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I had hoped that I’d be able to add two consecutive total solar eclipses to my list of  amazing astronomical events I’ve 

witnessed, but it is not to be.  I was in Nebraska under perfect skies in August, 2017, and the plan was to be under perfect 

skies again in La Serena, Chile for July 2nd, 2019. 

 

Originally, the plan was to head down to Chile and spend some time with Les Nagy (and his wife) under the amazing 

skies of the northern Atacama desert.  We’d then drive for 14 hours down to La Serena.  Les and I have done this trip 

before, and while it was not the longest road trip we’ve ever done (that would be 30 hours to the Texas Star Party in 

2007), we did pass through some of the most amazing landscapes I’ve ever seen.  From the chain of 6,000 meter high 

strato-volcanoes that seems to form the spine of the Andes to the immense flat land that is the remains of an ancient sea, 

from the edge of the coastal mountains where the best observatories on the planet can be found.  We passed the entrance 

to Paranal (home of the Very Large Telescope) and the signs for Cerro Armazones showed where to look to see the 

strange flattened top of the mountain.  We dropped through the cloud layer that filled the valley on the switchback road 

that dives down 1500 metres to the Pacific, where the road wound it’s way through the scree at the foot of those moun-

tains.  We drove through small fishing villages, looking like so many other similar villages all over the world (but not 

smelling the same), although these were adorned with Tsunami warning signs.  Unbeknownst to us, we passed an ar-

cheological site that showed signs of human activity 12,000 years ago, and we stopped to stretch our legs and bathe our 

feet in the water, cooled by the Humboldt Current, bringing Antarctic water up the coast of the continent.   We drove 

inland again and passed Copiapo, where an amazing rescue of 33 trapped miners held the world in thrall.  We saw 

coastal clouds from the Pacific climb over a thousand metre tall barrier and tumble down into the desert valley; their 

moisture bringing the only reliable source of water to the area.  We passed by other signposts for astronomical places 

with names to conjure with, like Cerro Tolollo, Las Campanas, and La Silla before we finally arrived 1200km from 

where we’d started that morning. 

 

Circumstances, though, have dictated that neither I, nor Les and his wife, will be able to make that trip.  There is another 

total eclipse in Chile in December, 2020, before the next North American one in 2024, but it’s another 17 hours further 

south from La Serena. 

 

Could be one heckuva drive, though! 

 

There’s a lot going on in the Centre in the next couple of months, with something for just about everyone.  For instance, 

our monthly General meeting looks to continue the string of really great speakers and topics on May 2nd.  The weekend 

of Saturday May 4th and 5th sees the Canadian AstroPhotography School at Mohawk College.  Friday, March 10th is the 

next Heavy METUL Night, with the Moon passing through the Beehive (producing some occultations).  And in June, 

we’ll be having a private tour of the David Dunlap Observatory ($10 a head)...tickets for which will be on sale at the 

May meeting. 

 

We’ve also had some enquiries for another NOVA course that I’m thinking of running next winter.  So, if you’re inter-

ested, let me know.  It’s going to be a lot of work because the old workshops are so out of date, but I’m tired of waiting 

for National to update the official course. 

 

Finally, this issue is so late because I normally get seriously down to work on the Sunday before the general meeting.  

However, that night was clear, and I could not resist the siren song of a clear sky.  Something had to give, though, and 

that was Orbit.  After that, I was hit by what I can only describer as a massive case of writers block.  Several of the last 

few evenings I have spent several hours doing nothing more productive than surfing the net looking for something that 

might interest me, and others in the Hamilton Centre.  In the end, I went back to some old issues. 

 

My apologies for this substandard issue.  However, I’m still hoping to “See you in the Dark!” 

