
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

The Mason
Westminster Astronomical Society Inc. of Maryland

August 2008
 

 
In This Issue: 
 
Pages 1, 3  
Star Points 
 
Page 2 
President’s 
Message 
 
Page 4 
New:  “WASI 
Observing”  
 
Page 5 
Just for Fun & 
WASI Program 
 
Pages 6-10 
Reaching Out 
 
Page 10 
“Observing It!” 
Good Advice… 
 
Pages 11-12  
NASA’s Space 
Place 

 
In the wake of the International Astronomical Union’s 2006 “recalibration” of major 
bodies in our solar system, Neptune once again finds itself distinguished by being the 
farthest outlying planet. That’s a distinction it has not enjoyed since the 1930 discovery 
of what is now referred to as the “dwarf planet” Pluto.
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Star Points for August 2008  
“Neptune:  Last of the Planets” 

by Curtis Roelle 

the International Astronomical Union’s 2006 “recalibration” of major 
bodies in our solar system, Neptune once again finds itself distinguished by being the 
farthest outlying planet. That’s a distinction it has not enjoyed since the 1930 discovery 

is now referred to as the “dwarf planet” Pluto. 

Neptune is different from the seven other official planets in various ways.  It is the 
only one that cannot be seen without a telescope.  (Uranus is theoretically visible to 
the unaided eye from a dark sky site.)  Neptune is also the only planet whose 
discovery resulted from the use of mathematics.  The associated calculations led to 
precise predictions of its position in the sky that, in turn, led to its prompt telescopic 

Following William Herschel’s 1781 discovery of Uranus, astronomers observed it 
to determine precisely the parameters of its orbit around the sun.  

the early Nineteenth Century, however, they realized that Uranus wasn’t following 
its predicted path, and they theorized that gravitational forces were somehow 
perturbing its orbit. They analyzed the combined gravitational effects of all known 

their calculations failed to completely explain the perturbation.  Some 
astronomers postulated the existence of an unknown, eighth planet, and called in the 
mathematicians.  Urbain Jean Joseph Leverrier in France and John Couch Adams in 
England took up the problem.   

Adams finished his solution first, but confirmation languished as Adams waited for an 
observer to corroborate the prediction with a telescope.  It seems that the Astronomer 
Royal was unfamiliar with, and perhaps somewhat skeptical of, the whole idea.  In the 
meantime Leverrier released his results but, likewise, could find no observer in France 
willing to attempt verification.                                                   (Continued on page 3)

Meeting:  Wednesday, August 13, 2008, at 7:30 p.m. 

Wayne Bird of the American Astronomical Society will share with us a DVD of the 
PBS Special "Seeing in the Dark".  Please see the introductory commentary 
on page 5. 
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President’s Message for August 
by Stephen Reisinger 

 

Last month I talked about NASA’s plans to return to the Moon and then to go to Mars, 
but I neglected to mention an important milestone that has been reached recently, and I would 
like to bring it up now. 
 
Just two months ago, on June 8, New Horizons crossed the orbit of Saturn.  The reason I’m writing 
about this is because of the all the talk that this event generated at my work.  I should mention that 
the reason that the conversations were sparked at all was because of the Growth Chart Poster 
hanging up on my file cabinet.  (See  http://pluto.jhuapl.edu/education/students_GrowthCh.php.) 
 
What so many people don’t realize is just how far away Pluto is from Saturn and the Sun.  Most 
people think that in another couple of years New Horizons will be flying past Pluto.  This is 
because most people have seen, one way or another, the majority of the planets.  As I thought about 
this, I realized that although I’ve not shown many people Mercury through my telescope, I have 
pointed it out to them on occasion after the Sun has set.  I’ve also shown people Venus when it’s 
going through its phases. Then, of course, there is the Moon, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn.  All of these 
can be very interesting to see through a telescope. 
 
