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Welcome to the Cowichan Valley StarFinders Astronomy club’s “Clear Skies” 
monthly newsletter.              

In last month’s Clearskies we had a contest in hopes of getting you out of the 
‘November Monsoon Blues.”   There were some zany answers and some tidbits 
that were not the right answer but things we did not know. For the ones who got 
the right answer you are entered  in the draw on Dec 16.  The winner will be 
announced at our upcomming winter dinner social on Dec 16th at the Good 
Company Steakhouse.  If you haven’t done so already, email the president at 
president@starfinders.ca to reserve your seating.  As usual there will be lots of 
laughter, silly draws and most of all the comraderie of like minded folks. PS Please 
note the time change to 5:30pm for this social only.  If you would like the answer to 
our contest question read Paul R’s Social Highlights in this newsletter.  

December is always a month of wonderful sights on the ground as well as in the 
sky and this month is of no exception.  Not only are we into the longest and 
darkest nights of the year but we will also be experiencing the winter equinox, the 
Geminids Meteor Showers and two full moons!  For more of what to expect in the 
Sky this Month refer to Bryon T’s article in this issue. 

Before you put together your wish list, be sure to check out what Island Eyepiece 
and Telescope Ltd has to offer.  They have recently had a sale but I’m sure they 
will have just what you need.  Check out their website at 
www.islandeyepiece.com 

December 31st also marks the end of the International Year of Astronomy (IYA) 
and what a year it has been (epecially for some of our duo CVSF and RASC 
members ☺).  It really was great to see all the activities happening each month.  
Hopefully you were able to take part in at least one of the many activities that 
were offered. 

 
And last but not least the “boys” from the Board of Directors have put together a 
special christmas wish for you.  Click on the link below and be sure your computer 
speakers are on. 
 
Message from the Board of Directors 
 
Many thanks to you for all your great ideas and support of the newsletter.  Most of 
all thanks to all the contributers over the past year and to this month’s contributors 
Moe Raven, Bill Huot, Paul Randall and Bryon Thompson for their input and 
enthusiasm. In the words of that infamous “Jolly ole man”  Merry Christmas to all 
and to all a good night. 
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Socials 
 Socials are held on the 4th Wednesday of each month at the home of Bryon and 

Freda.  See the website for a map or follow these directions. 
Island Hwy, Mill Bay  

Quick Links 

ABOUT THE CLUB 

NEWSLETTER ARCHIVES 

MONTHLY SOCIALS 

BECOME A MEMBER 

NEWSLETTER 
SUBMISSIONS AND 
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2   Turn on Frayne Rd towards ocean (Serious Coffee is on the corner) 
  Turn right on Huckleberry Rd 
  3rd house on the left across from Springbank road and Mail boxes. 
  Look for the STAR sign  
  Please park on Huckleberry or Springbank Rd's.  
  Call Brian 743-6633 if you need directions 
 
Our next Social will be held at 5:30 on WEDNESDAY December 16th  
This is our annual winter dinner social held at Good Company Steakhouse (270 
Trans Canada HWY, Duncan) contact el presidente at president@starfinders.ca to 
book your seating reservation.  Hope to see you there . 

back 

 Highlights  - Nov 26/09 
By Paul Randall 

We started the social a little later than usual, 20:00 hrs. Just trying to keep up with 
VIA Rails punctuality. 

There was a fairly small attendance, 8 members including Freda's Mom who 
travelled from Alberta just to attend. Great meeting you mom! 

 President Ed presented a surprised Brian Robilliard with a life membership to the 
Cowichan Valley StarFinders, one of the most interesting groups on the island, for 
his long time commitment and intense support to the group. Thank you Brian! 

 Ed M and Brian R will be posting information on a Celestron 8" telescope and 
assorted equipment for sale on behalf of Gail Robertson.  

The wonderful editors have started a contest. This month’s (November) question 
was "What do Pink Floyd, Hemmingway and Elvis have in common?" The answer is 
they are all near earth November asteroids below 2 AU. All contestants with the 
right answer will be put in a hat and drawn at the winter social on Dec 16th. 

