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February,  2008                            Vol.19  No. 1 
 
Thoughts on First Light 
 
This is the initial issue of of First Light for 2008. The 
previous issue was a combined December-January issue. 
Best wishes to all for Clear Skies in 2008! 
 
Please continue to send in articles for inclusion in First 
Light.  Suggested areas: Member Profiles, “Light Side” 
articles about members, astronomy resources, favorite 
observing targets or techniques, astrophotography and 
photos, special observing experiences you have had. This 
newsletter is vibrant only if it has input from many 
members. 
 
CCAS Events  
 
Our December meeting featured three excellent 
presentations by Jon Greenberg: a quick overview of 
constellations and key Deep Sky objects in our winter 
sky, a most intriguing look at some ancient manmade 
structures oriented to focusing on and celebrating the 
winter solstice, and an overview of unusual combinations 
in the sky near 0 AD which might have been interpreted 
by some as being the Star of Bethlehem. 
 
Our January meeting Betsy Young provided complete 
information on technical and practical aspects of different 
kinds of eyepieces for telescopes and factors to consider 
in their selection. 
 
At our February 7 meeting , by popular request,  member 
Gary Derman will repeat his non-mathematical 
presentation on Relativity and Space-Time. Learn the 
events that led up to this important discovery. Gain a 
basic understanding of the subject. Find out why the 
shortest distance between two points is not always a 
straight line. Understand why time travel is no longer 
science fiction.  
 

The International Year of Astronomy 2009 
 
One of the missions of our Society is to introduce 
astronomy and the joys of stargazing to people in a way 
that increases their knowledge of the universe and 
stimulates new study of its wonders. 

 
To this end, we, as a Society, should be looking forward 
to special participation in the worldwide Year of 
Astronomy coming up in 2009. Following is an extract of 
the announcement of the IYA available in brochure 

format on the web.
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The vision of the International Year of Astronomy 
(IYA2009) is to help the citizens of the world rediscover 
their place in the Universe through the day- and night- 
time sky, and thereby engage a personal sense of wonder 
and discovery. All humans should realize the impact of 
astronomy and basic sciences on our daily lives, and 
understand better how scientific knowledge can 
contribute to a more equitable and peaceful society. 
 
The International Year of Astronomy (IYA2009) will be a 
global celebration of astronomy and its contributions to 
society and culture, highlighted by the 400th anniversary 
of the first use of an astronomical telescope by Galileo 
Galilei. The aim of the Year is to stimulate worldwide 
interest, especially among young people, in astronomy 
and science under the central theme “The Universe, Yours 
to Discover”. IYA2009 events and activities will promote 
a greater appreciation of the inspirational aspects of 
astronomy that embody an invaluable shared resource for 
all nations. 
 
The IYA2009 activities will take place at global and 
regional levels, and especially at national and local levels. 
National Nodes in each country have been formed to 
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prepare activities for 2009. These Nodes establish 
collaborations among professional and amateur 
astronomers, science centres, educators and science 
communicators in preparing activities for 2009. Well over 
140 countries are expected to take part in the activities in 
2009. To help coordinate this huge global program, and to 
provide an important resource for the participating 
countries, the International Astronomical Union has 
established a central Secretariat and a website as the 
principal IYA resource for public, professionals, and 
media alike. 
 
A website overviewing participation in the IYA for 
organizations in the United States is also available; see 

reference notes last page.
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Another Thought Pertinent to Public Outreach: There is a 
wonderful short article in the February issue of Sky and 
Telescope magazine about a teenage girl who built a 
crude 3” reflector telescope and used it to test the 
following hypothesis for a science fair project: 
“Teenagers will get more excited about astronomy if they 
look through a telescope built by another teenager than if 
they look at a picture taken from Hubble.” See page 104 
of that issue to see the results of her experience with her 
peers on this question. We MUST make “actual” 
observing capabilities available to more and more people! 
 