However, Uranus and Neptune, seen through a telescope, require high power just to prove that they 
are not points of light. When I have shown these planets to people, they are disappointed.  There are 
no Oohs! and Aahs! as there are when someone sees the belts of Jupiter or the rings of Saturn for 
the first time. 
 
To show someone the scale of the Solar System, I pull out my roll of register receipt tape. Yes, 
because of the poster, I take the roll of paper with me to work.  It’s the best and easiest way to 
explain to people just how big the Solar System is.  Also, when they walk away, they have a better 
appreciation for the amount of space between the planets, and they have a concrete souvenir that 
they can use for a reference when thinking about the vastness of our corner of the galaxy. 
 
If you’d like to make a register tape model of the scale of the Solar System, tear off a strip that’s as 
long as your outstretched hands from fingertip to fingertip.  Fold the ends over so they are straight.  
Label one end “Sun” and the other end “Pluto.” Fold the tape in half, and on the crease write 
Uranus.  This is the half-way point.  Return the tape to the single fold, and then fold it in half again.  
Then unfold it.  Now you have the tape divided into quarters.  On the crease between Uranus and 
Pluto, write Neptune.  On the crease between the Sun and Uranus, write Saturn.  Place the Sun end 
of the tape at Saturn’s orbit and crease the tape and write Jupiter.  Fold the Sun out to meet Jupiter’s 
orbit, and on this crease write Asteroids.  Fold the Sun to the Asteroid Belt and on this crease write 
Mars.  Fold the Sun up to meet the orbit of Mars.  Leave it folded and fold that section in half 
again.  Unfold the tape and you should have three creases.  Mark Earth on the crease nearest Mars, 
then Venus, then Mercury closest to the Sun.  Now, just roll it up and put the Solar System into 
your pocket. 
 
Clear skies, 
Stephen  
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WASI extends a warm welcome to the following Stargazers (or soon-to-be Stargazers) who 
recently joined us:   
 
Larry Kozek    Jason Goldstein  Tom, Vangie, TJ, and Tayman Baker 
 
 
We’re delighted to welcome each of you into our group.  Please be sure to check out our Website 
at www.westminsterastro.org.  And, if you have any questions about your WASI membership, 
or any other questions, please contact WASI_Officers@Yahoogroups.com. 
 
 
 

Star Points, continued 
 

 
Eventually, the Berlin Observatory gave it a try and immediately discovered Neptune not far from 
its predicted position. 
 
Early this month, between August 3-7, observers will have a little help in finding Neptune as it 
passes very close (9 arcminutes) to a star barely visible to the naked eye.  To find it you will need a 
telescope with a good finder scope, plus the ability to read and use a star chart.   
 
A good place to find the latter is www.SkyandTelescope.com.  Navigate to “Celestial Objects”, 
then “Planets”, and “How to find Uranus and Neptune”.  On that page are links for advice on 
observing and a chart depicting Neptune’s place in the sky, including the 5th magnitude star 
Neptune passes just south of. The best time to view Neptune in early August is an hour or two after 
midnight, when it is highest in the sky.  In small telescopes Neptune usually looks like a blue star.  
In larger scopes, it often looks like a beautiful, very small, blue disc. 
 
If you don’t have a telescope, the Westminster Astronomical Society will provide free telescopic 
observing on Friday, August 8, following a planetarium show at Bear Branch Nature Center.  The 
star party will begin, weather permitting, when the sky darkens sufficiently.  The nature center 
collects a nominal fee ($2) for the planetarium program and recommends that guests register by 
calling the Parks Department at 410-386-2103 (M-F, 8 a.m.-5 p.m.).  
 
“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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WASI Observing for August and Early September 2008 
Steve Conard, Observing Chairman 

 
By now, the Mason Dixon Star Party for 2008 is history—hopefully those members who attended 
had clear skies and a great time.  Our monthly members’ observing night was also held on 
Saturday, August 2.  Next members’ observing session is scheduled for September 27.  Look for 
junk food to be provided at these sessions in the future—I’m hoping to see more of you at our 
monthly night out, weather permitting! 
 