 

Roger 

Issue Number 7, May, 2019 
Roger Hill, Editor 
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A Sidewalk Astronomy Experience—Tom Field  

 
Wow! If you've never tried sidewalk astronomy, you oughta! Last Saturday I set up in town at the monthly the Denver 

Astronomical Society's first quarter star party. The moon got a little low (and there were 30 or so telescopes there) so I 

viewed Albireo. Having an eleven year old go inside and drag his mother out to see the colors was the high point of the 

evening! People like to see color!! (Hint: after they've seen the stars, tell them you're going to defocus a little to bring out 

the color. Then do it. It works)  

 

Alberio is visible 1 mile from downtown Denver with street lights making it almost daylight. And it's easy to find. I enjoy 

pointing out to viewers the similarities between the colors they're seeing and the different colors in a candle or campfire. 

"They're different temperatures..." 

 

The next night, Sunday, having read a little about Dobson (and his merry band of sidewalk astronomers) I screwed up my 

courage dragged by C8 out to the sidewalk right in front a local ice cream parlor on a busy street. Sure I was blushing and 

sweating a bit as I  set up. "Will anyway come or will I look like a propeller-hat nerd?!" I had a non-stop line of viewers 

for two hours! Having Rukl's text (mostly the full moon view inside the front cover) to help them navigate and to point 

out what they were seeing was *very* helpful. Also, coaching them on finding the right viewing position to actually see 

the image in the eyepiece was occasionally necessary: "Yeah, take your time. Sometimes it can take a minute or so to get 

your eye positioned right. Try moving away from the eyepiece a little..." [Usually it's only 5 or 10 seconds with the long 

eye relief LV eyepiece] "Uh, you don't have to touch the eyepiece..." Often I will help them see things that I believe 

they'd not otherwise see. "See that smooth area [Serenity]. Well just above it, see those two craters? [Eudoxus & Aristo-

teles].. Okay, can you see how the left rim of the crater is glowing in the sunrise. See those points of light to the left... etc 

etc" "Notice the rippling? That's just like the ripples in the air you see over a hot car or above a campfire. The waves of 

heat in the air above us..." Even a little science: "Now that smooth area is the result of ..." 

 

I debate whether to instruct them on the focus knob, but usually show them by pretending to grab it and rotating my hand 

(not the knob) a tiny bit, "This is just like focusing binoculars. Turn it just a little, like this until the view isn't blurry." I 

also watch them as they focus, because some people crank it a half turn or more and I then have to refocus it for them. 

The sloppiness of the SCT focus is a bother. I don't think JMI's motorized focus (on the drawtube) would be any easier for 

them, since there is no intuitive feedback from the buttons). A manual drawtube focuser would be best I believe. 

 

Standing by the telescope, people would ask me, "why are you doing this?" I'd suggest they have a look through he eye-

piece at the moon, "take a look!" To their totally spontaneous exclamations of "Wow!", "Oooouuuu", "Oh my god", "I 

can't believe it", "I never knew you could see it so close", "Let me go get my wife..." I'd respond, "I do it because I like 

hearing people say what you just said!" and we both laugh. There's a real joy in sharing something beautiful, especially if 

the other has never seen such a thing. I was surprised how many people expressed an interest, or confessed they had a 

telescope (often, perhaps a Tasco, ) they never used. 

 

The kids were wonderful. They'll talk and talk ... with their parents beaming on. It was also a good opportunity to talk 

about light pollution, solicit new club members, and meet new people. 

 

So, I urge you to try it. You've got to be a little tiny 

bit of a showman, but not too much. Once you've set 

up, one or two (if that) "You want to look at the 

moon?" queries to passers by is all it'll take to get 

things going. (Next time I'll have a small sign: "Free 

views of the moon" that I'll hang from the "No Park-

ing sign or the newspaper box I leaned on). 

 

It's not often (in my life, anyway) that I've felt I gave 

so much so easily. And the joy of giving is wonder-

ful... 



4  

 
Watching the Late Spring Skies 

By David Prosper 

  
Late spring brings warmer nights, making it more comfortable to observe a good showing of the Eta Aquarids meteor shower. Sky-

watchers can also look for the delicate Coma Star Cluster, and spot the Moon on the anniversary of Apollo 10’s “test run” prior to 

the Moon landing in 1969. 