Our annual Christmas dinner/meeting will be held December 16th at Good 
Company Steak House in Duncan. Please contact Ed Maxfield asap to confirm 
attendance so that he can book enough seats. 

This month we watched a movie the hypothesized what might happen if the earth 
is impacted by an asteroid or other astronomical event like a huge gamma ray 
burst. Great Christmas time viewing haha but very interesting none the less. 

 It sparked a good discussion about whether it's best to just not know and sleep 
through it or keep looking for Potentially Hazardous Asteroids (PHAs). They are 
space rocks larger than approximately 100m that can come closer to Earth than 
0.05 AU. None of the known PHAs is on a collision course with our planet, although 
astronomers are finding new ones all the time. To date, 1095. 

The rain has finally stopped and the night skies have been mostly clear for the last 
few days let's bundle up and get out there to look up!! 

 Happy Holidays to all!! 

P. 
back 

 

Upcoming Events 
 Every Monday - Astronomy Café from 7:30pm  - 9:00 pm 

Get together with local astronomers at the Fairfield Community Centre to discuss 
the night sky over coffee. On clear nights, there is observing too. Perfect for 
people interested in starting this hobby. All ages welcome. 

NASA Launches (provided by NASA.Com): 
Date: Dec. 11  
Mission: Wide-field Infrared Survey Explorer (WISE)  

mailto:president@starfinders.ca


 

3 Launch Vehicle: Delta II 7320  
Launch Site: Vandenberg Air Force Base - SLC 2  
Launch Time: 6:09 – 6:23 a.m. PST / 9:09 - 9:23 a.m. EST  
Description: The WISE mission will survey the entire sky in the mid-infrared with far 
greater sensitivity than any previous mission or program ever has. The WISE survey 
will consist of over a million images, from which hundreds of millions of astronomical 
objects will be cataloged.  
 
Help NASA map Mars 
Looking to do something different for 2010?  Well why not help NASA and Microsoft 
help improve Martian maps, take part in research tasks, and assist Mars science 
teams studying data about the Red Planet. Check out the Be a Martian web site at 
http://beamartian.jpl.nasa.gov/ .  If research is not your bag, then you can get a 
tourist VISA and just look around at the many cool extras. Users can visit a virtual 
town hall forum where they can expand their knowledge by proposing Mars 
questions and voting on which are the most interesting to the community. Online 
talks by Mars experts will address some of the submitted questions. Other features 
include interactive tools for viewing Martian regions and movies about people who 
study Mars in diverse ways. 
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This Month In History  
 Courtesy of:  Nick Greene, About.com 

•Dec 03 - 35th Anniversary (1973), Pioneer 10, Jupiter Flyby  
•Dec 04 - 30th Anniversary (1978), Pioneer Venus 1, Venus Orbit Insertion  
•Dec 09 - 30th Anniversary (1978), Pioneer Venus 2, Venus Arrival (Atmospheric  
                  Probes)  
•Dec 09 - 150th Anniversary (1858), Ausson Meteorite Fall (Hit Building in France) 
•Dec 14 - 5th Anniversary (2003), Nozomi, Mars Flyby  
•15: 1965 - Launch of Gemini 6A Earth orbiting mission carrying Walter Schirra and  
                  Tom Stafford.  
•Dec 17 - 50th Anniversary (1958), Project Mercury Created  
•Dec 17 - 105th Anniversary (1903), Wright Brothers' First Airplane Flight 
•Dec 19 - 210th Anniversary (1798), Benares Meteorite Fall (Hit House in India)  
•Dec 21 - 30th Anniversary (1978), Venera 12, Venus Landing  
•Dec 21 - 40th Anniversary (1968), Apollo 8 Launch (Frank Borman, Jim Lovell and  
                  Bill Anders} 
•Dec 22 - 20th Anniversary (1988), Discovery of the LEW 88516 Meteorite  
                  (Mars Meteorite)  
•Dec 24 - Deep Space Network's 45th Birthday (1963)  
•Dec 25 - 30th Anniversary (1978), Venera 11, Venus Landing 
•Dec 31: 1958 - The International Geophysical Year (IGY) ends after 18 months. 
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Cool Pics/Videos 
 
 

Want to show off your latest pics?  Well here’s your chance; email the editor at My 
Cool Pics and we will try to post them in the next edition of “Clear Skies”.   
 