The next opportunity to join other members at a major star party comes in early September, with 
the Black Forest Star Party.  This event will be held September 5-7 at Cherry Springs State Park, 
PA  http://www.bfsp.org/.  It’s located about 50 miles northwest of Williamsport, PA, a 5-6 hour 
drive from Carroll County.  This event usually sells out.  As of August 6, there were only 83 slots 
remaining, and they are expected to be taken within a week.   
 
Last year, we had about seven WASI members attending.  If you plan to attend this year, please let 
me know so that we can try to gather in one area as we did last year.  Also, last year a number of 
members convoyed up and back—with most traveling up a day or two before the official start of 
the event.  Note that there are some first-rate speakers, such as John Dobson, and some great door 
prizes.  Bring some cold-weather gear; it likely will be in the 40’s at night up there!   
 

     
  Black Forest Star Party 2007            Photo by Steve Conard 

 
Don’t forget that the peak of the Perseids shower is August 12.  Moonset isn’t until 1:47 a.m., 
but that still leaves a few hours until dawn if you don’t have to get up early for work.  
 
For those of you who may be interested in asteroid occultations, there are a couple of “sure things” 
in August for Carroll County.  I have one set of camera/recording equipment that I can lend out for 
either of these events – you’d just need to supply an 8” or larger telescope with a 2” focusing tube. 
 

�  8/10   04:15 (early Sunday AM) asteroid Pallas occults an 11.3 magnitude star—nearly 
100% sure for Carroll County. 

�  8/14   03:59 (early Thursday AM) asteroid Aurora occults a 12.0 magnitude star—about 
98% sure for Carroll County. 

�  8/29   02:19 (early Friday AM) asteroid Backlunda occults a 12.2 magnitude  
star—about a 45% chance for Carroll County, but low in altitude, and may require a larger 
telescope. 

�  9/02   21:32 (early Tuesday evening) asteroid Williams occults a 10.5 magnitude star—a 
lower probability event, with about a 7% chance for our area.                                   Page 4 

 



      
 
Here are some interesting – and surprising! – facts about eclipses, provided by Fred Espenak, 
Astrophysicist at the NASA/Goddard Space Flight Center:  
 

Contrary to popular belief, solar eclipses are not at all rare.  In fact, they’re more 
common than lunar eclipses…  Solar eclipses outnumber lunar eclipses by almost 
5 to 3.  In this argument, the Earth’s penumbral shadow has been ignored since 
penumbral eclipses are essentially unobservable.  In any one calendar year, there 
are at least two (2) and as many as five (5) solar eclipses.  On the other hand, 
there can be no more than three (3) lunar eclipses per year, and it’s quite possible 
to have none at all.   
 
Combining both solar and lunar eclipses, it’s possible for one calendar year to 
contain a maximum of seven (7) eclipses.  However, they can only occur in the 
combinations of five solar and two lunar, or four solar and three lunar.  In either 
case, the solar eclipses must all be partial.  As a point of interest, 1982 happened 
to be one of the rare years containing seven eclipses.  What made it even more 
remarkable was the fact that all three lunar eclipses were total.  This will not 
happen again until the year 2485 AD. 
 
Fred Espenak, “Fifty Year Canon of Solar Eclipses 1986-2035,”  
NASA Ref. Pub. #1178.  (Emphasis added.)   

 
 

Program for August Meeting 
DVD of the PBS Special "Seeing in the Dark". 

presented by Skip Bird 
 

The awe-inspiring sight of a sky full of stars can render us speechless – and understandably so. 
Two very different entities are involved, and they're both rather mysterious. 
 