  

The Eta Aquarids meteor shower should make a good showing 

this year, peaking the morning of May 6. This meteor shower 

has an unusual “soft peak,” meaning that many meteors can be 

spotted several days before and after the 6th; many may find it 

convenient to schedule meteor watching for the weekend, a 

night or two before the peak. You may be able to spot a couple 

dozen meteors an hour from areas with clear dark skies. Mete-

ors can appear in any part of the sky and you don’t need any 

special equipment to view them; just find an area away from 

lights, lie down on a comfy lawn chair or blanket, relax, and 

patiently look up. These brief bright streaks are caused by Earth 

moving through the stream of fine dust particles left by the pas-

sage of Comet Halley. While we have to wait another 43 years 

for the famous comet grace our skies once more, we are treated 

to this beautiful cosmic postcard every year. 

  

While you’re up meteor watching, try to find a delightful naked 

eye star cluster: the Coma Star Cluster (aka Melotte 111) in 

the small constellation of Coma Berenices. It can be spotted 

after sunset in the east and for almost the entire night during the 

month of May. Look for it inside the area of the sky roughly 

framed between the constellations of Leo, Boötes, and Ursa 

Major. The cluster’s sparkly members are also known as 

“Berenice’s Hair” in honor of Egyptian Queen Berenices II’s 

sacrifice of her lovely tresses.  Binoculars will bring out even more stars in this large young cluster.  

  

May marks the 50th anniversary of the Lunar Module’s test run by the Apollo 10 mission! On May 22, 1969, NASA astronauts Tho-

mas Stafford and Eugene Cernan piloted the Lunar Module - nicknamed “Snoopy” - on a test descent towards the lunar surface. Un-

docking from “Charlie Brown” - the Command Module, piloted by John Young – they descended to 47,400 feet above the surface of 

the Moon before returning safely to the orbiting Command Mod-

ule. Their success paved the way for the first humans to land on 

the Moon later that year with Apollo 11. Look for the Moon on 

the morning of May 22, before or after dawn, and contemplate 

what it must have felt like to hover mere miles above the lunar 

surface. You’ll also see the bright giant planets Saturn and Jupi-

ter on either side of the Moon before sunrise. When will humans 

travel to those distant worlds? 

  

You can catch up on all of NASA’s current and future missions 

at nasa.gov 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This article is distributed by NASA 

Night Sky Network  

The Night Sky Network program sup-

ports astronomy clubs across the USA 

dedicated to astronomy outreach. Visit 

nightsky.jpl.nasa.org to find local 

clubs, events, and more!  

Try to spot the Coma Star Cluster!  Image created with assistance 

from Stellarium 

A view of Apollo 10’s Lunar Module from the Command Module 

as it returned from maneuvers above the lunar surface.  

Photo Credit: NASA Source: http://bit.ly/apollo10view 

http://www.nasa.gov/
https://nightsky.jpl.nasa.org
http://stellarium.org/
http://bit.ly/apollo10view
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 Heavy M.E.T.U.L. Night #10: FRIDAY May 10, 2019 

 
If we measure the success of these nights by the number of people who attend, then Night #3 in April 2018 was the biggest success 

we’ve had.  If we measure instead by how much a new member was helped to understand telescopes and the sky, then possibly Night 

#9 in April 2019 was the biggest. 

May 10th, however, has the potential for being the 

best night yet.  Why?  Because the Moon will be 

passing through M44, the Beehive Cluster.  

 

A lunar occultation is when the Moon passes in 

front of a star.  Since the Moon is airless, and the 

star is essentially a point source, the star will blink 

out when the Moon’s orbital motion carries it in 

front of the star.  Which makes another feature of 

this night a good one: Earthshine will give you a 

good idea as to when the star will be covered.  

