
SZ RDUST 
News/elle, ollhe ROYIl/ AsI,onom/~lI/ Sodely 01 Cllnlldll 
Edmonlon Cenl,e MIlY 1997 

In This Issue: Bye, Bye Bopp! Skies Th,,, ",he, Eyes! 

And, B"I/dlng A New III" F/B Dobbie! 

Plus: STARDUST Gels A FII~e/llI! 



STARDUST 
Editor - Harris vs. Karen Christian Distribution - Betty and Mel Rankin 

Contents May 1997 
President's Message - by Bruce McCurdy .................................... .. ................ 2 

Editorial - "We Are NOT Alone" - by Harris Christian ........................................ 3 

Summary of Council Meeting Minutes - by Terry Nonay ........... ... ................ 4 

Announcements! ......................... ........ ........... ............................ ........... ...... 5 

An Interview With A First-time Scope Builder - with Larry Hotton ... .......... 6 

The Skies Through Other Eyes: A Cross-Cultural 
Look At Astronomy - by Howard Gibbins ................ ..................... .. .......... .. .... 9 

Planet Report - by Murray Paulson ..................................... .. .... .......... .... ...... . 13 

Edmonton Centre's "Not Too Annual Banquet" 
- Veni, Vidi, Vegi (1 came, 1 saw, 1 had a salad) - by Howard Gibbins .. .. ........ ...... 13 

Announcements "Part Oeux"! ............................................................ ... .... .. l4 -------------- -------- -----~~~ ~~~ - -/On The Cover - Comet Hale-Bopp Visits The Deck! Photo taken by Chris" 
(, Robart using Fuji Super G Plus 400 film at a 25 second exposure. Back /) 

- - _ Cover - New Science Magic graphics by Sherry Macleod. - e/t-.--- -- -------- ----r Addr;~f;rs~~u_;t: Artk;~__;Yb;~~itt~;b; E:';~ ~:lNOte NeW ~ 
I E-mail Address) stardust@worldgate.com Or by mail I in person I 
I to: Harris (or Karen) Christian, 1498 Knottwood Road North, Edmonton, I 
I Alberta T6K 2Kl. Our phone number is (403) 461-4933. I 
I I 

~ __ N!~ ~~~i~e .!O!. ~rt.!.c~~ ~~ 1~ !9!~ (~I!. ~~!~ .!'!!'!! ~!2. __ ) 
( Stardust Page I] 



As the Great Comet of 1997 literally fades into 
the sunset, it's time for us to look into our primary 
mirrors and reflect on an extraordinary and 
unforgettable time. 

First of all, the comet itself put on a fantastic 
show. For us residents of the far north, it was 
circumpolar for six weeks at the optimum time. 
It displayed intriguing activity in its head, and its 
tails rewarded the return viewer with their nightly 
changes. It was a truly magnificent sight from a 
dark sky, right from the naked eye view through 
to the highest power telescopic view. 

Many of our members took advantage of this 
extended photo opportunity to commit the comet 
to film. This extremely photogenic object showed 
up well on a variety of formats. I particularly 
enjoyed the great photo show by some dozen 
or so members at the April meeting, and know 
that as many or more members have pictures 
which we haven't seen as yet. Many people 
showed their artistic bent by choosing 
imaginative foreground scenes to complement 
the beauty of the comet itself. 

Finally, our "Bopp Till We Drop" public comet 
watch was a tremendous success. In all, 51 
members - that's over one third of our entire 
membership! - volunteered their time (1,037 
hours worth!), equipment, and expertise to share 
this rare celestial phenomenon with the public. 
36 of these volunteers put in over 10 hours each, 
or at least three evenings, at precisely the time 
when each of us would likely have rather been 
out at a dark site, observing the comet for 
ourselves. Through this impressive effort, some 

27,000 people got a close-up view of Comet 
Hale-Bopp, and an estimated 1,000 pounds of 
food was collected for the Edmonton Food Bank. 

Impressive numbers to be sure, but we were 
rewarded in a way that is more difficult to quantify. 
Of the 6,500 or so people that looked through 
my scope, I will remember the nine-year-old boy 
with 5% vision who beamed when he glimpsed 
the comet's concentrated light in my eyepiece, 
and again when he made out the shape of 
Saturn on the planet card that I gave him. And 
the septuagenarian who rose from his 
wheelchair, placed a trembling hand on my 
shoulder for balance, and leaned in for a long 
look at his first ever comet. Moments like this, 
and the countless expressions of appreciation 
from visitors, made the whole experience very 
worthwhile. Thanks to all those who helped. 