Here’s an interesting animation illustrating what it would look like if Earth had rings 
like Saturn: http://www.flixxy.com/earth-rings-3ds-max-animation.htm 

     I suspect that the rings would really mess up the sky for astronomy purposes. 
     Editor Note:  thanks Bill H for the link…..really interesting indeed. 

 
Check out our Photo gallery on the website where you can find pics from past 
and current Island Star Parties (ISP).  Quick link is 
http://starfinders.ca/photogallery.htm 
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Featured Articles 

http://beamartian.jpl.nasa.gov/
mailto:newsletter@starfinders.ca?subject=My%20Cool%20Pics
mailto:newsletter@starfinders.ca?subject=My%20Cool%20Pics
http://www.flixxy.com/earth-rings-3ds-max-animation.htm
http://starfinders.ca/photogallery.htm


 

4 

Articles 
RETURN TO  CATEGORIES 

1. Astronomers Discover an 
Extrasolar Planet with a Highly 
Tilted Orbit 

2.  The Large hadron Collider 
Sets a New World Record  

3. Myth of Santa Exposed by 
Math  

4. How Far is a Star  

5.  First Known Binary Star is 
Discovered to Be a Triplet, 
Quadruplet, Sextuplet System  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Astronomers Discover an Extrasolar Planet with a Highly Tilted 
Orbit– November 16/09 credit Subaru Telescope facility, Hawaii 
 
Two teams of astronomers have found that extrasolar planet HAT-P-7b, discovered 
in 2008, has a retrograde or highly tilted orbit. On May 30, 2009, a Japanese 
collaboration team led by Norio Narita, from the National Astronomical 
Observatory of Japan, used the Subaru Telescope's High Dispersion Spectrograph 
(HDS) to observe the HAT-P-7 planetary system, which is about 1,000 light-years 
distant from Earth, and they found the first evidence of a retrograde orbit of the 
extrasolar planet HAT-P-7b. On July 1, 2009, a U.S. collaboration team led by 
Joshua N. Winn, from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), also used 
the Subaru Telescope's HDS to independently observe the HAT-P-7 system and 
likewise concluded that extrasolar planet HAT-P-7b has a retrograde or polar orbit.  
 
The HAT-P-7b is the first planet that indicates a retrograde orbit at the time of 
publications in scientific journals. Such retrograde or spin-orbit misaligned planets 
are important for understanding the diversity of planetary systems, and they 
provide important evidence for assessing current planetary migration models. It is 
well known that extrasolar planets have diverse orbits, and recent planetary 
migration models have predicted the existence of such a retrograde extrasolar 
planet. The Subaru findings provide an important milestone for understanding the 
orbital evolution of planetary systems. 
 
Extrasolar planets are planets beyond our solar system. With the advent of large 
ground-based telescopes and innovative instruments to enhance the flexibility of 
observations since the 1990s, more than 400 extrasolar planets have been 
discovered since the first one was identified in 1995. The discoveries have taught 
us that orbits of extrasolar planets are different from those of the planets in the 
solar system. For instance, dozens of extrasolar Jovian planets orbit their host stars 
within a period of a few days ("hot Jupiter’s"), and many of the extrasolar planets 
have significant eccentricities ("eccentric planets"). Theoretical models of 
planetary migration help scientists understand planets' orbits. 
 