Sometimes, a star will appear to graze the edge of 

the Moon, and will blink several times as it shines 

down a lunar valley, or is hidden by some moun-

tain peak.  Those of you who witnessed (or saw 

the video) the grazing occultation of Aldebaran in 

March of 2017 will know how spectacular such an 

event can be.  In this case, though, the brightest 

graze might be of a star that is only 10th magni-

tude.   

Occasionally, a star will dim before going out, 

giving an indication that the star is a very close 

double.  Aldebaran did this, although not because 

it is a double star, but because it is actually quite 

large, and some lunar mountains only covered part 

of the star.   

If you’re doing something other than lunar observ-

ing, let me know when you arrive, and I (or another experienced observer) can help you.  Otherwise, I’ll just wander around being 

nosy and asking if I can help! 

 

As always, everyone is welcome, and the gates will open about 7:30pm. 

 

 If you bring your own telescope, park on the north side of the parking lot (to your left as you drive in). 

 The corollary is that if you don’t have a telescope, park on the south side unless there aren’t any spots.   

 Turn your headlights off as quickly as you can. 

 Dress as if it was 10° C cooler than it’s supposed to be. 

 Bring a clipboard, a couple of pencils, and one of those Canadian Tire headlamp flashlights that has a red LED setting. 

 Be aware of people and telescopes if you arrive after dark. 

 Keep the observatory door closed, and only turn on the lights that you need.   

 There is power available, but bring your own extension cord.  If you do, bring a power bar too, but don’t unplug anything with-

out asking first...some telescopes need to go through an elaborate routine at start-up, or someone may be in the middle of an ex-

posure. 

 If you use the whiteboard to make, or illustrate, a point, please clean it off when you’re done. 

 Take away your coffee cups and other garbage...if you carried it to the site, you can carry it home! 

 

See you in the dark! 
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Astronomy Outreach Strategies – Captivating 3 to 107-Year-Olds 

By Tom Vassos, RASC Member 

I produced an astronomy outreach event for the Sunrise of Thornhill retirement centre and was pleasantly surprised to 

learn that the oldest attendee was 107 years old. After the presentation, I asked Gertrude why she attended, and with a 

big smile on her face she proclaimed, “It’s never too late to learn dear.” 

At a RASC Hamilton corporate outreach event for a company called Wescam, the event organizer commented that the 

combination of beautiful imagery, NASA animations, audience interaction and stargazing through telescopes made this 

the perfect corporate event. 

At a recent outreach event for over 100 attendees at the Blue Mountain Resort in Collingwood, a mother rushed up to 

the podium after the presentation and gushed, “I can’t believe it. My 3-year-old was captivated and in awe for over an 

hour!” 

So, there you have it, learning about the universe is fascinating for anyone from 3 to 107 years old. Although, why limit 

ourselves? Let’s also reach those younger than 3 and older than 107! 

The key to conducting a successful astronomy outreach program is steering away from typical PowerPoint slides. The 

key is applying and attaining the seven “E’s” – Educate, Engage, Enchant, Enthrall, Entertain, Encourage laughter and 

Evaluate effectiveness. 

Our astronomy and cosmology outreach program, The Inspiring Universe Experience, utilizes a number of different 

facets to connect with audiences of all ages. Here is my list of the top 22 ideas that you can incorporate into your local 

outreach programs: 

 
1. The Inspiring Universe Presentation Series – Educate, engage and inspire attendees with beautiful imagery 

2. The Inspiring Universe Video Lounge – Wow the crowd with educational, inspirational and moving astronomy 

and space exploration videos (e.g., add a TED talk to your agenda) 

3. The Inspiring Universe Image Exhibit – Immerse the audience in the wonder of astronomy with educational and 

inspirational posters and banners  

4. The Inspiring Universe Demonstrations – Use everyday objects to get attendees to appreciate the size and scale 

of worlds such as planet Earth, the Moon, Sun and other objects in the universe 

5. The Inspiring Universe Science Centre – Use NASA animations and computer simulations to bring topics to life 

6. The Inspiring Universe Music Lounge – Immerse the audience in entertaining songs about the universe (how 

many songs can you name with the word Sun, Moon, Mars, Jupiter or universe in them?) 

