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The International Astronomical Union (IAU), in conjunction with the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), has proclaimed 2009 
“The International Year of Astronomy” (IYA).
anniversary of when the newly invented telescope was first turned toward the celestial 
bodies of our night sky, an event that ushered in a new age over the centuries that 
followed, filled with wondrous discoveries, all 
 
The actual invention of the telescopic device is typically attributed to Hans Lipperhey, 
a German-born spectacle
In 1608 Lipperhey attempted to patent a
great distance can be seen as if they were nearby, by looking through glasses which he 
claims to be a new invention." Although the patent was denied, it provided the 
evidence historians needed to give Lipperh
claimed to have invented the telescope several years before.
 
Although Lipperhey is credited with inventing the telescope, it was the Italian Galileo 
Galilei who  made the telescope famous by turning it skyward
craters on the moon, Jupiter’s four brightest moons, the crescent phases of the planet 
Venus, and the true nature of the Milky Way (a multitude of stars).  The significance of 
these discoveries is that they challenged accepted not
changing phases of Venus and the moons of Jupiter contradicted the belief that the 
earth was at the center of the universe and that all heavenly bodies revolved around it.
 
These discoveries, and others like them, began 
anniversary of the invention of the astronomical telescope.  Galileo’s telescope was 
unlike those now being used by contemporary astronomers. He started with a telescope 
with a magnification of only three
larger through it than to the unaided eye.  
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Star Points for January 2009  
“2009:  International Year of Astronomy”

by Curtis Roelle 

The International Astronomical Union (IAU), in conjunction with the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), has proclaimed 2009 
“The International Year of Astronomy” (IYA).  Why was 2009 chosen?  It marks the 
anniversary of when the newly invented telescope was first turned toward the celestial 
bodies of our night sky, an event that ushered in a new age over the centuries that 
followed, filled with wondrous discoveries, all made possible thanks to the telescope. 

The actual invention of the telescopic device is typically attributed to Hans Lipperhey, 
born spectacle-maker living in the Netherlands at the time of his invention.  

In 1608 Lipperhey attempted to patent a “device by means of which all things at a very 
great distance can be seen as if they were nearby, by looking through glasses which he 
claims to be a new invention." Although the patent was denied, it provided the 
evidence historians needed to give Lipperhey credit, even though there were others that 
claimed to have invented the telescope several years before. 

Although Lipperhey is credited with inventing the telescope, it was the Italian Galileo 
Galilei who  made the telescope famous by turning it skyward.   With it he discovered 
craters on the moon, Jupiter’s four brightest moons, the crescent phases of the planet 
Venus, and the true nature of the Milky Way (a multitude of stars).  The significance of 
these discoveries is that they challenged accepted notions of the day.  For instance, the 
changing phases of Venus and the moons of Jupiter contradicted the belief that the 
earth was at the center of the universe and that all heavenly bodies revolved around it.

These discoveries, and others like them, began in 1609, making the year 2009 the 400
anniversary of the invention of the astronomical telescope.  Galileo’s telescope was 
unlike those now being used by contemporary astronomers. He started with a telescope 
with a magnification of only three power (3x), meaning that objects looked three time
larger through it than to the unaided eye.                                   (Continued on page 3)

January Meeting:  Wednesday, January 14, 2009, at 7:30 p.m.

Annual Business Meeting and Election of Officers

entative date for WASI Observatory Groundbreaking Ceremony, 

Dixon Astronomer 

“2009:  International Year of Astronomy” 

 

The International Astronomical Union (IAU), in conjunction with the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), has proclaimed 2009 

Why was 2009 chosen?  It marks the 
anniversary of when the newly invented telescope was first turned toward the celestial 
bodies of our night sky, an event that ushered in a new age over the centuries that 

made possible thanks to the telescope.  

The actual invention of the telescopic device is typically attributed to Hans Lipperhey, 
maker living in the Netherlands at the time of his invention.  