Looking ahead, at the June meeting we will have 
a members' night. The main event will be a slide 
show by Ben Gendre, probably set to live music 
from Harris Christian & Friends, in the beautiful 
setting of the Margaret Zeidler Star Theatre. 
There will be room on the agenda for other 
presentations; please contact me if you wish to 
be included. 

As the summer break approaches, so does star 
party season. Rick and Carol Weis of the 
Calgary Centre advise that they will be 
establishing work parties for the Eccles Ranch 
site near Caroline on the weekends of May 17-
18 and June 14-15. They would greatly 
appreciate any assistance that Edmonton Centre 
members might be able to provide. If you require 
more details, please give me a call at 455-3236 
or drop a line on the Internet to 
bmccurdy@freenet.edmonton.ab.ca. Clear 
skies! 

- Bruce McCurdy 
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eoitorial .. ~AmNor NOlte 

At first glance, the above title could be 
suggestive of a current, popular television show 
named after a little used letter of the alphabet. That 
would be a premature assumption in this instance. 
I'll be talking about the new Stardust computer, the 
contents of this May issue, and in relationship to 
the members of this Club. The title reaffirms the 
successful corrolation between accomplishments 
and committees for the Edmonton Centre. 

While Comet Hale-Bopp still graces our sky 
as Stardust goes to print, it is now but a shadow of 
its former self. The maximum opportunity for 
viewing this great cosmic visitor has now come and II 

gone. Many members have remarked that they just 
can't wait until the next great comet is discovered 
during March of next year! That's a lot of pressure 
to put upon potential great-comet-discoverers, MERELY because our names begin with an "H"! How 
about those comet watch volunteers though! I applaud those members who freely gave of their time 
so that others could enjoy the magnificent spectacle of Hale-Bopp. 

You may not have yet noticed the clandestine effect of the new Stardust computer and software 
upon this newsletter. The editorial goal at this point, is to ensure that the May and June issues are 
completed in a reasonably competent fashion, sacrificing "flash" for "substance". Again, I was far 
from alone in this endeavour. The "Evil Twins" - Barry and Terry Nonay, have done a terrific job in the 
selection, negotiation, and installation of the new unit. 

Thanks are also due to Denis Boucher and Sherry Macleod for their contributions as members 
of the Computer Committee. In addition, both Sherry and the Nonays (More pizza Terry? Stay 
awhile ... ) have spent multiple hours at Stardust Central in providing training on using the new software. 
Regretably, it's certainly been an uphill battle for these poor instructors .. . but things are looking up: we 
are now in the valley of the learning curve with nowhere to look but upward! 

last month's Starbust (the clone of Stardus~, featured the work of two NEW authors, with the 
promise that proper credit would eventually find them in the May issue. Believe it or not, some 
individuals may not have believed much of what they read last month (!) .. . so, here we go: Vernon 
Schmid and Dr. David Prud'homme - thanks for your fine efforts and we salute you! Keep those 
articles heading our way! In this May issue, our pristine writer is none other than Larry Hotton, in an 
interview on the details about his new 10" telescope. Be sure to also read the first installment on 
cross cultural astronomy by Howard Gibbins. The unquenchable Mr. Gibbins offers an opportunity 
for consideration of the founding elements of archaeoastronomy. 

In summation: the comet watch volunteers, the computer committee activities, and the much 
appreCiated Stardust writers - (yahoo!) we are NOT alone I 

- Harris 
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MAIlCH IT, IHT COUNCIL MEETING 
Held III: Edmonlon SplI~e & S~ien~es Cenl,e BOII,d,oom 

1. Length of Meetings: It was decided to arrange for the general meeting to not exceed 10:00 p.m. (2.5 hours) . 

2. Public Education: The Comet Hale-Bopp activities started a week ahead of expectations. 

3. New vests: Motion:To spend up to $300 for the purchase of 16 vests for the RASC Edmonton Centre. 
Carried. 

4. Photograph Display: Motion: To spend up to $100 for basic equipment and supplies needed to mount 
photographs at the observation deck. Carried. 

5. Observing Site Protocols: Concern over the difficulties in controlling white light at the dark sites was 
expressed. The white light is a particular problem for those trying astrophotography. It was decided to re
emphasize the light control protocol for the dark sites at the general meetings, and in Stardust. 

6. Insurance: Insurance for club assets is becoming too expensive, and consideration of requirements and 
options is being carried out. 