7. The Inspiring Universe Interactive Zone – Quiz and engage attendees using live interactive polling (using 

smartphones, results can be instantly displayed on the projection screen) 

8. The Inspiring Universe Gaming Zone – Play games with attendees such as “Are you Smarter than a 9th 

Grader?” or “Name that Nebula” 

9. The Inspiring Universe Astro-Dog – Thrill the young kids with a visit from “Katie the Astro-Dog” who joins 

the fun and works the crowd in her space suit 

10. The Inspiring Universe Freebies – Present attendees with free giveaways such as planispheres, astronomy 

magazines, coffee mugs, notebooks, posters, etc. 

11. The Inspiring Universe Digital Freebies – Provide free audio books, mobile apps, online courses, etc. that at-

tendees can enjoy once they get home 

12. The Inspiring Universe Photo Booth – Let attendees become NASA superstars for a day: 

Credit: NASA 

 
R 
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13. The Inspiring Universe Petting Zoo – Provide attendees with a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to hold Moon and 

Mars rock samples in their hand, and of course, take pictures 

The Inspiring Universe Social Media Spotlight – Inspire visitors to generate social media buzz by posting their photos 

and comments online 

15. The Inspiring Universe Show and Tell – Encourage experienced RASC members to participate by showing stuff 

(e.g., their astro imagery) or telling stories (their best astronomy experience) 

The Inspiring Universe Press Centre – Encourage local and national media outlets to discuss breaking astronomy news 

and/or to promote your local RASC activities ( For example, in this press interview on Global TV, we talk about EHT’s 

first ever picture of a black hole: bit.ly/2L03xiq ) 

17. The Inspiring Universe Clever Yogi/Joyful Guru/Ingenious Zen Master – Take attendees to the top of the moun-

tain where local experts team up to answer all of their questions (“Everything you Wanted to Know About the Universe 

but Were Afraid to Ask!”) loaner books, 

18. The Inspiring Universe Astronomy Book Exchange – Encourage your members to recycle their used astronomy 

books. 

19. The Inspiring Universe Feedback Evaluation – After each event, get attendee feedback, suggestions for im-

provement and contact information for future communications. 

20. The Inspiring Universe Stargazing Experience – Look up to the sky, stargazing through real telescopes 

21. Astronomy on Fire/Cosmos on Tap Events – Engage an adult audience with a casual astronomy evening event at 

your local brew pub: 

 
22. The Inspiring Universe Virtual Reality Lounge – Take a virtual trip to Mars, the Moon and beyond (using smart-

phones, red/cyan glasses, 3D virtual reality glasses, etc.): 

 

 

When it comes to astronomy outreach strategies, let’s think outside the 

box. If you are looking for guest speakers or just want to bounce some 

astronomy outreach ideas off me, feel free to contact me. 

(TomVassos@yahoo.ca). But for now, I have to run… gotta get to 

Gertrude’s 108th birthday party. :) 
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RASC Speaker, Tom Vassos, at the 

Westin Hotel in Collingwood, Can-

ada presents the Inspiring Universe 

astronomy outreach program. Ban-

ners and posters can be used to pro-

mote your outreach event, or they 

can be used to set the mood in the 

presentation room, immersing the 

audience in the wonder of the uni-

verse. 

Attendees at the Inspiring Universe 

event at the Blue Mountain Resort in 

Collingwood, Canada, crowd around 

to ask the speaker, Tom Vassos, ques-

tions. They also had an opportunity to 

take pictures with Mars and Moon 

rock samples. Surprisingly, even 5 to 

8-year-old children were captivated 

for the extended two-hour program. 
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 CARRYING THE SHUTTLE HOME—Triple Nickel, NASA Pilot 

 

A quick "trip report" from Triple Nickel, the pilot 

of the 747 that flew the shuttle back to Florida after 

the final Hubble repair flight - a humorous and in-

teresting inside look at what it's like to fly two air-

craft at once. 