“device by means of which all things at a very 
great distance can be seen as if they were nearby, by looking through glasses which he 
claims to be a new invention." Although the patent was denied, it provided the 

ey credit, even though there were others that 

Although Lipperhey is credited with inventing the telescope, it was the Italian Galileo 
.   With it he discovered 

craters on the moon, Jupiter’s four brightest moons, the crescent phases of the planet 
Venus, and the true nature of the Milky Way (a multitude of stars).  The significance of 

ions of the day.  For instance, the 
changing phases of Venus and the moons of Jupiter contradicted the belief that the 
earth was at the center of the universe and that all heavenly bodies revolved around it. 

in 1609, making the year 2009 the 400th 
anniversary of the invention of the astronomical telescope.  Galileo’s telescope was 
unlike those now being used by contemporary astronomers. He started with a telescope 

power (3x), meaning that objects looked three times 
(Continued on page 3) 

Wednesday, January 14, 2009, at 7:30 p.m. 

Annual Business Meeting and Election of Officers 

Groundbreaking Ceremony, see page 6.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

Observatory Usage Rules 
 Steve Conard, Observing Chairman 

 
 
I am incorporating final comments into the observatory usage 
rules.  I will upload this document to the WASI Yahoo site in the 
next few days.  See last month’s MDA for detailed instructions on 
how to download from the Yahoo site.  Remember, we will be 
voting on this document at our January business meeting.   
 
 

President’s Message for January 
by Stephen Reisinger 

 

 
2009 is going to be an exciting year as we embark on the International Year of Astronomy 
(IYA 2009).  This is being done to celebrate the 400th anniversary of Galileo’s turning his 
telescope to the heavens and changing the way we look at ourselves and the universe in 
which we live.  Each month will feature a theme, and IYA sponsors and organizers are 
hoping that these themes will be incorporated into the star parties that are held each month 
by all the astronomy clubs around the world.  This is also a time that the IDA will be 
pushing for education on light pollution. We should all get on the “being green” bandwagon.  
Being green means more than recycling, composting, and using renewable resources. 
 
One of the easiest ways for all of us to get involved is simply to set up our scopes in our 
yards where people are going to see them.  Invite people over to look through your 
telescope, and show them some of the celestial sights that the night sky holds.  Even the 
Moon is a wonder for most people.  Think about it.  It’s a neglected, or long forgotten, thing 
in the sky that most people don’t notice, or have only seen in photographs.  Show people a 
close-up of a crater, and hear the amazement in their voices as they take that image away 
with them.  Also, set up during the day to show them the Sun and, hopefully, some of the 
sunspots that will make their way across it this year. 
 
I also look at 2009 as the year that we get the observatory built.  On February 22 we will be 
having a groundbreaking ceremony and other activities at BBNC.  We will also be unveiling 
the two beautiful images that we’ve been awarded of the spiral galaxy Messier 101.  These 
pictures were taken by the Hubble Space Telescope, Spitzer Space Telescope, and Chandra 
X-ray Observatory. 
 
I hope all of you can make it in February.  2009 promises to be a very exciting year for 
astronomy, and especially for our club! 
 
Clear skies, 
Stephen  
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Star Points, Cont. 
 

 
Later he graduated to an 8x telescope, and eventually to a 20x telescope.  The latter instrument was 
the one he used for his most important discoveries. 
 
Speaking of telescopes, one of the events expected to get underway during the IYA is the 
construction of a long-awaited astronomical observatory at Bear Branch Nature Center.  The 
building is being constructed by the Westminster Astronomical Society, Inc. (WASI) on the nature 
center grounds.  The largest telescope of the instruments to be installed initially is a computer-
controlled model that is equipped with a 14-inch-diameter mirror.  By comparison, Galileo’s 
telescope had a lens only one inch in diameter.  One can only imagine the discoveries he would 
have made with an instrument like the WASI telescope. 
 