Widely held beliefs about planetary system formation maintain that planetary 
systems form in rotating protoplanetary disks surrounding protostars. Scientists 
consider the planetary orbital axis and the stellar spin axis to be well aligned, as is 
true for the planets in the solar system. However, recent theories have not followed 
suit. For example, planetary migration models considering gravitational 
interactions between multiple giant planets ("planet-planet scattering models") or 
considering Kozai cycles due to a distant companion star ("the Kozai migration") 
predict that a significant fraction of migrated planets have tilted, or even 
retrograde orbits to the stellar spin axis. Retrograde orbits are those in which the 
planetary orbit is tilted by over 90 degrees to the stellar spin axis. 
 
A collaboration team led by Norio Narita has used the Subaru Telescope to make 
observations that test such planetary migration models. The team focused on the 
Rossiter-McLaughlin effect, which is an apparent irregularity in the star's radial 
velocity — the star appears to be receding if the transiting planet hides an 
approaching part and vice versa. By measuring the Rossiter-McLaughlin effect, 
one can estimate the sky-projected angle between the stellar spin axis and the 
planetary orbital axis. The Subaru Telescope succeeded in detecting the effect in 
the TrES-1 transiting planetary system in 2007, and since then the telescope has 
made observations of several transiting planetary systems. During the observation 
of the planetary system May 30, 2008, the Japanese team found the first evidence 
of a retrograde orbit of the HAT-P-7b based on the Rossiter-McLaughlin effect. The 
result indicates that the planet first hides the receding part of the stellar surface 
and then the approaching part. The independent observations July 1, 2009 of the 
U.S. collaboration team led by Joshua N. Winn at MIT confirm these findings. At this 
point, however, the migration model for HAT-P-7b has not yet been firmly 
discriminated; thus, further observations of this system to search for outer massive 
planets or a binary companion would be interesting. In addition, since the HAT-P-7 
system is within the field of view of the Kepler mission, further characterization for 
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the retrograde planet HAT-P-7b will be studied in the near future 
back 

The Large Hadron Collider sets new world record– November 30/09 
credit Science and Technology Facilities, UK 

 
The world record energy was broken when beam 1 was accelerated from 450 
GeV, reaching 1050 GeV (1.05 TeV). CERN's Large Hadron Collider (LHC) is now the 
world's highest energy particle accelerator, having accelerated its twin beams of 
protons to an energy of 1.18 TeV in the early hours of the morning. This exceeds the 
previous world record of 0.98 TeV that had been held by the U.S. Fermi National 
Accelerator Laboratory's Tevatron collider since 2001. It marks another important 
milestone on the road to first physics at the LHC in 2010. 
 
"We are still coming to terms with just how smoothly the LHC commissioning is 
going," said CERN Director General Rolf Heuer. "It is fantastic. However, we are 
continuing to take it step by step, and there is still a lot to do before we start 
physics in 2010. I'm keeping my champagne on ice until then." 

 
These developments come just 10 
days after the LHC restart, 
demonstrating the excellent 
performance of the machine. First 
beams were injected into the LHC 
November 20. Over the following 
days, the machine's operators 
circulated beams around the ring 
alternately in one direction and then 
the other at the injection energy of 
450 GeV, gradually increasing the 
beam lifetime to around 10 hours. On 

November 23, two beams circulated together for the first time, and the four big 
LHC detectors recorded their first collision data. 
 
Last night's achievement brings further confirmation that the LHC is progressing 
smoothly towards the objective of first physics early in 2010. The world record 
energy was first broken November 29 when beam 1 was accelerated from 450 
GeV, reaching 1050 GeV (1.05 TeV). Three hours later, November 30, both LHC 
beams were successfully accelerated to 1.18 TeV. 
 
"I was here 20 years ago when we switched on CERN's last major particle 
accelerator, LEP," said Research and Technology Director Steve Myers. "I thought 
that was a great machine to operate, but this is something else. What took us days 
or weeks with LEP, we're doing in hours with the LHC. So far, it all augurs well for a 
great research program." 
 