Well, it's been 48 hours since I landed the 747 with 

the shuttle Atlantis on top and I am still buzzing 

from the experience. I have to say that my whole 

mind, body and soul went into the professional 

mode just before engine start in Mississippi, and 

stayed there, where it all needed to be, until well 

after the flight...in fact, I am not sure if it is all back 

to normal as I type this email.  The experience was 

surreal.  Seeing that "thing" on top of an already 

overly huge aircraft boggles my mind.  The whole 

mission from takeoff to engine shutdown was 

unlike anything I had ever done. It was like a dream—someone else's dream. 

We took off from Columbus AFB on their 12,000 foot runway, of which I used 11,999 1/2  feet to get the wheels off the 

ground. We were at 3,500 feet left to go of the runway, throttles full power, nose wheels still hugging the ground, co-

pilot calling out decision speeds, the weight of Atlantis now screaming through my fingers clinched tightly on the con-

trols, tires heating up to their near maximum temperature from the speed and the weight, and not yet at rotation speed, 

the speed at which I would be pulling on the controls to get the nose to rise.  I just could not wait, and I mean I COULD 

NOT WAIT, and started pulling early.  If I had waited until rotation speed, we would not have rotated enough to get air-

borne by the end of the runway..  So I pulled on the controls early and started our rotation to the takeoff attitude.  The 

wheels finally lifted off as we passed over the stripe marking the end of the runway and my next hurdle (physically) was 

a line of trees 1,000 feet off the departure end of Runway 16.  

All I knew was we were flying and so I directed the gear to be retracted and the flaps to be moved from Flaps 20 to Flaps 

10 as I pulled even harder on the controls.  I must say, those trees were beginning to look a lot like those brushes in the 

drive through car washes so I pulled even harder yet!  I think I saw a bird just fold its wings and fall out of a tree as if to 

say, "Oh, just take me."  

Okay, we cleared the trees, duh, but it was way too close for my laundry.  As we started to actually climb, at only 100 

feet per minute, I smelled something that reminded me of touring the Heineken Brewery in Europe. I said, "Is that a 

skunk I smell?" - the veterans of shuttle carrying looked at me, smiled, and said, "Tires"!  I said, "TIRES? 

OURS?"  They smiled and shook their heads as if to call their Captain an amateur. Okay, at that point I was.  The tires 

were so hot you could smell them in the cockpit.  My mind could not get over, from this point on, that this was some-

thing I had never experienced.  Where's your mom when you REALLY need her? 

The flight down to Florida was an eternity. We cruised at 250 knots indicated, giving us about 315 knots of ground 

speed at 15,000'. The miles didn't click by like I am use to them clicking by in a fighter jet at MACH .94. We were burn-

ing fuel at a rate of 40,000 pounds per hour or 130 pounds per mile, or one gallon every length of the fuselage. The vi-

bration in the cockpit was mild, compared to down below and to the rear of the fuselage where it reminded me of that 

football game I had as a child where you turned it on and the players vibrated around the board. I felt like if I had plastic 

clips on my boots I could have vibrated to any spot in the fuselage I wanted to go without moving my legs...and the 

noise was deafening. The 747 flies with its nose 5 degrees up in the air to stay level, and when you bank, it feels like the 

shuttle is trying to say, "Hey, let's roll completely over on our back" - not a good thing I kept telling myself. So I limited 

my bank angle to 15 degrees and even though a 180 degree course change took a full zip code to complete, it was the 

safe way to turn this monster. 
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Airliners and even a flight of two F-16s deviated from their flight plans to catch a glimpse of us along the way. We 

dodged what was in reality very few clouds and storms, despite what everyone thought, and arrived in Florida with 

51,000 pounds of fuel too much to land with. We can't land heavier than 600,000 pounds total weight and so we had to 

do something with that fuel. I had an idea....let's fly low and slow and show this beast off to all the taxpayers in Florida 

lucky enough to be outside on that Tuesday afternoon. 