7. Large Binocular Proposal: The original proposal for the Fujinon binoculars was deemed too expensive at 
approximately $18,000. A set ofTexas Nautical , 20x1 00, 5 element, apochromatic binoculars has been proposed. 
Cost for these binoculars (complete with accessories) is $7,500. Further discussion tabled to a later meeting. 

8. Casino Account: There is $3,000 available in the casino account that hasn't already been allocated. This 
will be used to help purchase the new Stardust Computer. 

9. Stardust Computer: Approval from the Alberta Gaming Commission to spend up to $7,000 for the Stardust 
computer is required, and a decision on the future of the NeXT computer is needed. 

10. RASC display in ESSC: Shirlee Adamson and George Maher volunteered to assist Wally Anhorn on this 
project. 

11. Library Report: The Sky & Telescope magazines have been moved off-site. The ESSC has offered old 
astronomy magazines to us. We will take them and offer the magazines free to the membership. The locks on 
the library cabinets need to be repaired. Repair costs are to be drawn from the equipment and maintenance 
fund. 

12. Annual Banquet: Several members indicated a preference for a dance to be included in the annual banquet. 
This year's banquet will not include a dance. 

13. Relocating General Meeting: The ESSC would like us to consider moving the general meeting to the 
Margaret Ziedler Theatre or the IMAX Theatre, since the boardroom is becoming too small for our meetings. 

-Terry Nonay, Secretary 
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Many thanks to those dedicated individuals who helped organize the Comet Watch, from one of 
the Volunteer Astronomers. Particular thanks to Ed Newcombe, George Maher and Bruce McCurdy. 
They were there almost every night at the expense of their own comet viewing time. They were always 
cheerful, enthusiastic and helpful. The hot coffee and help with my heavyweight mount on several 
occasions, were greatly appreciated. 

Also, an observation or two. I had a great time! Sharing the comet with others, particularly the 
kids, was a real pleasure. Of the 2,000+ folks who had a look at Hale-Bopp through my telescope, 
there was not one boor. Sure, a few leaned on the tube causing me to have to realign, a few were 
disappointed that the view was fuzzy, a few liked the binocular vista better, and the ubiquitous "how 
much does your telescope cost?" got tiring after a while, but.... 

On the whole, people were genuinely interested. Almost all expressed their thanks, 80% were 
impressed, 50% were thrilled and 20% were excited by the event. The explanations for what the comet 
was, how big it was, how far away and how fast it was moving, were eagerly sought and well received. 
There was a lot of education going on out there! 

We even got a few looks at other objects when the line was short. Views of the Moon, M42 and 
Mars were often as well received as the comet. I expect that traffic at the deck will pick up over the next 
little while. 

Can't wait for the next great comet! 
- Dave Robinson 

------------------------------------
CAK:A'w AtW The Helen Sawmr Hew Public Lecture 

The 1997 Helen Sawyer Hogg Public Lecture will be presented by Dr. Vera Rubin, Carnegie Institution, 
Washington, DC, at 8 p.m., Sunday, June 15, in the Timms Centre, University of Alberta. The title of Dr. 
Rubin's Lecture is "What Hubble Didn't Know About Our Galaxy". Dr. Rubin pioneered the observations of 
the rotation curves of galaxies, which revealed the existence of dark matter. She was featured in the PBS-TV 
series The Astronomers' . The Hogg Lecture is sponsored jointly by the RASC and by CASCA. It is given in 
alternate years at the annual meetings of those two societies which, by chance, will have been hosted in two 
successive years, 1996 (RASC) and 1997 (CASCA), in Edmonton. The lecture will be followed by a reception 
and an opportunity to purchase and have autographed, a copy of Dr. Rubin's recently published autobiography. 
Admission to the lecture and reception is free. 

The annual Petrie Prize Lecture of CASCA (The Canadian Astronomical Society/La Societe Canadienne 
d'Astronomie) will be given by Dr. Alex Filippenko, University of California, Berkeley. That is scheduled for 8 
p.m. , Monday, June 16, in the Devonian IMAX Theatre, Edmonton Space and Science Centre. Admission for 
non-members of CASCA will be by advance purchase of a ticket at a cost of $6, subject to availability. The 
title of the talk has not, as yet, been announced. 

There may be a need for volunteers to assist with CASCA'97 events, including service as projectionists, 
ushers and guides, and at the registration desk. 

For more information and tickets, please contact Doug Hube, Chairman of the LaC for CASCA'97, 
closer to the date of the lecture. 
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1. Tell us about your astronomical 
background, and include anything else that 
you'd like us to know. 