 

Observational Astronomy for Beginners 
 
Jon Greenberg will run a Spring session of his 
introductory course assisted by several members of CCAS 
on Wednesdays: 8:00-9:30 PM  April 9-May 7, five 
sessions, fee: $75.00. This class is organized under the 
spring programs for Nauset Community Education and 
anyone interested can pre-register with NCE by calling 
508-255-4300. Here is the text of the announcement for 
the course: 
 

Giant gas planet Saturn, with its magnificent rings, is well 
placed for evening viewing this spring! 
Our course, sponsored jointly by Nauset Community 
Education and the Cape Cod Astronomical Society, will 
emphasize actual observing of the glorious spring skies 
without optical aids as well as with binoculars and 
telescopes of various types.  It is designed for beginners, 
but participants with some observing experience are 
welcome.  
Classes will be given at Jon Greenberg’s home, (35 Perry 
Ln., Eastham) which has a large second floor roof deck 
observatory with an excellent horizon and with a 
permanently installed, computerized Meade LX-200 10” 
Schmidt-Cassegrain telescope and two user-friendly 
Dobsonian telescopes.  (The April 23 class will be held in 
the club’s Werner Schmidt Observatory, Dennis-
Yarmouth Regional High School, South Yarmouth.) 
 When skies are not clear, classes will be devoted to 
discussion of viewing techniques and choice of binoculars, 

telescopes and accessories.  Additional subjects may 
include total solar and lunar eclipses, history of astronomy 
and archeoastronomy.   For additional information, other 
than registration, call Jon Greenberg at 508-255-8605. 

 
MEMBERS NOTE: Tell your friends and neighbors! This 
is a wonderful opportunity to help new people learn about 
and begin to participate in amateur astronomy (and maybe 
join CCAS!) Note also that $56.25, the instructor’s part of 
the fee for each participant goes directly to our CCAS 
Foundation to maintain and purchase equipment for the 
Werner Schmidt Observatory.  
 
 
Executive Corner 
 
The CCAS Executive Committee will have a special 
meeting on Monday, February 11, to discuss ways of 
improving publicity and public outreach for our society. 
Members having ideas on these areas please contact any 
member of the EC or send your ideas to your editor at 
www.ccas.ws  before February 10. 
 
 
From the Dome 
 
Things have been relatively quiet “at the Dome” of late.  
Several members of the Society had a very special 
experience observing the Orion Nebula through our new 
Obsession 18” Dobsonian late on November 29th after 
most attendees for a special group star party had left for 
the night. More on that later. 
 
We look forward to increased activity at the Dome in the 
form of visits and scheduled star parties as a higher 
percentage of clear nights and warmer temperatures 
come, hopefully soon, in 2008. 
 
You may all find interesting the advertisement from the 
Ash-Dome Company printed on the penultimate page of 
this First Light.  It contains a picture and some 
information about our Observatory.  
 
Foundation News 
 
…when have input… 
 
Astro Trivia  
 
The question of the month is:  
 
If the universe is continually expanding, why do 
astronomers  think that the Andromeda Galaxy and 
the Milky Way will “collide” and merge in  about 
three billion years? 
 
…to be discussed at our February meeting. 
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Mooncusser's Almanac and Monthly Alert1 

By Peter Kurtz 
 

FEBRUARY 2008 
 

Last QTR     Wednesday Jan 30 at  12:03am EST 
New Moon    Wednesday  Feb 6 at  10:44pm EST 
First QTR    Wdnesday  Feb 13 at  10:33pm EST 
Full Moon [& TOTAL ECLIPSE* evening hours] 
            Wednesday  Feb 20 at 10:30pm EST 
Last QTR     Thursday Feb 28 at  9:18pm EST 
 
* Further information on eclipse follows later. 

 
Object Feb. 01 

(EST) 
Feb.15  
(EST) 

Feb.29 
(EST) 

Sun R: 06:53 
S:  16:55 

06:36 
17:13 

06:15 
17:30 

Moon R: 03:12 
S: 11:40 

11:17 
03:06 

02:00 
10:22 

    

Mercury 
(into sun) 

R: 07:08 
S: 17:52 

05:34 
15:50 

05:06 
15:11 

Venus 
(morning) 

R: 05:01 
S: 14:18 

05:13 
14:45 

05:14 
15:16 

Mars      
(all night) 

R: 12:38 
S: 04:19 

11:50 
03:29 

11:11 
02:48 

Jupiter 
 (becoming 

predawn) 