For more information about the IYA, visit the official website at www.astronomy2009.org.  
 
“Star Points” 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 e-mail to StarPoints@Gmail.com. 
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IYA2009 is huge, well-organized, exciting, and very promising!  It is a 
global event, with over 135 nations participating; and it is, by far, the 
largest serious collaboration between professional and amateur 
astronomers the world has ever seen.  The network that we, together, are 
creating is potentially very influential.  The sponsors and organizers are 
very serious about achieving their stated goals, many of which are global.  
There are about a dozen “Cornerstone Projects,” such as combating light 
pollution worldwide, and inspiring more women worldwide to become 
professional astronomers.  There are also seven “Special Projects,” such as 
“400 Years of the Telescope” and “The World at Night.”  Each 
participating nation, on the other hand, has its own set of stated goals.  
One of our national goals is to have 10 million Americans look at the 
heavens through a telescope this year for the very first time.  The home 
page for IYA2009 is http://www.astronomy2009.org/. 
 
The strength (some might say, the weakness) of IYA2009 is that it 
depends very heavily upon us, members of astronomical societies and 
other enthusiasts, to carry out programs at the local level.  Most of the 
organizational work has already been done for us.  Free “Discovery 
Guides” for each month have been prepared for our use.  January’s theme 
is “Telescopes and Space Probes: Today’s Starry Messengers.”  Venus is 
the featured planet for January, and there is a special activity outlined: 
“Are You Ready to Observe?”  Download your free guidebook (and check 
out next month’s, too) at http://www.astrosociety.org/iya/guides.html.   



 
 
 
Changes to monthly “members-only” observing sessions:  At our 
December board meeting, we decided on some changes in order to encourage 
more people to attend our club observing sessions.  Changes are as follows, 
and begin this month: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WASI Observing for January and Early February 2009 
Steve Conard, Observing Chair 

 

·  We will open up participation to members of other clubs and the general public for people who 
bring their own telescopes.  We are asking that non-members understand that this is not a session 
where they will receive help in learning how to use their telescopes, nor will they be taught 
observing skills, etc.  We’ve changed the name to WASI Observing Night, deleting the 
“members” or “members-only” qualifiers that we used to have.  Our reason for this is to try to 
get a “critical mass” of observers that we don’t seem to be able to achieve on our own. 
  

·  We will change the weekend from new moon weekend to that of last-quarter moon.  Our reason 
for this that some of our serious observers regularly go to dark sky locations on the weekends 
nearest new moon, especially in the warmer months.  That means that they are not here to help 
the rest of us.  The rising moon is unlikely to hamper things, since our observing sessions rarely 
go past midnight or 1:00 a.m. 

 

·  We will schedule the monthly observing session for two nights—the Friday and Saturday of the 
weekend of last-quarter moon.  We will try to observe on the better of the two nights, weather-
wise, but will not rule out observing on both of them.  This will also allow those with regular 
outside commitments on either Friday or Saturday to attend from time to time. 

 
Note that these modifications are subject to change based on the response we have to them.  
As always, I welcome any comments and suggestions that you have to these changes.  We will 
modify this program again when the observatory opens later this year. 
 
 
WASI Observing Nights for January will be January 16 and 17.  The Observing Chair elected 
this month will send out e-mails detailing our plans as dictated by weather on that Thursday or Friday. 
 
The 2009 Messier Marathon will occur on March 21 or 22.  Further details will be given in next 
month’s edition.  It has been clouded out for the last several years. 
 
Tutorial Sessions:  Would you be interested in tutorial sessions for increasing your observing 
skills if WASI were to offer these?  We attempted to offer a beginners’ observing class two years 
ago, and had no takers.  We are trying to gauge interest in tutorials on specific topics—observing, 
hardware usage, and science.  What would you be interested in attending, or even teaching?  Drop 
us an e-mail with your suggestions. 
 