I started off with a 2" refractor (Dept. store 
variety), when I was 10 years old. I used to 
observe the Moon from my backyard in Montreal. 

2. What type of observing do you do, and what 
scopes have you owned? 

All objects appeal to me, but I prefer looking at 
the planets. I owned a 2" refractor to start with, 
then a Jason 3" refractor, a Tasco 4 112" FI8 
reflector, a Meade 8" FI6 reflector, a Meade 10" 
FI10 SCT, and now I own my dream scope - a 
10" FI8 homemade reflector. 

3. How and why did the project come about? 
What research did you do? Did you seek 
advice from Club members or other 
sources? 

My car accident was the final push into building 
this scope. I needed something that I am mostly 
standing up to use, due to my back and neck 
injuries. Since this was a telescope that I wanted, 
this was the best opportunity for me to fulfill that 
dream. I have to thank Denis Boucher for all his 
work, I could not have done it without him. I 
also saw an ad in Sky & Tel for a 10" FI8 
telescope from Morning Star Telescopes. I spoke 
with the owner who gave me names of people 
in the U. S. who own 10" FI8 reflectors. I called 
these people and they were ranting and raving 
about their telescopes! Since I am not aware of 
anyone who has a 10" FIB, I wanted opinions 
from people who own and use these classic focal 
ratio telescopes. I think I'm the only one in our 
Club who does! 

4. Why "build", rather than "buy"? 

A 10" FIB is a very rare telescope to buy. All 
there are these days are SCTs, and short focal 
ratio reflectors. Building your own allows you to 
use better quality parts, and everything is 
designed around you. 
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5. Why did you choose the specifications that 
you did - 10" F/8? 

This is a planetary telescope. Due to the very 
small obstruction from the secondary mirror 
(1.4'), the contrast is much better. I have always 
been fond of long focal ratio telescopes. 

6. What about the type of scope: why a Dob ? 
Why "truss" over "tube" design? 

Dab is easier to handle and use. Less weight 
than an equatorial. Truss is easier to handle 
than a very long tube, especially with this long 
focal ratio. 

7. Tell us about the process. What were the 
highlights and challenges? How about the 
cost and time involved in doing a project like 
this? 

(Stardust Page 7) 

Denis Boucher must take the majority of the 
credit. He drew up the plans and did all the 
woodwork. He built the spider and the primary 
mirror holder. I was there holding plywood and 
assisting him when he wanted help. I recall 
getting dizzy watching Denis going around and 
around with the rotor. I also got the opportunity 
to get to know all the clerks at Revy, Home 
Depot, Canadian Tire and Princess Auto! Filling 
Denis's orders was always a chore. It was great 
when he had a sample of the bearings that he 
needed. Without a sample, going into Revy or 
Home Depot is like blasting off into space with 
no direction! However, I applied all the stain and 
varathane on the finished woodwork. 

P.S. - Do not use a rag for staining! It causes 
the wood to go very dark. A brush does a lighter 
and nicer finish. 

The cost, which includes an NGF 2" focuser and 
BOmm finder, is about the price of a 10" SCT -
$2,000.00. 

The time involved was on and off, for about three 
months. Both Denis and I did not keep an exact 
log. The toughest part about building a scope 
like this, was keeping the heaviest component 
around 40 Ibs. Balancing the scope was also a 
chore. I required a counter weight that could 
hide behind the primary mirror holder. I decided 
to use lead bars that can be removed, or added 
for heavier eyepieces. 

I must also mention my wife's (Michelle) major 
roll in the building of my scope. Her expertise in 
sewing allowed for a perfect shroud to block 
unwanted light and dew from the optics. 

8. Why "Arnold Optics" over others? 

Barry Arnold has an excellent reputation. If I 
have any problems, Barry is here in Edmonton 



and I don't have to deal with someone in the 
U.S. 

9. What are your future plans for the new 
scope? Will you be adding further 
modifications such as a Poncet or digital 
setting circles? 

A Poncet is in the works. 

10. Would you ever consider building another 
scope, now that you have completed one? 
Any final comm.ents or advice for our 
readers? 

It is a very large project to undertake. I must 
compliment Denis Boucher on his excellent 
detail and hard work in helping me with this 
dream scope. I could not have done this without 
him. Thanks again Denis. 

Would I build again? Maybe. It was a fun and 
rewarding experience. 

FINAL COMMENT: 

"When star testing a new telescope for the first 
time, you should always remove the primary 
mirror dust cover, so that the stars appear in 
your eyepiece." 