At one extreme stands the individual observer, peering through a telescope or simply staring up 
at the stars.  To ask who is doing the observing is to raise one of the oldest questions of 
philosophy. "Know yourself," said Socrates, although he made the mistake of assuming that 
one had to accomplish this before trying to learn about the rest of the universe.  Rejecting a 
scientific account of the winds, Socrates said, "I can't as yet 'know myself'... and so long as that 
ignorance remains, it seems to me ridiculous to inquire into extraneous matters." 
 
Actually, we humans have since learned more about ourselves by studying the wider world – 
by investigating the processes that created life and shaped its evolution – than we ever did 
through introspection, and we see those processes written large in the depths of the sky. 
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Summer is prime time for outreach, and WASI members participated in 27 outreach events in the 
last month.  Here are reports on three of them:  Shore Leave 30, Taneytown Public Library, and 
the Carroll County 4-H and Future Farmers of America Fair. 
 

Shore Leave 30 Sci-Fi Convention 
by Erich Bender, Vice-President 

July 12, 2008 
 
Where in the Universe can you go and see Storm Troopers, Ferengi, Cylons and various other 
humanoid life forms?  Believe it or not, the “Hunt Valley Marriott”!  Skip and a few others have 
been after me to help out at this yearly event, but I’ve always been doing something else.  Well, 
this year I FINALLY WENT!  Boy, now I am sorry I came up with those lame excuses to get out 
of it before. If you have not been to, or even heard of, this event, it is really well done.  For a few 
days each summer, the Hunt Valley Marriot becomes a spaceship of sorts.  The event is put on 
by sci-fi fans, and it draws people from all across the United States.  They have all kinds of 
vendors, costume shows, and celebrities.  Something for everyone.  

 
I met Jeff Kavanaugh on the tennis courts on 
Saturday evening, and we set up our telescopes 
and equipment around 8:00.  Alin Tolea and 
his girl friend came a bit later and set up.  The 
staff of Shore Leave did a good job of 
spreading the word about there being 
telescopes on the tennis courts.  We had quite a 
few people – actually, a lot of people – come 
by.  Some of the “guests” (guests on board 
“ship”) brought their scopes out and joined us 
in looking at the Moon and Jupiter.  Well, that 
is what I was stuck with looking at pretty 
much.  My 8” is still out of alignment, and the 

ETX-90 is just that, 90.  Alin and Jeff had no problem with seeing other stuff.  This just 
reconfirmed my commitment to getting a (yes, I am going to say it) “GO-TO” telescope.  Being 
blessed with good looks and a full head of hair was apparently a trade-off for not-so-good 
eyesight.  I did have a few guests show me some better ways to starhop around.   
  

 

��������	
��
 	

It was a lot of fun talking to the guests and finding out what they thought of the sky above. 
This being a sci-fi convention, there sure were a lot of unconventional ways of thinking about 
our place in the cosmos.   
 
After we packed up around 11:00 p.m., I got a chance to go and see some of the stuff going 
on.  I met a couple from upper New York State, and they smuggled me into the “Ten 
Forward” party.  I stuck around talking with a bunch of people until early Sunday morning.  
So, with the ritualistic exchanging of e-mail addresses, I left the “Star Ship Hunt Valley” in 
my little shuttle and headed home.  Driving home through Hunt Valley just before dawn is not 
a good idea without having my coffee.  I can say there are more deer than people out on the 
roads at that time.  Well, I will be making plans for Shore Leave 31, and will most likely get a 
hotel room reserved.  It is a worthwhile adventure.  If you want to make plans for it, do it 
now!  The hotel gets booked for it real quick.                                                              Page 6 
 



 
 
 
July 12, 10:00 a.m.-6:00 p.m.  Clear with a few clouds.  106 “guests” stopped by, including 
Aliens and TV stars.  Day 2 was just like Day 1, except fewer Aliens but more TV stars.   

Along with today's solar program, I was the guest speaker for the Kids’ Club program (we had a 
Klingon and an Elf-child in attendance, too).  I did a modified version of “Having Fun with 
Astronomy.”  I included “Making a Comet,” “Chicken Little Was Right,” and a short 3-D visit to 
Mars.  It's amazing how much CO2 a trash bag will hold before it pops.  