Star Parties:  Dates for two more regional star parties have been announced, both hosted by the 
Delmarva Stargazers.  “Star Gaze XIV” will run from April 2-6, and “No Frills XIII” will run 
September 24-28.  Both events are held at the Tuckahoe State Park’s Equestrian Center in southern 
Maryland.  Details on both events can be found at http://www.delmarvastargazers.org/archive/StarPartyHome.html. 
 

4 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Memorial Day Dark-Sky Trip 
Steve Conard, Observing Chair 

 
 

Many people in WASI have not had the opportunity to travel to a true dark-sky site.  Years back, 
trips to dark-sky sites were a several-times-per-year activity for a number of folks in our club.  
This year we will attempt to revive this tradition.  Our first opportunity will be Memorial Day 
weekend, May 23-25th, a new moon weekend. 
 
The trip will be to Cherry Springs State Park (“CSSP”), near Galeton, PA.  This will be a 
“casual” event, and while it would be helpful to the organizers to know the interest level of 
members, you can decide at the last minute if you want to attend or not.  You can arrive and 
leave whenever works best for you.  The basics of what you need to know: 
 

·  CSSP is about a 5-hour drive from Carroll County.  You will need to 
drive yourself or car-pool.  Many people who go will fill their vehicle 
with telescopes and camping equipment, so you should anticipate 
driving yourself.  If interest warrants, we can “convoy” up, as we’ve 
done in the past.  For those going on their own, we will provide detailed 
directions based on our past experience for getting there quickly, while avoiding difficult 
routes. 
 

·  To take full advantage of the observing, you’ll need to camp at the park.  There 
are hotels within 10 or so miles, but I strongly recommend that you camp in 
the observing field.  If you or your family likes to camp traditionally (campfire, 
etc.), you can get a “real” campsite at the park as well.  A number of members of 
WASI are very familiar with astro-camping, and can help with advice on what 
equipment you’ll need.  

o Excellent drinking water is available in the field, and there is also a brand new 
restroom facility at CSSP.  There are no showers. 

o Electricity is available in the astronomy field for your telescope, camera, or PC – 
bring a long extension cord if you intend to use the power.  There is also a limited 
number of telescope pads (cement).  Both of these are available, first come, first 
served, and are included in your astronomy field charge.  Additionally, there are 
four observatories (2 clamshells, 1 dome, 1 roll-off) that can be rented for a fee – 
but these are usually reserved long in advance.   
 

WASI Observing for January and Early February 2009, Cont. 
 
Asteroid Occultations:  Almost all good occultation events for December were clouded out.   
There is only one high-probability asteroid occultation event for January through early February: 
 
07 Feb 05:35 Panopaea over 12.6 mag star (46%)—All Carroll County (better to the NE into PA) 
 
The percentage is the estimated chance for a pair of properly located stations to have one or more detections.   

5 



o You can camp anywhere on the field that you want, but most WASI  
          members are likely to camp in the same general area. 
 

·  CSSP is a dark-sky park, and everyone attending is expected to follow the 
lighting rules and etiquette.  To the beginner, these can seem rather 
intimidating.  But experienced members will be there to help—we’ll yell at 
you before strangers do (just kidding!).  Following the rules is not difficult, 
and will result in everyone’s being able to enjoy the very dark skies. 
 

·  The cost is minimal.  For 2009, the astronomy field charge is $10 per person, per night.  
A year-long pass—the Galaxy Pass—is available for $55.  This allows for unlimited 
camping year-round, with the exception of the two yearly-organized star parties and the 
Woodsman’s Show in August.  No reservations are necessary, and the field can easily 
handle 450 persons.  A typical weekend would likely have less than 100, and will not feel 
crowded.  A traditional campsite at the park was $12 per site last year.  You will need to 
bring your own food, or drive ~10 miles to eat in a restaurant.  Showers are available at 
another state park 8 miles away, for $2 per shower.   New for 2009:  there will be 
wireless internet available on the observing field beginning in April.  Communication 
with home is a typical problem—most cell phones will not work from the park, but there 
is a pay phone available. 