"Right, Denis!" 
- Larry Hotton 

Larry's scope has seen " first light" since the 
completion of this article. He has also made 
some modifications. The dream scope now 
rides nightly upon a Poncet. Larry is 
presently interested in trying out various 
eyespieces. - ed. 
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When we look up into the night sky we 
see lots of things, but primarily stars - yes, those 
funny little twinkling lights. These stars, in the 
minds of some people , form the 88 
constellations recognized by the International 
Astronomical Union (IAU). But why do we have 
88 constellations, and why do these star patterns 
never quite seem to jive with the pictures in 
illustrated star maps? This giant, astronomical 
join-the-dots game, could theoretically have 
come out in a virtually endless combination of 
patterns, depending on how far down the 
magnitudinal scale that you take things. In other 
cultures and times, this is exactly what happened 
as they weren't burdened with light pollution, 
smog, and numerous other things that mess up 
our night skies. With this in mind, let's take a 
tour through history and around the world, to 
examine how other cultures have looked at the 
heavens. 

The area of research that we are dealing 
with is officially known as archaeoastronomy -
however, some professionals prefer to refer to it 
as astro-archaeology. Archaeoastronomy is one 
of the contributing fields to archaeometry which 
deals with the scientific measurement and 
analysis of artifacts, which in turn is one of the 
four sub-disciplines of Anthropology (the others 
being cultural , physical , and linguistic). 
Unfortunately, archaeoastronomy hasn't been 
well respected by a good portion of the 
Anthropological community for some years, due 
in part to the bad press that the name was given 
by Erich Von Dannekin , author of "Chariots of 
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the Gods", et al. Von Dannekin had proposed 
that certain ancient ruins were constructed by 
humans with the aid of extra-terrestrials, most 
notably the Great Pyramid of Cheops, and the 
immense, engraved pictures on the Nazca Plain 
in Peru . Luckily, very few people took him 
seriously - although he did have a following of 
sorts. 

Unfortunately, the media connected the 
speculations of Von Dannekin almost irrevocably 
with the term archaeoastronomy, which is one 
of the causes for the name change to astro
archaeology. 

Archaeoastronomy is a discipline which 
uses archaeological artifacts to study the 
astronomy of ancient peoples. A fair amount of 
speculation is involved in this field, but in the 
long run, not much more than in normal 
archaeology. One major stumbling block that is 
frequently encountered is that ancient 
astronomy, astrology and religion , are very 
closely related to each other in certain 
civilizations. In a number of cultures, they were 
one and the same thing. 

In prehistoric t imes, cultures were 
certainly aware of the night sky. However, it isn't 
known to what extent they made use of the 
information. Some of the earliest evidence of 
prehistoric astronomy comes from 4500 BC, in 
the existence of long barrows - burial mounds 



of earth - which were arranged in alignment with 
the rising and setting of bright stars. There are 
other examples of astronomical aides which we 
can look at as well: one example is a monument 
called "Cursus", near Stonehenge - which is now 
almost impossible to pick out from the 
surrounding countryside due to natural erosion. 
(North 1995,2). 

When we approach the third millennium 
BC, we begin to see evidence that cultures were 
paying more attention to the Sun rather than the 
stars. Probably the best known example of this 
is Stonehenge. This familiar structure, however, 
is from the end of a comparatively busy 
millennium. The structures that preceded 
Stonehenge were much smaller, but still of stone, 
and even earlier ones were primarily made of 
wooden posts. Needless to say, the posts 
themselves have long since decayed, but the 
post holes used to support them are still evident, 
and in deeper ones, remnants of wood were 
found and able to be carbon-dated. (North 1995, 
2-6) . 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

•••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
For the sake of continuity, it is probably best to 
start at the beginning of recorded history, which 
is approximately 3500 BC. The first civilization 

was the Sumerian peoples who lived in the delta 
formed by the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, as 
they empty into the Persian Gulf. This area, 
known as Mesopotamia, extended northwest 
through present day Iraq, almost to the border 
of Turkey. The Sumerians shaped the culture of 
ancient Mesopotamia between 3500 BC and 
1800 BC, which is when the Babylonians 
invaded. The Babylonian culture was in place 
until about 100 BC. 

Virtually all knowledge of the 
Mesopotamian civilization comes from a 
collection of bricks, clay cylinders, stone slabs, 
and mountain rocks inscribed with wedge
writing-cuneiform. Their temples have been 
excavated over the last 150 years. The formerly 
fertile countryside has reverted to deserts and 
swamps dotted with mounds known as "Tells", 
to which the Bedouins still refer by the names of 
the ancient cities whose sites they mark. 
(Oppenheim 1977,8). 