I had a couple of the Shore Leave staff ladies help with the scope while I was busy.  NOTE: 
Women in bikinis with telescopes attract LARGE crowds.  They were also nice enough to take 
my helpers (my 3 kids) to the pool for a couple of hours to cool off.  MUCH APPRECIATED!   

 

 

Almost the last person to look through the 
scope was David Hewlett (the likeably 
unlikeable Dr. Rodney McKay on Stargate 
Atlantis).  He was excited to take a look at the 
Sun (said he had never done that before), and 
asked if I wanted to take a picture of him with 
the scope (see photo).  

 

 

 

 

Aliens, women in bikinis, TV stars, 
what more could one ask for in an 
astronomy program (OK, maybe a 
sunspot or two, or is that just 
getting greedy?).  Other (could be) 
TV stars helping out today were 
Jeff K., Tessa B., Thomas B., and 
Tyler B.   

 

Shore Leave 30 
by Skip Bird 
July 12, 2008 
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This event was the third of four that I scheduled for the Taneytown Public Library.  Having had a 
hard Saturday morning working on cars at the shop, I was looking forward to a break.  I packed 
up the Explorer with my telescope stuff, loaded up on the FREE STUFF TO GIVE AWAY, and 
arrived at the library with a cold Dr. Pepper for Mr. Bird.  Skip was already in the mode:  his big 
6” refractor with the solar shield, the display tables, the banners, and the ever-present donation 
bucket were all set up.  The program was set to run 2:00-4:00 p.m., but before I arrived a big 
black limo had already pulled up, and a bunch of really nicely-dressed people had looked at the 
Sun.  
 
We were set up on the corner with a pretty good sky and a much-needed shady spot.  We met 
some new friends and saw some of our old friends.  It was a HOT day, but Skip and I were really 
having a good time, even without any sunscreen, which I’d left on my desk along with my 
dc/ac inverter.  The Sun had only one little teensy-weensy you’re-not-really-sure-if-it’s-there 
type of sunspot.  From the general public’s view, the Sun is really boring right now.   Oh well, 
we had a good mix of people stop by and we gave away lots of stuff to those who could answer 
the questions we asked.  Skip had even cooler stuff to give to those who went into the library and 
checked out a book related to astronomy.   
 
I have one more event at the Library coming up on Thursday, August 21, from 6:00 p.m. until 
close.  The main focus will be on the constellations and meteor showers – just the fun stuff that 
happens in the fall.  So, let me know if you want to join me for this one. 
 
 
 

 

   WASI at the Taneytown Public Library        Photo by Erich Bender 

  

Taneytown Public Library  
by Erich Bender 

July 19, 2008 
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 I would really like to thank all of these people for all the hard work and time they put in to 
making this week a success: Pam L. for stepping out as one of the officers and proudly sharing 
her knowledge with all the people who came by;  Steve and Cindy C. for taking over with little 
notice when I had to leave for a couple of hours, and not running away when the wall of people 
headed their way;  Bob C. for hanging in even when he was getting tired and allowing the others 
to have some break time;  and Jim R. for helping with the crowds, and for his enthusiasm while 
showing people everything under the sun (including the Sun), and helping out to the last.  
THANK YOU ALL! 

It was that time of the year again, fair season!  This was our local, County 4-H and FFA Fair.  
Lots of animals, cowboys, cowgirls, tractors, combines, and astronomy.  Ever done an astronomy 
program during a farm combine demolition derby?  Definitely not your usual astronomy crowd, 
which was very fun, because only 1 out of 50 had ever looked through a telescope before. 

