminster Astronomical Society 
     4300 Oakwood Landing 
     Dayton, MD  21036 

 

SEND TO ASTRONOMER: 

MEMBER  BENEFITS: 
 

Monthly Newsletter 
 

Astronomical League 
Membership & 

Newsletter 
 

Discount on 
Astronomy Sky &  

Telescope 
 

Group Membership in 
International Dark Sky 

Association 
 

Use of club equipment 

The Mason-Dixon Astronomer (MDA) is the monthly journal of the Westminster Astronomical Society (WAS) of Maryland and is mailed free of charge to members.  Club officers are: 
Skip Bird, President; Brian Eney, Vice President; Phil Schmitz, Secretary; Paul Henze, Director at Large. Membership rates are $15 Family & $13 Single. Forward remittance to Treas-
urer  Carl Koch,  16 Highstream Court,  Germantown, MD.  20874.  Use of material published herein is permitted if credit is given to the author and the MDA.  The MDA is edited by 
Jeff Asner (410-531-3826).  Written contributions are always encouraged.  Deadline for submission is the 20th of the month prior to the month of publication.  Items for publication may 
be submitted to the address below, or by internet electronic mail to “CattailJFA@aol.com”.  WAS Internet home page can be found at www.erols.com/roelle/was/. 