 
Depending on the level of interest, we can help people get ready for this trip.  If there is minimal 
interest, we will help people individually.  If there is a reasonable amount of interest, we will 
either have a presentation and Q&A session as part of a meeting, or possibly before or after a 
regular meeting.  Please let me know if you are interested at all (which in no way commits you to 
anything), so we can determine where to go with this.  Contact me at 
WASI_Officers@yahoogroups.com. 
 
If you have never seen the Milky Way go from nearly horizon-to-horizon, consider taking a trip 
of this type sometime in the future. 
 
 
  
 
 
       
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

Memorial Day Dark-Sky Trip, Cont. 
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The date has been tentatively set for Sunday, February 22, 2009, beginning at 12:00 Noon 
and ending around 5:00 p.m.  All proceedings will be held at, or near, the site of our new 
observatory at Bear Branch Nature Center. 
 
Events and activities will include special addresses, lectures, demonstrations, displays, 
planetarium shows, and the unveiling of two beautiful Hubble images that have been 
awarded to the club for its outreach efforts. 
 
Honored guests will include members of the professional and amateur astronomical 
community, teachers, professors, government and park officials, and former astronauts. 
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The 2008 WASI 
HOLIDAY PARTY 

 
      There were at least 30 of us. 
 
       Good food! 
 
       Good people!   
 
       Relaxed, pleasant atmosphere! 
 
      (All photos by Skip Bird) 
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December 27, 2008.  Another spin around the Sun is almost done.  As we look at the New 
Year ahead, let’s also reflect on the past 12 months.  The past year has been a busy one for all 
of us, and it was a pretty interesting year, to say the least.  We can definitely say that it was a 
“historic” year.  We saw many things this past year.  We had some great speakers at our 
meetings, did some really interesting projects and star parties, and the long awaited 
observatory is becoming a reality.  Yes, it was a good year.  
 
We can all pat ourselves on the back.  Our Night Sky Outreach has been super fantastic. We 
were #1 in the country several times – not bad considering how many other clubs there are in 
the U.S.  To all of our members that helped make that possible, I give thanks.   
 
Since joining in 1996, I have seen this club transform into a dynamic group of people sharing 
both their passion for this science and the satisfaction that they get out of it.  Now, standing 
outside when it is 20°  takes a special person, and lots of coffee.  Not everyone can understand 
what we do. Those who can look into an eyepiece and see a planet or a star, instead of “it’s 
just a white dot,” get it.  We are special persons.  We understand the science behind our hobby.  
With interests ranging from basic star-hopping to extreme astrophotography, we all come 
together once a month to share what we have been up to.  
 
I try to bring a lighter side to our hobby.  Astronomy to those that are not in the know seems 
like a boring hobby.  But let them see Jupiter, Saturn, or the Orion Nebula, and they soon see 
that it can be exciting. That is one of the reasons I get out there and share with the public. 
 
Yes, we have been a busy bunch this past year. I do know that I am looking forward to 2009 
and the exciting things it is sure to bring, among them the IYA, Shore Leave, Women in the 
Outdoors, and many other events. This coming year will be a lot of fun for sure.  
 
As most of you know, I lost a good friend this past August, and I also had to lay my Bulldog 
Gladis to rest in November.  I want to thank all of you that shared in my grief.  Your messages 
really helped.  
 
We can go forth into 2009 hoping that the weather gods will look upon us favorably.  I don’t 
know which one of us made them mad this past year.  It just seemed that every time we 
planned a club event, it would be cloudy, rainy, or just plain nasty.  So, to help out this year, 
I have done no fewer than three Mayan weather rituals, and five more to the Egyptian Sun God 
“Ra.”  Hope it helps.  So, if you know of any prayers, chants, or dances that may help our 
observing, please do them, because until they come up with a cloud filter, we need to try 
everything we can. 
 