Highlights of several days at the Fair: 

Partly cloudy today and HOT again, with about 45 minutes of VERY 
HEAVY RAIN, LIGHTNING, and a LITTLE HAIL first thing to start the 
day.  We battled rising water because our booth was set up in the drainage 
path, but kept all scopes and material safe due to some brilliant planning 
on my part.  I had borrowed a couple of pallets from the barn when I saw 
the storm coming.  The water almost reached the bottom of them, 
but everything was safe and dry, although I'm sure I read a warning 

somewhere about not standing near large metal objects (6-inch refractor on a metal tripod) 
during lightning storms. 

Had some excitement today.  A runaway horse and carriage came barreling through the exhibits, 
knocking down tents, tables, and signs.  We got lucky, and the horse turned before it got to our 
area. You never know what a day of astronomy will bring.  Slow day for the most part until the 
Auto Demolition Derby was over.  One thing you never want to see is a WALL of people 
heading towards you and your scopes, all trying to get there ahead of everybody else so they 
don’t have to wait in line.  

The word has gotten around that if you answer an astronomy question you get 
a poster.  Actually, you also get one if you just ask for one, so I’ve had to make 
the questions tougher, especially for those who keep coming around again and 
again.  LIKE:  1) Which planet is closest to us right now?  (Answers at the end 
of the paragraph.  NO CHEATING.)  2) They have added the classification of 
“Dwarf Planet” to the types of planets in our solar system.  Name 2 dwarfs.  
3) Name me an open star cluster that has 50 stars and can sometimes be seen 
during the day if you know where to look.   

Highlights from the Carroll County 4-H and FFA Fair 
                    July 26 – August 1 

                    by Skip Bird 
 



ANSWERS:  1) Earth   2) Any of Snow White’s dwarfs, or Gimlie from Lord of the Rings 
3) North American Open Cluster (U.S. Flag).  

Last day of this fair, YEAH!  It didn’t get busy until about 6:00 p.m., just before 
the concert started. Since the sun had just gone behind the trees, we looked at the 

North American Star Cluster till about 8:00 p.m., when I was able to find Jupiter (more luck than 
skill).  I was looking through my scope in the general area I thought it might be coming up in and 
there it was, washed out but visible.  It had to be no more than 20-30 minutes after the sun went 
down, if that.  The sky was still too bright to see it in the finder scope, which made it kind of 
hard to find every time someone moved the scope.  Word spread quickly that you could see 
Jupiter, and we soon had two lines going:  the refractor for the taller people and kids, and the 
12.5” dob for the shorter people and kids.  And it stayed this way until almost 11:00 p.m.  Even 
as the exhibitors were packing up, they would also come over and look, and then go back and 
pack up some more.   

Over the course of the week, about 30-35 people had stopped to look multiple times, and most 
commented on the fact that Jupiter’s moons were in different positions each night. 
 
Again, thanks to all who helped. 
 

Observing It! – M23 
by P. Lubkans 

 
This open cluster in Sagittarius is a personal favorite.  At 73X I count about 90 loosely 
associated stars that form large looping and swirling patterns in an otherwise sparsely populated 
field.  Many of these stars appear almost uniform in size and bright-white in color.  There is also 
a lovely, very large and bright yellow-white (at times, yellow-orange!) star in the northwest, 
which really stands out among so many white ones.  My imagination can make out so many 
patterns with these looping strings of stars.  I usually see flying critters.  I used to enjoy seeing a 
sweet “bumble bee,” when I observed M23, but in recent years I see a gorgeous dragonfly 
(with feelers, yet!) headed southeast.  The stunning yellow star mentioned above lies about 
halfway down its tail (abdomen, actually) and serves as an ornament.  A small triangle of stars 
marks the tip of the tail.  Sweet! 
 
(Observed in backyard on August 16, 2006, 10:54 p.m., with 10”-dob.  Limiting mag. 4.2, 
Seeing, 3.5/5 best.) 
 