R: 05:03 
S: 14:14 

04:19 
13:33 

03:34 
12:50 

Saturn 
(morning) 

R: 18:50 
S: 08:14 

17:49 
07:16 

16:48 
06:19 

Uranus 
(evening) 

R: 08:24 
S: 19:49 

07:31 
18:58 

06:38 
18:06 

Neptune 
(evening) 

R: 07:20 
S: 17:40 

06:26 
16:48 

05:32 
15:55 

 
 
More on February Observing: 
 
This month presents some special opportunities to 
observe several beautiful sky phenomena including a 
total eclipse of the moon scheduled nicely and 
completely in the evening hours and several close 
encounters of planets with one another at times of night 
not inconvenient for viewing. 
 
The main event is the total eclipse of the very full moon 
which starts for us at the Cape with faint penumbral 
shadowing at 7:35pm on February 20th. Key event 
markers: 

• 08:43 umbral shadow begins 
• 10:01 total eclipse begins 
• 10:26 mid-point of total eclipse 

 
• 10:52 sunlight begins creep onto moon 
• 12:09 umbral shadow fully departed 
• 01:15 penumbral shadow departed. 

 
[Photo-op: with and without optical aid:]  
This particular total eclipse will be made even more 
stunning to watch than “normal” because during the 
entire show, Saturn, at magnitude 0.2, near opposition 
(2/24), sits just 3º northeast of the moon with bright 
Regulus  (1.3) just to the northwest in Leo. The 
grouping should be spectacular in binoculars and for 
photos with any tripod mounted camera having a zoom 
lens. Because, at totality, the moon will be just slightly 
south of the center of the umbra, a variation in darkness 
in the umbral shadow should be apparent from north to 
south during all phases of the eclipse. 

 
 

More on the moon for February 
 

Libration and Declination Tables for the Moon  
 

Max Longitudinal Min Longitudinal 
2/21(5º) 2/7 ( -5º) 

  
Max Latitudinal Min Latitudinal 

2/28 (7º) 2/14 (-7º) 
  
Max Declination Min Declination 

2/16 (28º) 2/2(-28) 
 
 
Information on how Libration and Declination Maxima 
and Minima can make visible parts of the moon 
normally hidden was reviewed in the previous First 
Light. Quick recap: Max Long brings to view extra 
right side; Min Long, extra left side; Max Lat, extra 
north side; Min Lat, extra south side. Max Dec puts it 
high in our sky during its transit; Min Dec puts it low. 
 
 
 
 
 

“Close Encounters” with moon: 
 
2/4 Jupiter and Venus 4º N of crescent Moon 
2/14 First QTR Moon 1.2º N of Pleiades. 
2/16 nearly full moon 1.6º N of Mars. 
2/19 nearly full moon 0.3º N of and washes out 
               theBeehive cluster, M44, at 3am EST 
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Grand Planet Pairing #1 for February: Jupiter 
Catches Venus [photo-op] 

 
On December 23rd of  last year, Jupiter was directly 
behind the sun from us. Since then it has been climbing 
to the side (or more importantly, we have been moving 
over as we orbit the sun!) As we looked from day-to-
day in late January, Jupiter was climbing faster and 
faster to get behind Venus as the latter rises generally 
more than an hour before sunrise during the chase 
period. The chase culminates on February 1st when 
Jupiter (mag -1.8)  catches Venus (mag -4): 36’ 
separation. On that date, both will have  risen almost 
two hours before the sun (about 30º above the horizon 
just before sunrise) making for easy observation.  
 
Don’t miss it. Watch the chase day-to-day! That way if 
it’s cloudy on the 1st, you will have seen the two almost 
as close as they will get. 
 
 

Grand Planet Pairing #2 for February: Mercury 
Catches Venus [photo-op] 

 
On the morning of February 6th, when Venus is visible 
above the eastern horizon for almost an hour and a half 
before sunrise, Mercury, buried near the sun, begins a 
day-to-day chase up to Venus which culminates 20 
days later, on Tuesday, February 26th, when Mercury 
(mag  0.3) is only 1.3º North of Venus. You can watch 
the pair dance on this day, and for many days before 
and after, since for the period  2/13 through most of 
March, both planets rise an hour or so (or more) before 
the sun. 
 