The reasons why various cultures 
watched the skies, were quite practical in the 
beginning. The people of Mesopotamia 
measured time by observing the movements of 
the stars, planets, and the Moon. The 
measurement of time was primarily used for 
scheduling religious festivals, planting crops, and 
predicting the annual flooding of the Tigris and 
Euphrates rivers. 

The Sumerians invented the cuneiform 
script, which was adopted by the Babylonians, 
and adapted to their own language. They also 
took over the Sumerian numbering system, 
which is quite important as they were one of the 
first cultures to use a place-value notation, like 
our decimal system. One big difference between 
the two systems (the Sumerians and ours), is 
that the former used a base 60 notation, rather 
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than the 10 we use. This Sexagesimal notation 
system might seem quite awkward, but we use 
it every time that we write hours, minutes, and 
seconds, or angles in degrees, minutes, and 
seconds. 

The Sumerian world-view considered the 
earth as a flat disk with the stars, Moon, planets, 
and Sun being moved through the dome-like sky 
under the control of the gods. The Sumerians 
were patient astronomers who developed a 
calendar based upon lunar phases. Each month 
began just after sunset on the night of the first 
crescent Moon, and each day began at sunset. 
(This was officially announced by the king!) 
Their calender system consisted of 12 months 
of 29.5 days which made their year 354 days 
long. As the Sumerians used observational 
astronomy only, if inclement weather prevented 
the first crescent Moon from being observed, 
then the start of the month would be postponed 
until the king's astronomers could confirm when 
the month had started! Needless to say, this 
system had some built-in problems and the 
Sumerians had to adapt their calendar to keep 
up with the seasons, by adding an extra month 
once every three years. 

In addition to inventing this calendric 
system , the Sumerians were responsible for 
dividing the day into parts, with each day having 
twelve double-hours - a period of time roughly 
equal to two of our hours - each of which was 
broken into thirty parts. Through time, this led 
to our system of 60 minutes per hour, and sixty 
seconds per minute. The dividing of the day into 
360 parts (12x30) , also eventually led into the 
circle being divided into 360 degrees. 

In about 500 BC, the previous 
Mesopotamian views of astronomy changed 
radically, and scholars began to take a great deal 
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more interest in the sky, especially the motions 
of planets, the Moon, and the changing length 
of the day and night cycle. It is not known why 
this sudden change took place, but it is known 
that it took place at the same time as the rise of 
the Euclidian mathematical revolution in 
Greece. It is possible that this revolution could 
be attributed to the genius of one scholar, who 
applied known mathematical methods and then 
broadened his focus to look at other recurrent 
events. This is only speculation, however, as 
no records even hinting at this have been found. 
With the introduction of mathematics to 
Mesopotamian astronomy, a crucial step had 
been taken in their scientific history, and one 
that would also affect their neighbours to both 
the east and west. (Oppenheim 1977, 307). 

••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
• 

• 

•••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
The names of stars and constellations 

appear very early in the written record. In 
prayers to various gods there are references to 
the Sun, Moon, and Venus. There are also a 
number of early prayers that speak of the Big 
Dipper, and the Pleiades, and certain brighter 
stars such as Sirius. Outside of religious 



functions, a fair amount of basic astronomical 
knowledge was recorded in a set of cuneiform 
tablets that were preserved in the library at 
Assurbanipal. These tablets contained a listing 
of the names of stars located within three parallel 
"roads", the central of which followed the equator. 
(Oppenheim 1977, 308) . 

The naked-eye planets Mercury, Venus, 
Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn, were bright points of 
light that travelled among the other fixed and 
dimmer lights. Because of this, they were 
compared to wandering sheep, and the stars 
with tame sheep. Even though the Sumerians 
considered the five planets to be "wanderers", 
they noticed that they all travelled roughly on 
the same path through the sky. By about 450 
BC, this strip of sky came to be called the Zodiac, 
and they had divided it into 12 segments, each 
of which was named after a nearby constellation. 
With a few exceptions, our modern Latin names 
for the constellations were derived from Greek 
translations of the Old Babylonian names. 

The major astronomical texts can be 
generally divided into two types: those that are 
procedural tests - establishing the rules for 
computing specific events, and the ephemerides. 
The ephemerides were accurate enough to list 
full and new Moons for a period of two years, 
and eclipses for up to fifty years. Other tables 
listed lunar velocity, and daily solar and lunar 
motions with relative positions. (Oppenheim 
1977, 309). 