I wish all of you and your families the best the New Year has to offer. 
 
Erich  
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37 Guests. Since we had had four days of clouds, this was the first time I got to show these kids 
the Jupiter-Venus conjunction, but since it wasn't quite dark enough when the class started, I 
talked about mass, gravity and inertia. I used a contraption from one of my “Phun with Physics” 
classes to catch a golf ball in a cup. It shows how acceleration, gravity and inertia all work 
together. (http://www.exo.net/~emuller/activities/Beating%20Gravity.pdf)   Then we hung a 
bicycle wheel from two looped strings and spun it.  Then I cut one of the strings supporting it 
with a lighter (the kids always go nuts over fire).  NO, it did not fall, it just hung there and spun 
on a single loop. (The program is called “Do try this at home, episode 7, The Wheel,” and the 
link is http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P014jvaB3ic.)  We then spun the bicycle wheel, while 
holding it in our out stretched arms, and tried to turn it in different directions (WARNING: Do 
this only if you’re wearing long sleeves, because it will cause road rash/rug burns if you're not 
careful). This was used to explain gyroscopes and how the Hubble can point to different things 
without using rockets.   We then spun the wobble balls with different weighted balls on them to 
show how the mass of a planet affects the stars rotation. Then, it was finally dark, so we went 
outside and looked at Jupiter (and its moons), Venus with its phase, and the Moon.  This, of 
course, attracted all the moms and dads who were going by.  
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Carroll Learning Center After-School Program:  East Middle School 
 
December 4, 2008.  Since this week’s lesson is about mass, inertia, and gravity, we started out with 
a demonstration of how mass does not change with size (when we’re talking about stars). We 
inflated balloons to about 2-3 inches in diameter, our present-day sun. Then we expanded them to 
12-14 inches, our sun at its red-giant phase. After that, we covered them with foil, and weighed and 
measured them.  Then I popped all the balloons, and we crushed the balloons and foil down just a 
little, to 10-12 inches, and weighed them again (no change in weight; assume no change in mass). 
We crushed them some more (our sun turning into a white dwarf), to about the original size, 2-3 
inches, and weighed them again (no change).  (Homework for these kids is to see how small and 
round they can get them – record is 3/4 of an inch – and bring them back next week.  After that, 
we spun the wobble balls with different weighted balls on them to show how the mass of a planet 
affects a star’s rotation, a difference that shows up in the Doppler spectrum and allows us to find 
companions around other stars.  
 

Carroll Learning Center After-School Program:  Robert Moton Elementary School 
 
December 3, 2008.  37 Guests. Since we had had four days of clouds, this was the first time I got to 
show these kids the Jupiter-Venus conjunction, but since it wasn't quite dark enough when the class 
started, I talked about mass, gravity and inertia. I used a contraption from one of my “Phun with 
Physics” classes to catch a golf ball in a cup. It shows how acceleration, gravity and inertia all work 
together. (http://www.exo.net/~emuller/activities/Beating%20Gravity.pdf)   Then we hung a bicycle 
wheel from two looped strings and spun it.  Then I cut one of the strings supporting it with a lighter 
(the kids always go nuts over fire).  NO, it did not fall, it just hung there and spun on a single loop. 
(The program is called “Do try this at home, episode 7, The Wheel,” and the link is 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P014jvaB3ic.)  We then spun the bicycle wheel while holding it 
in our outstretched arms, and tried to turn it in different directions (WARNING: Do this only if 
you’re wearing long sleeves, because it will cause road rash/rug burns if you're not careful). This 
was used to explain gyroscopes and how the Hubble Space Telescope can point to different things 
without using rockets.   We then spun the wobble balls with different weighted balls on them to 
show how the mass of a planet affects the star’s rotation. Then, finally it was dark, so we went 
outside and looked at Jupiter (and its moons), Venus with its phase, and the Moon.  This, of course, 
attracted all the moms and dads who were going by.  
 