Looking forward a bit, Uranus joins the tight Venus-
Mercury pairing on/around March 6th and a waning 
crescent (6%) moon will join the show on March 5th. 

___________ 
 
 

Mars, in Taurus, continues to be well placed in our 
evening skies. It transits  at 10pm midmonth. But as the 
earth and Mars move away from their conjunction at 
end December of last year, the season for good 
telescopic viewing is winding down. At end February 
the orb will be less than 1’ wide. 
 
Saturn is at opposition on February 24th (up all night 
with transit at midnight.) 
 
There will be an annular solar eclipse on February 7th 
visible only in the southern hemisphere. 
 
The Zodiacal Light may be visible in northern 
latitudes in the west after evening twilight for the two 
weeks beginning February 23rd. 

Minima of Algol visible after dark at Cape Cod:
1,3 

(See Note 3 on last page)
 

FEBRUARY 
11 17  Fri 2/1 
8 06   Mon 2/4 
4 13  Tues 2/19 

 
 

Comets 
 

As this is written, on January 23, magnitude 4.6 Comet 
17P/Holmes is still “hanging around” Perseus, and 
interestingly will  still be in Perseus well through 
February as it begins moving back towards Auriga, the 
direction from which it came last October when we first 
saw it. It is unclear how long the increasing diffusivity 
and travel away from us will permit good viewing. Will 
it brighten a second time, as it did in the nineteenth 
century?  
 
Note: there is a spectacular collection of reader photos 
of 17P/Holmes on page 78 of the February issue of 
Astronomy Magazine. There is also a gallery of 

amateur photos on a website devoted to the subject.
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______________ 

 
 
While we’re on the subject of comets, readers should 
note that magnitude 8-9 comet 46P/Wirtanen will 
return after six years and traverse from Pisces into 
Aries in our southwestern sky during the month of 
February.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Path of Comet 46P/Wirtanen in February
5

 
 
It will be best to try to view with binoculars or a 
telescope early or late in the month away from full 
moon.  On February 4-5 the comet passes close to the 
faint spiral galaxy NGC 524. Can you see both in your 
telescope? Comet 46P/Wirtanen is of special interest 
because each time it passes Jupiter on the other side of 
its orbit, the orbit often changes a bit. Will it hit earth 
on some future path? 
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Members’ Observing Notes And Other Contributions: 
 
 
A VERY SPECIAL OBSERVING  EVENT FOR SEVERAL MEMBERS ON NOVEMBER 29: 
 
 
Mike Hunter, Pio Petrocchi, Matt Jones and your editor were tidying up at the Schmidt Observatory after hosting a special star 
party for a men’s club about 9:30pm on November 29th . That night had become progressively colder and clearer as time went 
along. It was so cold that we had all pretty much decided to close up and go home.  
 
Someone said, “It is so clear… anyone interested in dragging the Obsession 18” Dob outside just to see what we can see for a few 
minutes?” So we did.  
 
Off to the southeast, about 35º up, Orion was blazing. It was low enough in the sky so one could sit quietly and comfortably in a 
chair at the eyepiece of the big Dob. And because with almost zero humidity and no wind and cold temperatures, “seeing” was 
extraordinarily good, even only 35º above the horizon. The idea was one of us would center M42, the Orion nebula, in the 
eyepiece and then each of us would take a look. I don’t remember who the first person was, but when I sat down and looked at the 
glorious sight in that ‘scope, I decided right there that I would NOT ever get out of that chair!  We all agreed  that as many times 
as all of us over the years had looked at M42, this was one of the best views any of us had ever had. A strong commentary on how 
important good “seeing” and a comfortable seat is when looking at Deep Sky objects through a quality telescope. 
 
The literature and the web  are flooded with photos of M42. Prior to this experience, most of us had not seen, eye at the eyepiece,  
a view like the long-exposure multi-filtered composite photos you see from Hubble and other big scopes in magazines and on the 
web. Here is a picture from the web which I worked over some with a graphics program I have to make it look as close as I could 
to what we saw in the eyepiece that night.  Our view was nearly identical to this image; just not quite. as bright . 
 