Next on the schedule is a concentrated commissioning phase aimed at increasing 
the beam intensity before delivering good quantities of collision data to the 
experiments before Christmas. So far, all the LHC commissioning work has been 
carried out with a low intensity pilot beam. Higher intensity is needed to provide 
meaningful proton-proton collision rates. The current commissioning phase aims to 
make sure that these higher intensities can be safely handled and that stable 
conditions can be guaranteed for the experiments during collisions. This phase is 
estimated to take about a week, after which the LHC will be colliding beams for 
calibration purposes until the end of the year. 
 
"This is another fantastic milestone for the LHC," said John Womersley, director of 
science programs at STFC. "To see such a complex project make progress at this 
impressive rate is testament to the tremendous efforts that have been made by all 
of those involved. I look forward to seeing the continued success of the LHC and 
to early 2010 when we can expect it to deliver the first data for physics analysis". 
 
First physics at the LHC is scheduled for the first quarter of 2010 at collision energy 
of 7 TeV (3.5 TeV per beam). 
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Myth of Santa Exposed by Math– November/09 credit Eduserve 
Newsprint 

A team of Swedish engineers have took it upon themselves to prove that taking 
into account the world’s population and its land area, they calculated that on 
average there are 48 people per square km, and 20 km between each of the 
(approximately) 2.5 billion homes.  Travelling against the earth’s rotation (so as to 
allow a full 48 hours to deliver all the presents), this would only allow 34 
microseconds at each stop to do the chimney thing, drop off the presents, eat the 
cookies and milk and return to the sleigh.   
 
The reindeer would also have to travel at an average speed of 5800 kilometers per 
second to make the trip on time.  However, all this does not take into account the 
numerous bathroom stops he would need to make.  If he has just one small glass 
of milk and one small cookie in each home he visits, he would have to relieve 
himself of 65 million liters of fluid and 12500 tones of biscuits. 
 
Still not convinced?  Well, the firm also concluded that the amount of presents 
that would need to be carted at that speed would create such a huge amount of 
air friction, that Santa, sleigh, deer and all would be vaporized by the heat 
generated within the first 4.26 thousandths of a second. 
 
Editor’s note:  Yeesh I wonder who was footing the bill for this research?  Didn’t 
they see Santa Clause 1,2,3 featuring Tim Allen.  He addresses all these issues.  A 
must see for anyone who wants to get into the Christmas spirit and have a laugh 
too! 

back 

How Far is a Star– December 7/09 credit One-Minute Astronomer. 
Take a look at your index finger held out arm’s length.  
Now watch your finger as you alternately close one 
eye, then the other.  See how it appears to move 
back and forth against the more distant backdrop?  
This effect is called parallax, and it’s the same effect 
astronomer’s use to directly measure the distance to 
nearby stars. 
 
With the stars, of course, it’s a little different.  They’re a 
lot further away.  So closing one eye and then other 
won’t cut it: you need a much bigger side-to-side 

displacement.  In fact, astronomers use the baseline between the Earth and the 
Sun… a distance of some 300 million kilometers… to detect the parallax of nearby 
stars. 
 
The image on the right shows the basic idea.  
When the Earth is on one side of the Sun, say, in 
July, a nearby star appears in a slightly different 
place relative to the background stars than it 
does when the Earth is one the other side of the 
Sun in January.  The tiny angular change, along 
with the known distance from the Earth to the 
Sun and a little basic trigonometry, directly 
gives the distance to the star. 

 
But even with this large baseline, the apparent 
movement, or parallax, of a nearby star relative 
to more distant stars is much smaller and harder 
to measure. 
 
These little angular shifts are extremely small, 
even for nearby stars.  The nearest star, Proxima 
Centauri shows a parallax of 0.77 arc-seconds 



 

7  (an arc-second is 1/3600 of a degree).  That’s about the angular size of a penny at 
a distance of 5 km.  Because of the difficulty in measuring such small angles, 
astronomers can only measure a parallax of about 0.01 arc-seconds.  That’s 
enough to accurately measure the distance to stars out to a few hundred light 
years… a tiny distance compared to the 50,000 light-year radius of our galaxy. 
 