Garrison Middle School:  Project Astro. 
 
December 23, 2008.  Program ran from 8:00 a.m.- 4:00 p.m. (four classes, 56 kids and teachers). 
This was the second of four “Project Astro” visits. Today's program was on “Light, It's All 
Astronomers Get.” We brought out the usual diffraction glasses and different light sources, but I 
also set up the “Afterschool Universe” overhead projector project. We tried to see absorption lines 
with a variety of liquids and gases, but the room was too bright (no shades, and on the sunny side of 
the building).  We were barely able to see a spectrum at all.  One of the classes was very small, so 
we went into a storage closet and were able to see some of the different light source spectra.  We 
went through most of the hands-on demos, and gave away prizes at the end for correct answers. 
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Astro-Imaging for the Lazy Man? 
by Brian Eney 

 
Recently a new website, called MicroObservatory, was started up by Harvard University  
(www.microobservatory.org).  This website lets you image a variety of pre-selected targets from 
their remote telescope(s).   
 
Currently, there is only one telescope in the 
network, located in Boston, but there are apparently 
plans to add another telescope in Arizona.  This 
service is free, and there is no need to register, 
either; only an email address is required.  
Sounds pretty good, right? 
 
Well, remember that you get what you pay for.  The 
images that you will receive are raw, un-calibrated 
images.  The imager does not do any dark, or flat- 
field framing, so your images can be rather 
pixilated, and noisy.   
 
For those who don’t know these terms, “dark 
framing” sets the baseline of what the chip thinks is 
black.  It also picks up hot pixels.  This is done by 
taking an image while the shutter is closed.  “Flat-
field framing” corrects for defects such as dust on 
the chip or filter or optics; it also corrects for the 
vignetting characteristics of your camera and 
telescope.  This is done by installing a “light-box” 
(uniformly illuminated) on the front of the telescope 
and then taking a picture.  The results can be 
subtracted out later, giving a clean image.   
  
One thing I don’t like is that you can’t choose how 
long to keep the shutter open.  The site gives you 
options to choose from, but only takes exposures 
that are within pre-determined parameters.   
However, if you are really good at working with 
images, and you do a lot of tweaking, you can get 
decent images. 
 
For non-digital photographers, astro-images are like 
shots taken with ordinary film (or even daytime digital images).  In a normal daytime digital 
image, for example, the number of photons (“particles of light”) that hit the chip and form the 
image is a ridiculously high number (on the order of billions), such that one or two hundred 
photons will not be missed.  So, no correction – such as removing the cosmic ray that hits the 
chip – will even be noticed, and it’s not necessary.  

 
Above: M31, one minute time exposure 
from MicroObservatory. 
 

 
Above: M42, 30 second exposure from 
MicroObservatory. 
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In astro-images, however, every photon that hits the chip is sacred; it holds precious information.  
The photon count is very low (maybe thousands for the saturated image).  So, removing random 
cosmic rays and correcting the dark frame and flat field, and the occasional bias frames, are not 
only necessary, but required, in order to get recognizable objects in your image.   
 
Imagine it this way: What you are doing is filtering out the background noise of a large crowd in 
order to hear the beating wings of a fly on the wall; and you’re also interested in the variations of 
the frequencies at which they beat.  My point is that, as astronomers, we look at very large-scale 
structures, but the images we take of them are greatly affected by the tiniest things (in this case 
photons hitting a chip, causing electrons to flow to your computer screen). 
 
If remote imaging, or processing images like these, seems appealing, consider using the database 
of the Hubble Telescope.  They make their data open to the public, and they archive dark, bias, 
and flat-field data along with the associated images.  Visit www.stsci.edu for details.  No more 
freezing your tail off hunched over and squinting at your computer screen.  You can now do 
good astronomical research from the comfort of your Lazy-Boy (or Lazy-Girl) chair. 
 