In our view this night, the stars of the trapezium were actually better defined than in this image which has the center of M42 a bit 
overexposed! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Three conclusions: 
 

• Make sure you take several opportunities to look at M42 using your own equipment while Orion is still “around” in the 
evening sky this winter. And let us know of any special experiences! 

• Look for an opportunity to reserve a night at The Schmidt with some colleagues and see what you can see of Orion using 
our equipment at the Schmidt! And let us know of any special experiences! 

• Treasure cool nights with no wind and low humidity and never miss an opportunity to go outside and take a quick look 
at your favorite targets on such an evening. And let us know of any special experiences! 
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A PORTION OF THIS PAGE IS INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK TO  REMIND ALL MEMBERS THAT THERE IS ALWAYS 
PLENTY OF ROOM IN FIRST LIGHT FOR  YOUR  CONTRIBUTIONS. 
 
PLEASE  SEND NOTES ON THINGS THAT INTEREST YOU OR SPECIAL EXPERIENCES YOU HAVE HAD  TO YOUR 
EDITOR BY EMAIL OR SNAIL MAIL. IF THE LATTER, I  CAN SCAN IMAGES FOR ENTRY INTO FIRST LIGHT. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Member Profile: 
 
Our series of Member Profiles will be resumed in the March issue. 
 
 
 
“Small Town Observatory” Featured in International Magazine: 
 
The following ad printed on page 75 of the February issue of Astronomy Magazine may be of interest. Perhaps our associates at 
the new (dedicated 5/19/07) Barnstable High School Astro Park might take exception to the notion that The Schmidt is “the only 
public observatory on Cape Cod”! 
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Cape Cod Astronomical Society 
 
President Jon Greenberg 508-255-8605   
Vice President Michael Hunter 508-385-9846 
Secretary Betsy Young 508-255-8448 
Treasurer Kelvin Parkinson 508-385-5982 
Observatory Director Michael Hunter 508-385-9846 
First Light Editor Peter Kurtz 508-255-0415 
  info@CCAS.ws 
 

Cape Cod Astronomical Foundation 
 
Chairman Werner Schmidt 508-362-9301 
Vice Chairman Michael Hunter 508-385-9846 
Director R&D Bill McDonough 508-771-0471 
Secretary Ed Swiniarski 508-895-5973 
Treasurer Pio Petrocchi 508-362-1213 
Observatory Director Michael Hunter 508-385-9846 
Observatory  508-398-4765

 
 
The Cape Cod Astronomical Society  meets at 7:30 pm on the first Thursday of every month in the library of the Dennis-
Yarmouth Regional High School in Yarmouth, Massachusetts.  Meetings are open to the public.  Membership dues are $30 for 
adults, $15 for students in two year colleges, no charge for students in K-12 schools. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reference Information: 
 
1)Information for The Mooncussers Almanac and Monthly Observing Alerts was extracted from  Sky Events, Astronomy 
Magazine Online (Astronomy.com), Stargazing.net’s Planet Rise/Transit/Set calculator  
(http://www.stargazing.net/mas/planet2.htm), Astronomy Magazine, Sky & Telescope Magazine, Sky and Telescope Skywatch 
2007, and other sources. The Observer’s Handbook, 2007 and 2008, published by The Royal Astronomical Society of Canada is 
also an important reference, particularly for information on lunar libration and declination and the mimima of Algol. 
2) Main IAU website: http://www.astronomy2009.org; website for US Node:  http://www.astronomy2009.us 
3) Algol is an eclipsing variable star in Perseus which has its brighter component  eclipsed or covered by its companion once 
every 2.87 earth days. When the dimmer component is not eclipsing the brighter, Algol appears typically about magnitude 2.1; 
when eclipsed, magnitude 3.3 The minima usually lasts about two hours with two hours on either side to bring it back to mag 2.1. 
Good comparison stars are γ-Andromedae to Algol’s west, mag 2.1, and ε-Persei to its east, mag 2.9.  
4) http://www.spaceweather.com/comets/gallery_holmes.html 
5) Astronomy Magazine: http://www.astronomy.com/asy/default.aspx?c=a&id=6394 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