While ancient astronomers understood the concept of parallax, no one was able 
to detect these tiny angular shifts.  Some, including the great Tycho Brahe in the 
late 16th century, believed the lack of parallax was evidence the Earth was fixed 
in space and was likely the center of motion of the heavens.  The first 
measurement of parallax was made by Frederick Bessel in 1838.  He saw the shift 
of the star 61 Cygni (shown at the top of this article). 
 
Space satellites can measure stellar parallax quite accurately.  The amazingly 
productive Hipparcos satellite, launched by the European Space Agency in 1989, 
was designed to make much more accurate measurements of stellar parallax 
than Earth-bound telescopes.  Hipparcos measured the parallax of more than 
120,000 stars out to a distance of 1,600 light years.  The upcoming Gaia satellite will 
do even better, directly measuring the distance to stars tens of thousands of light 
years away. 
 
By the way, if a star was at a distance which produced a parallax of 1 arc-second 
as seen from Earth, it would have a distance of 1 parsec.  A parsec, which works 
out to about 3.3 light years, is the unit of distance used by most professional 
astronomers. 

back 

First Known Binary Star Is Discovered to Be a Triplet, 
Quadruplet, Quintuplet, Sextuplet System– December 13/09 credit 
ScienceDaily 

In ancient times, people with exceptional vision discovered that one of the 
brightest stars in the Big Dipper was, in fact, two stars so close together that most 
people cannot distinguish them. The two stars, Alcor and Mizar, were the first 
binary stars -- a pair of stars that orbit each other -- ever known. 
 
Modern telescopes have since found that Mizar is itself a pair of binaries, revealing 
what was once thought of as a single star to be four stars orbiting each other. 

Alcor has been sometimes considered 
a fifth member of the system, orbiting 
far away from the Mizar quadruplet. 
 
Now, an astronomer at the University of 
Rochester and his colleagues have 
made the surprise discovery that Alcor 
is also actually two stars, and is 
apparently gravitationally bound to 
the Mizar system, making the whole 
group a sextuplet. This would make the 
Mizar-Alcor sextuplet the second-
nearest such system known. The 
discovery is especially surprising 
because Alcor is one of the most 
studied stars in the sky. 
 

This image (above) shows Alcor and the newly discovered Alcor B, as imaged by 
scientists at the University of Rochester. (Credit: University of Rochester.) 

 
"Finding that Alcor had a stellar companion was a bit of serendipity," says Eric 
Mamajek, assistant professor of physics and astronomy at the University of 
Rochester, and leader of the team that found the star. "We were trying a new 
method of planet hunting and instead of finding a planet orbiting Alcor, we found 
a star." 
 



 

8 Mamajek says that a separate group of scientists, led by Ben Oppenheimer of the 
American Natural History Museum, has also just found that the Alcor companion is 
physically associated with the star. That group has also recorded a rough 
spectrum of the star, which Mamajek says confirms his prediction that the 
companion is a cool and dim M-class dwarf star. 
 
Mamajek and colleagues at the University of Arizona used the Multiple Mirror 
Telescope in Arizona, which has a secondary mirror capable of flexing slightly to 
compensate for the twinkling the Earth's atmosphere normally imparts to starlight. 
With the clearest images he could obtain of nearby stars, Mamajek's team used 
computer algorithms to remove as much glare as possible from the image of a 
star in the hopes of spotting a planet near the star. Planets are so much dimmer 
than their parent stars that spotting one is like trying to discern a firefly next to a 
spotlight from several miles away, says Mamajek. 
 