Comet Chasing – Returning to Our Roots… 
(Not the “lazy” way…) 

Photos and caption by Steve Conard 
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Comet Christensen (C/2006 W3), near the border of Cygnus and Lacerta, is currently about 
10th magnitude.  The two photos show the motion of the comet against the star field in one 
hour.  Photos taken 31 December 2008, at 0:30 and 1:30 UT, respectively, using a Celestron 
9.25 SCT operating at f:4 with a Meade DSI II Pro camera.   I plan to use these images as 
part of the requirements for the Astronomical League’s “Comet Club.”  Details about the 
Comet Club can be found in the December 2008 issue of the MDA.  There are currently at 
least 6 comets visible from our latitude that are magnitude 11 and brighter—half the number 
required for the Comet Club Silver level. 
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Superstar Hide and Seek 
by Dr. Tony Phillips 

 
It sounds like an impossible task: Take a star a hundred times larger in diameter and millions of times 
more luminous than the Sun and hide it in our own galaxy, where the most powerful optical telescopes 
on Earth cannot find it.  But it is not impossible.  In fact, there could be dozens to hundreds of such stars 
hiding in the Milky Way right now.  Furiously burning their inner stores of hydrogen, these hidden 
superstars are like ticking bombs poised to ‘go supernova’ at any moment, possibly unleashing powerful 
gamma-ray bursts.  No wonder astronomers are hunting for them. 
 
Earlier this year, they found one.  “It’s called the Peony nebula star,” says Lidia Oskinova of Potsdam 
University in Germany. “It shines like 3.2 million suns and weighs in at about 90 solar masses.”  The 
star lies behind a dense veil of dust near the center of the Milky Way galaxy.  Starlight traveling 
through the dust is attenuated so much that the Peony star, at first glance, looks rather dim and ordinary.  
Oskinova’s team set the record straight using NASA’s Spitzer Space Telescope. Clouds of dust can hide 
a star from visible-light telescopes, but Spitzer is an infrared telescope able to penetrate the dusty 
gloom. 
 
“Using data from Spitzer, along with infrared observations from the ESO’s New Technology Telescope 
in Chile, we calculated the Peony star’s true luminosity,” she explains. “In the Milky Way galaxy, it is 
second only to another known superstar, Eta Carinae, which shines like 4.7 million suns.” 
 
Oskinova believes this is just the tip of the iceberg.  Theoretical models of star formation suggest that 
one Peony-type star is born in our galaxy every 10,000 years.  Given that the lifetime of such a star is 
about one million years, there should be 100 of them in the Milky Way at any given moment.  Could 
that be a hundred deadly gamma-ray bursts waiting to happen?  Oskinova is not worried.  “There’s no 
threat to Earth,” she believes. “Gamma-ray bursts produce tightly focused jets of radiation and we 
would be extremely unlucky to be in the way of one.  Furthermore, there don’t appear to be any 
supermassive stars within a thousand light years of our planet.” 
 
Nevertheless, the hunt continues. Mapping and studying supermassive stars will help researchers 
understand the inner workings of extreme star formation and, moreover, identify stars on the brink of 
supernova.  One day, astronomers monitoring a Peony-type star could witness with their own eyes one 
of the biggest explosions since the Big Bang itself.  Now that might be hard to hide. 
 
Find out the latest news on discoveries using the  Spitzer at www.spitzer.caltech.edu    
www.spitzer.caltech.edu. Kids (of all ages) can read about “Lucy’s Planet Hunt” using the Spitzer 
Space Telescope at spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/kids/spitzer/lucy. 

The “Peony Nebula” star is the second-brightest found 
in the Milky Way Galaxy, after Eta Carina. The Peony 
star blazes with the light of 3.2 million suns. 
 
 
 
This article was provided by the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, 
California Institute of Technology, under a contract with 
the National Aeronautics and Space Administration. 



 