So at Ormond Beach, we let down to 1,000 feet above the ground/water and flew just east of the beach out over the wa-

ter. Then, once we reached the NASA airspace of the Kennedy Space Center, we cut over to the Banana/Indian Rivers 

and flew down the middle of them to show the people of Titusville, Port St.Johns and Melbourne just what a 747 with a 

shuttle on it looked like. We stayed at 1,000 feet and since we were dragging our flaps at "Flaps 5", our speed was down 

to around 190 to 210 knots. We could see traffic stopping in the middle of roads to take a look. We heard later that a Lit-

tle League Baseball game stopped to look and everyone cheered as we became their 7th inning stretch.  Oh, say can you 

see.... 

After reaching Vero Beach, we turned north to follow the coast line back up to the Shuttle Landing Facility (SLF). There 

was not one person laying on the beach... they were all standing and waving! "What a sight" I thought.....and figured 

they were thinking the same thing. All this time I was bugging the engineers, all three of them, to re-compute our fuel 

and tell me when it was time to land. They kept saying, "Not yet Triple, keep showing this thing off," which was not a 

bad thing to be doing.  

However, all this time the thought that the landing, the muscling of this 600,000 pound beast, was getting closer and 

closer to my reality. I was pumped up! We got back to the SLF and were still 10,000 pounds too heavy to land. So I said 

I was going to do a low approach over the SLF going the opposite direction of landing traffic that day. So at 300 feet, we 

flew down the runway, rocking our wings like a whale rolling on its side to say "hello" to the people looking on! One 

turn out of traffic and back to the runway to land.....still 3,000 pounds over gross weight limit.  But the engineers agreed 

that if the landing were smooth, there would be no problem. 

"Oh, thanks guys, a little extra pressure is just what I needed!" 

Well, we landed at 603,000 pounds and very smoothly if I have to say so myself. The landing was so totally controlled 

and on speed that it was fun. There were a few surprises that I dealt with, like - with the orbiter on it - the 747 falls like a 

rock if you pull the throttles off at the "normal" point in a landing and secondly, if you thought you could hold the nose 

off the ground after the mains touch down, think again - IT IS COMING DOWN!!!  So I "flew it down" to the ground 

and saved what I have seen in videos of a nose slap after landing.  

Then I turned on my phone after coming to a full stop only to find 50 bazillion emails and phone messages from all of 

you who were so super to be watching and cheering us on!  What a treat, I can't thank y'all enough.  For those who 

watched, you wondered why we sat there so long. Well, the shuttle had very hazardous chemicals on board and we had 

to be "sniffed" to determine if any had leaked or were leaking. They checked for Monomethylhydrazine (N2H4 for Char-

lie Hudson) and nitrogen tetroxide (N2O4).  Even though we were "clean", it took way too long for them to tow us in to 

the mate-demate area.  Sorry for those who stuck it out and even waited until we exited the jet. 

I'm sure I'll wake up in the middle of the night here soon, screaming and standing straight up dripping wet with sweat 

from the realization of what happened. It was a thrill of a lifetime. Again, I want to thank everyone for your interest and 

support. It felt good to bring Atlantis home in one piece after she had worked so hard getting to the Hubble Space Tele-

scope and back. 

Triple Nickel, NASA Pilot 
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 Humour: 
People actually said this! From, or reported to, Wally Anglesea <wanglese#NoSpam.spammersbigpondareparasites.net.au> 

"If it's so dangerous to look at the eclipse, then why are they having one at all?" (caller to a radio program prior to the 2002 

eclipse, Ceduna, Australia). 

 

"Is it safe to play golf during the eclipse, I mean, won't I lose my balls?" Asked of an astronomer at Bombala, for the eclipse in 

1976 "How do you manage to take pictures of the sun during the day? Isn't it too bright?" 