While it may seem that a great deal is 
known about the astronomy of Mesopotamia, a 
fair amount of it is contained in a relatively few, 
cuneiform texts. Some of these have been 
known for quite a number of years, while others 
were obtained relatively recently. 

As we all know, Comet Halley has a 76 
year orbital period, but for the longest time it 
could only be traced back to 12 BC. Calculations 
showed that there should have been encounters 
in 164 BC and 87 BC, as well. A collection of 
Babylonian tablets and their fragments from the 
British Museum in London , coincidentally 
described observations of a comet in 164 BC 
and 87 BC. Comet Halley was confirmed 
through the checking of Babylonian diaries. 
When they checked the dates of eclipses, they 
were able to confirm that this was indeed, Halley. 

It is undoubtedly true that further 
research into Mesopotamian culture will reveal 
more interesting details of their astronomical 
pursuits. In future articles in this series, I will be 
looking at various other cultures in a relatively 
chronological manner with out next target being 
China. 

- Howard Gibbins 

References: 
Moss, Carol M.1988. Science in Ancient 
Mesopotamia. F. Watts . New York. 0-531-
105946. 
North, John 1995. Norton History of Astronomy 
and Cosmology. The W.W. Norton L Company. 
New York. 0-393-31193-7. 
Oppenheim, A. Leo 1977. Ancient Mesopotamia: 
Portrait of a Dead Civilization. University of 
Chicago Press. Chicago ISBN: 0-226-63187-7. 

Illustration of Babylonian astronomers taken 
from Astronomical Myths by John F. Blake -
Griffith Obse rvatory, 1997. 

Photo of Sakkara Pyramid by Fritz Henle -
Monkmeyer Press Photo Service, 1971. 
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With the coming of May, Hale-Bopp will descend into the south and the Sun's glare, leaving centre 
stage to Mars. Mars starts off May at around 11 arc seconds and shrinks to 8.5 arc seconds by the June 
meeting. Don't let these numbers scare you off, there is still a lot to see on the red planet. 

We have had a good run of weather and many nights of reasonable seeing that allowed spectacular 
views of Mars. The orographic clouds over Mons Olympus were quite visible, early on in April. I even 
managed to show these clouds to members of the public at a few school Star Nights, in my 4" refractor. This 
cloud is most distinct when seen near the evening (East side) edge of Mars. I have also seen clouds over the 
Margarifiter Chaos and Isidis Planatium. The clouds are more visible in a blue filter and the Isidis cloud was 
not visible without the filter. Do try to see the clouds without a filter, as the contrast between them and the 
ruddy surface makes them easier to see. 

The polar cap appears to be bigger or more prominent in the last days of April. It is easily seen, even 
in a 66mm refractor. You will note the gibbous nature that Mars has taken on, now that it is well past 
opposition. Larry Wood has reported seeing the Rima Tenaius division in the Polar cap. This is a rare sight 
and takes some careful observation. I have had a few nights that have seen the disk crawl with subtle details. 
This has been a very good apparition, and I look forward to a lot more of the same over the next two months. 

If you haven't seen Pluto yet, try to catch it in this month's window. The summer twilight will make it 
much more difficult at the next new Moon, but take heart, I have seen Pluto at Kobau in August. 

Jupiter is sneaking back into the morning sky. You will find it at the eastern end of Capricorn. At 22 
degrees altitude when due south, it is much higher in the sky than it has been in years. I look forward to 
observing it and following it into summer. 

Clear skies, till next month. 
- Murray Paulson 

Well, the Comet came and went, and so did the banquet that followed it. Unfortunately, the attendance 
at the latter was a little on the light side, but everybody that I talked to had a great time. The food was 
delicious, and the speaker - our own Murray Paulson - gave a great talk on meteors. The door-prizes were 
won by Mel Rankin (framed picture of M31), Betty Rankin (framed picture of Hale-Bopp), Harris Christian 
(sweatshirt), and Bruce McCurdy (gift certificate from the Science Shop - formerly Sirius Science). 

The organizing of this banquet was interesting to say the least, but all turned out well in the end. 
Toward the end of the planning, a few people expressed their dismay that we weren't having a dance. For this 
oversight, I apologize - but we didn't budget for one originally, and because we didn't have a few hundred 
dollars kicking around, it wasn't possible to provide one. It was unfortunate that this caused a drop in attendance, 
but ... 

I would like to see this banquet become an annual event - like the title suggests - so if any of you have 
any suggestions with regard to prospective speakers, a better date to hold it (I'm assuming that we won't 
have another comet next March!), please let me know. I can be contacted via e-mail at howardg@ibm.net or 
via phone at 469-9765. 