Though Mamajek was unable to find any planets in the first group of stars he 
surveyed, he did stumble across the tiny star hidden in the glare of Alcor. Not only 
did Mamajek's project reveal the image of the star, but its presence was able to 
explain slight deviations in movement that scientists had noticed in Alcor. In 
addition, Mamajek estimates that the small companion star is likely a third as 
massive as our sun, and explains why astronomers have detected unexpectedly 
high levels of X-rays coming from Alcor -- dwarf stars naturally radiate high levels of 
X-rays. "It's pretty exciting to have found a companion to this particular star," says 
Mamajek. "Alcor and Mizar weren't just the first known binaries -- the four stars that 
were once thought to be the single Mizar were discovered in lots of 'firsts' 
throughout history." 
 
Benedetto Castelli, Galileo's protege and collaborator, first observed with a 
telescope that Mizar was not a single star in 1617, and Galileo observed it a week 
after hearing about this from Castelli, and noted it in his notebooks, says Mamajek. 
Those two stars, called Mizar A and Mizar B, together with Alcor, in 1857 became 
the first binary stars ever photographed through a telescope. In 1890, Mizar A was 
discovered to itself be a binary, being the first binary to be discovered using 
spectroscopy. In 1908, spectroscopy revealed that Mizar B was also a pair of stars, 
making the group the first-known quintuple star system. 
 
Mamajek says some astronomers have raised the question of whether Alcor is truly 
a part of the system made up of the Mizar group of stars because Alcor's motion 
isn't what scientists would expect it to be if it were gravitationally connected to the 
Mizar group. Mamajek says that indeed Alcor is part of the same system, and that 
the influence of Alcor's newly discovered companion is partly responsible for 
Alcor's unexpected motion. 
 
Mamajek is continuing his efforts to find planets around nearby stars, but his 
attention is not completely off Alcor and Mizar. "You see how the disk of Alcor B 
doesn't seem perfectly round?" says Mamajek, pointing toward an image of Alcor 
and its new companion. "Some of us have a feeling that Alcor might actually have 
another surprise in store for us. 

 back 

 

Buy and Sell 
 Here’s your chance to clean out the closet and find a home for your slightly used 

treasures.  Post your buy and sell items by emailing the Editor with your details.   
back 

 

Ask an Expert  
 Have you been thumbing through the Astronomy or Sky and Telescope magazine 

and have some questions on the latest and greatest in astronomy gear?  Or 
maybe you’re narrowing down your search for just the right telescope and want 
to know the difference between Dobsonians, Schmidt-Cassegrains, Reflector and 
Refractors.  Well wonder no more, email Brian Robilliard  our resident expert to get 

mailto:newsletter@starfinders.ca?subject=Buy%20and%20Sell%20Posting
mailto:sales@islandeyepiece.com?subject=Astronomy%20Gear%20Question


 

9 the “inside scoop” on what’s hot or not in astronomy gear.   
 
Are you seeing double or unable to focus? Chances are you need to collimate 
your scope.  Are you looking for a good eyepiece? Why do you need to know the 
focal length of your telescope’s mirror and how do you determine the focal 
length?  For answers to these and other telescope questions email Ed Maxfield our 
expert on telescope tips, hints and suggestions. 
 
Are you new to astronomy? Want to know the how to find objects in the sky? Or 
just wondering what that bright object in the evening sky is?  Well wonder no 
more; email Bryon Thompson our Public Outreach Officer and master of 
Astronomy 101 basics.    

back 

 

Kids Korner 
 For the younger astronomers.  We want your input on what you would like to see 

happening at the club. Tell us a bit about yourself and why you love astronomy.  
Email the Editor with your submissions.  For the older folks, if you have any ideas 
that might spark the interest of a young upcoming astronomer, please send your 
submissions to the editor. 

Alien colouring Courtesy of myfreecolouringpages 
Here’s A funny looking five eyed Alien who is also dressed for the holiday season.  

 
back 

 

The Sky This Month 

mailto:president@starfinders.ca
mailto:outreach@starfinders.ca
mailto:newsletter@starfinders.ca?subject=Kids%20Korner%20Submissions
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By Bryon Thompson 
Observing Site: Duncan, 48.783°N, 123.700°W 
 
Jupiter, Mars, Mercury and Saturn are the planets to watch for when the clouds 
allow in December.  As well, two meteor showers help to cap off the end of the 
International Year of Astronomy. 
 