 

"If there are no aliens, why can't NASA show us pictures of them not being?" (apocryphal, but I've been told this and asked 

similar questions so many times I can believe it) "It's obvious the Earth is flat, otherwise the people on the bottom would fall off into 

space" Said to an astronomer in 2001 in the UK. This was NOT said as a joke.... 

 

"Isn't it too dangerous to have 2 comets in the sky at the same time?" 

 

At a planetarium where I've worked there was this question from a caller - a teacher apparently: "Me and my class cannot make 

it to the solar eclipse on wednesday...can you reschedule it?" 

 

At the planetarium where I work, I've had a couple of people angrily complain about NASA scheduling eclipses and comets at 

inconvenient times. When I pointed out that they had nothing to do with that, I was told "what do you think the space program is 

for?" They didn't get it when I suggested that their complaints might get a better hearing at a local church. (everybody else did) 

 

Another time, I was showing the crescent Venus through my long (obvious where its pointed) refractor. The comment; "I 

thought you could see craters on the moon". I directed his attention towards the real gibbous Moon high in the sky behind us, 

only to be told, "you have to have a telescope to see the Moon!" He then turned back to the scope and told his child to "look at 

the Moon in here, but its not very good". 

 

I used to take constellation pictures by mounting my Vitessa L camera on my EQ scope and using the slow-motion controls to 

follow the stars. Someone asked me if I used a flash for the star photos. 

 

Not so much astronomical as gravitational, but this may qualify. A friend said to me, while shrouded in mist at the top of a small 

mountain, 'it's hard to know which way is up when it's like this'. I said 'as long as your feet are standing on something...'He said 

'why? Is that up?' 

 

My favorite question came from a neighbor during a partial eclipse (probably the one on July 11, 1991--visible from Albuquerque 

where I lived at the time), who asked if it was harmful to be out while the eclipse was going on. He'd heard that it was dangerous 

to look at an eclipse. We were looking at images of the eclipse on the ground, as formed by the many pinholes of light 

filtering through tree leaves. I assured him that when you don't look at the sun directly, there's no problem. 

 

Many years ago during one of our public nights at our observatory, a couple of ladies cornered one of my friends and were pestering 

him on the subject of UFO's and the like. It was late September, and getting pretty chilly out, so I walked out of the building 

to get a jacket. 

 

As I passed my friend and his "questioners" one of them asked him "Do you think we'll know where the aliens are from?" 

Quickly, without breaking stride, I said "they come from the planet Ullu in the Skyron Galaxy" and went to my car, where I put a 

dark jacket on over my light shirt. 

 

Those ladies looked for me for the rest of the evening, thinking I knew all about the aliens. But since it was dark, they never 

found me.:) 

 

From a 1980 Shreveport (Louisiana) Times newspaper Letter To The Editor: 

"Why do we have Daylight Savings Time? That extra hour of daylight is killing my grass..." 

 

Yup, a common idea, I'm afraid. I overheard a women on the street explaining to her companion that the reason the snow starts 

melting so quickly in the springtime is the extra hour of sunlight after DST starts. 
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One of the reasons why Orbit was so late this month was that 

Sunday evening before the General meeting was clear, and I 

was having a play with some new equipment. 

 

I recently purchased an Astrophysics telecompressor lens 

from Gary Colwell.  Ideal for Ritchey-Chretiens, I wanted to 

see how it worked with my 12” Meade. 

 

The short answer is: It’s good, but not great. 

 

Why? Probably because I don’t have the correct spacing yet.   

 

These optical wonders work under a very restrictive set of 

parameters, and one of the biggest is the distance from the 

lens to the detector.   

 

Frankly, I just slapped it in.  Next time I’ll try to make sure 

the distance is correct. 

 

Anyway, this ugly picture of M51 also shows IC2478, a tiny 

15th magnitude galaxy about 250 million light years away.  

Can you see it?  It’s about a third of the way up from the 

bottom on the right of the frame. 
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