Thank you again to those who attended, and made the evening a success. 
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RAse Award at the Edmonton Regional Science Fair 

As Awards Chairman of the Edmonton Regional Science Fair, I am pleased to announce the winner of the 
Royal Astronomical Society of Canada, Edmonton Centre, Astronomy Award. She is Tanya Whyte, a 
grade 5 student at King Edward Park Elementary/Jr. High with a project entitled, "North American Meteorite 
Craters". 

- Franklin C. Loehde 

Lorraine Kirby Speaks! 
Hi everyone! Since my accident on the 23rd of March, I've received cards, and the phone calls never stop! 
You have no idea how much I appreciate it. Keep the calls coming! A special thanks goes to those who 
have stopped by to show me their pictures of the Comet, and also to those who have given me pictures of 
the Comet. I don't feel so cheated anymore. 

I would be extremely remiss if I didn't give a very big "THANK YOU" to Robert Martin, who has 
stopped by almost daily to get me groceries, take me for my walks, listen to me whine and whine, and 
everything else that I couldn't do. 

I'll probably be off for a few more weeks, so feel free to stop by anytime, or let your fingers do the 
walking! 

Hope to see you soon. - Lorraine Kirby 
P.S. - Can't find the magazine "Astronomy Now"? The Front Page on Jasper & 1 09 St. carries it... 

Searching ••• 
Edmonton Centre member Harry Fast, would like to purchase a 2" focuser. 

If you can help Harry with his search, please call: 467~2043 

tor Sa,. 
Celestron Super CB Plus with Starbrite Coating 

-Wedge C-90, C-5, C-B -Adjustable tripod (CB, C90) 
-10mm Plossl ocular 1114" aD -Rich field adapter (20mm Ertle incl.) 
-Barlow lens deluxe 2 x 1 114" O.D. -LPR filter #4 1 114" eyepiece 
-Eyepiece filter set 1 114" -Accessory Case 
-7mm Ortho ocular 1114" -26mm Piossl ocular 1 1/4" 
-Mirror Star Diagonal 1 ~" -Piggyback Mount 

Plus a large number of charts and books. 

$2,100.00 (obo) 
Contact: Ed Madeley 
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Centre Contacts 
Bruce McCurdy .. .... President 
Cathy MacKinnon .. New Member Advisor 
larry Wood ..... .. ..... Observing Coordinator 
Ed Newcombe ..... .. Public Education 
Harris Christian ... .. Stardust Editor 
Mel Rankin ............ Treasurer 

455-3236 
476-9206 
488-8082 
441-3908 
461-4933 
469-3066 

Edmonton RASC Council 1997 
President... .................... .. Bruce McCurdy 
Vice President... .... .. .. .. ... . Paul Campbell 
Past President... .... ... ...... . Shirlee Adamson 
Secretary .............. ..... ...... Terry Nonay 
Treasurer .... ... ....... ... . : .. ..... Mel Rankin 
Observing Coordinator .... larry Wood 
National Council Rep ..... .. Franklin loehde 
Alternate National Rep ..... Richard Vanderberg 
Stardust Editor ... .. .... ........ Harris Christian 

Portfolio Positions: 
Stardust Distribution ..... .. . Mel & Betty Rankin 
New Member Advisor ...... Cathy MacKinnon 
Public Ed. Director ..... .. ... Ed Newcombe 
Observing Site and 
Equipment Director. ... ...... Ben Gendre 
Librarians .... Richard Vanderberg & Sharon Tansey 

R.A.S.C. EDMONTON CENTRE 
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edmon/on c5p ace and c5cience Cenlre 

lI!7/(embers' Xiyh/" 
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Councillors: 
Barry Arnold 

Harold Jacobsen 
Murray Paulson 

Bob Drew 
George Maher 

Librarian/Software ..... ....... Wally Anhorn 
Asst. Lib/Software .. .... .. .... Robbie Anhorn 
Social Director ...... ..... ... ... Sherry Macleod 
WEBsite Administrator ... .. Barry Nonay 
LightPol1. Comm. Chair .. .. vacant 

C E MAGIC 
EDMONTON LARGEST TELESCOPE DEALER PHON E: 

Featuring Celestron and Meade products. 
All catalog ue items can be special ordered if not in stock. 
Drop by and see our selection of books, posters, slides, 

nove lties, holograms, binoculars and telescope accessories . 

Edmonton Space & Science Centre 
1 1 21 1 - 1 42 Street 
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