Mercury is visible this month only to those of us with a clear view of the southwest 
horizon.  Two weeks into December Mercury can be found in the southwest 30 
minutes after sunset but only 5 ° high.  By December 18th the little inner planet 
reaches its greatest elongation but that adds only 3 more degrees to its battle 
with the horizon.   
 
Jupiter puts on a great show, to close the year, as the giant planet shines at 
magnitude -2.2.  In the past few months we have watched the Galilean moons 
cast their shadows on the face of this great planet or we have seen them “wink 
out” as they passed into the huge shadow of Jupiter.  The last month of the year 
that celebrates Galileo’s great astronomical discoveries finds the four moons that 
bear his name eclipsing each other.  In these rare mutual events one moon will 
pass in front of another and occult it or the shadow of one will partially eclipse the 
other moon.  Although both events happen too early to be seen here on the west 
coast I hope someone further east and under clearer skies will be able to see Io 
occult Europa on December 2nd at 9:08 PM EST and Europa repay the favour and 
occult Io on December 14th at 7:26 PM EST.  In the middle of the month Jupiter 
leads us to another planet.  Neptune and Jupiter can be found in the same 
binocular view on December 19th.  Look for Neptune 34” north of Jupiter at that 
evening. 
 
Mars is looking better this month as well.  Moving from magnitude -0.1 to -0.7 in 
Leo, Mars begins its retrograde motion against the backdrop of those stars on 
December 21st.   This act of apparently reversing its direction will continue into 
Cancer “the crab” and move Mars into opposition on January 29th.   
 
Saturn is the early riser this month reaching magnitude 0.9 shortly before dawn 
high in the south in Virgo.  Telescope views of the gas giant reveal the rings at a 5° 
angle of tilt; an  angle that will continue to increase over the next 8 years and 
then move to another “edge on” view in 2025.  Saturn’s Christmas gift to us is its 
quadrature, when it will reach a 90° angle between itself, the earth and the sun 
on December 25th.  Quadrature produces us with a great view of Saturn’s shadow 
on the rings.  Saturn’s large moon Titan is also a good telescope target and can 
be found close to Saturn on December 1st, 9th, 17th and 25th as it rotates on its 16 
day orbit.  I apologize for writing this article so late in the month.  The Geminid 
meteor shower peaked in the early hours of the 14th of December.  Although this 
year’s Geminids promised up to100 meteors per hour our cloudy skies prevented 
many of us from seeing any here on the west coast.  Our second chance for 
meteor watching occurs on the 22nd of December when the Ursids will peak with a 
count of 10 to 50 meteors per hour.  I hope the remaining days of the International 
Year of Astronomy are full of clear skies and great views.  All the best of the new 
year to all of you.  We will see you in 2010, till then, remember, astronomy is looking 
up. 
 
Dec 1 11:30 PM PST Full Moon 
Dec 8 04:13 PM PST Last Quarter Moon 
Dec 14 Early AM Geminid Meteor Shower Peaks 
Dec 16 04:02 AM PST New Moon 
Dec 18 09:00 AM PST Mercury at greatest elongation 
Dec 19 09:00 PM PST Jupiter passes 0.6° north of Neptune 
Dec 21 08:00 AM PST Mars stationary 
Dec 21 09:47 AM PST Winter Solstice 
Dec 22 Early AM Ursid Meteor Shower Peaks 
Dec 24 09:36 AM PST First Quarter Moon 
Dec 31 11:13 AM PST Full Moon 
 
Sky Chart ––Here’s your mid-December midnight sky chart. In order to use the sky 
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chart properly remember the centre of the chart is the sky directly above your 
head (or the Zenith). Turn the chart so that the direction you are facing is at the 
bottom of the chart (or pointed toward your toes). The star field directly in front of 
you will be between the bottom of the chart and the centre. 

 
Sky Chart Courtesy of Heavens-Above 
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