And good advice from Stephen James O’Meara… 
 

Creative perception is an important part of astronomy’s heritage.  What are the 
constellations but figments of some creative individuals’ minds.  Some familiar 
star patterns, like Orion’s Belt and the Big Dipper, are even household names.  
Looking for shapes, likenesses, and fanciful imagery in patterns of stars and 
nebulosity makes stargazing more fun and accessible, and easier to share with 
others.  It can also help you remember subtle details of an object or region of 
sky.                                                                                      (Continues on p.12) 
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Death of a Supergiant 
 
By all outward appearances, the red supergiant appeared normal. But below the surface, hidden 
from probing eyes, its core had already collapsed into an ultra-dense neutron star, sending a 
shock wave racing outward from the star’s center at around 50 million kilometers per hour. 
 
The shock wave superheated the plasma in its path to almost a million degrees Kelvin, causing 
the star to emit high-energy ultraviolet (UV) radiation. About six hours later, the shock wave 
reached the star’s surface, causing it to explode in a Type IIP supernova named SNLS-04D2dc. 
 
Long before the explosion’s visible light was detected by telescopes on Earth, NASA’s Galaxy 
Evolution Explorer (GALEX) space telescope captured the earlier pulse of UV light — 
scientists’ first glimpse of a star entering its death throes. 
 
“This UV light has traveled through the star at the moment of its death, but before it was blown 
apart,” explains Kevin Schawinski, the University of Oxford astrophysicist who led the 
observation. “So this light encodes some information about the state of the star the moment it 
died.” 
 
And that’s exactly why astronomers are so excited. Observing the beautiful nebula left behind by 
a supernova doesn’t reveal much about what the star was like before it exploded; most of the 
evidence has been obliterated.  Information encoded in these UV "pre-flashes” could offer 
scientists an unprecedented window into the innards of stars on the verge of exploding. 
 
In this case, Schawinski and his colleagues calculated that just before its death, the star was 
500 to 1000 times larger in diameter than our sun, confirming that the star was in fact a red 
supergiant. “We’ve been able to tell you the size of a star that died in a galaxy several billion 
light-years away,” Schawinski marvels. 
 
“GALEX has played a very important role in actually seeing this for a few reasons,” Schawinski 
says.  First, GALEX is a space telescope, so it can see far-UV light that’s blocked by Earth’s 
atmosphere.  Also, GALEX is designed to take a broad view of the sky.  Its relatively small 
20-inch primary mirror gives it a wide, 1.2-degree field of view, making it more likely to catch 
the UV flash preceding a supernova. With these advantages, GALEX is uniquely equipped to 
catch a supernova before it explodes. “Just when we like to see it,” Schawinski says. 
 
For more information, visit www.galex.caltech.edu, “Ultraviolet Gives View Inside Real ‘Death 
Star’.”  Kids can check out how to make a mobile of glittering galaxies at 
spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/kids/galex_make1.shtml. 
 
This article was provided by the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, California Institute of Technology, under a 
contract with the National Aeronautics and Space Administration. 
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Sequence of images shows supernova start to finish.  
 
--The top left image shows the galaxy before the 
supernova.  
 
-- At top right, the bright UV flash called the shock 
breakout indicates a red  supergiant has collapsed.  
 
-- At bottom left, moments later, the flash is mostly 
gone.  
 
-- Bottom right: As the debris expands, it heats up 
again and becomes brighter.  
 

 
The supernova became 10 times the size of the original over the following few days, thus 
becoming visible to supernova hunters. 
 
 
 
 
 
Good advice from Stephen James O’Meara…  (Cont. from p.10) 
 

Memorizing star patterns through the telescope can be the first step to 
making discoveries.  If, for example, a new star (a nova) were to appear 
near M23 – disrupting the square, or the boat, or the bat motif you had 
become familiar with – you would recognize that something was 
different;  the shape you created would appear altered.  This is how nova 
hunters George Alcock and Peter Collins each have discovered four new 
stars – using binoculars! 
 
Stephen James O’Meara, Deep Sky Companions: The Messier Objects, 
Sky Publishing Corporation, Cambridge, MA, 1998, p. 92. 
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