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NPMAS Club Loaner

Telescopes
NPMAS members may use,
free of charge, for a one
month, one of the two club
telescopes available. For
more details, please contact
Gerry Kocken, Properties
Chair, at 920-336-8594.

Searching for Supernovae
by Anthony J. Kroes

With winter clouds overhead, I was lamenting the lack of opportunity to do
astronomy when an amazing project fell into my lap.  The perfect thing:  an
astronomy project that involves ‘real’ science, and I can do it indoors on a cloudy
night (or sunny day) without freezing off body parts!  What more could I ask for? I
still monitor variable stars for Columbia University on the clear nights, but this
new project is just the ticket – and there is even a chance for a little fame.

A team of supernova hunters headed by amateur astronomer Tim Puckett was in
need of additional help in their search.  Tim has a great setup:  3 telescopes in
action at his observatory in Northern Georgia, each with a CCD camera.  He has a
14" Celestron, custom scopes of 50cm and 60cm sizes, and a 12" awaiting a new
observatory.

Tim had a problem though – with all that equipment he can gather over 2000
galaxy images in a single night!  The old team consisted of six members, some of
whom are fairly famous in the amateur community.  As the Puckett Observatory
Supernova Search (POSS) has gathered speed over the years, the amount of data
became too much for the team to handle, so they put out an advertisement on a
few Internet email lists.  Nearly 200 amateurs applied for the team.  Twelve were
chosen, including me.  

Each clear night Tim takes images of various galaxies, and the next morning we
download our assigned images from a web site.  We compare each image to an
older image of the same galaxy.  A new supernova will appear as a star that is not
in the old image.  The team uses a combination of manual inspection and software
‘blinking’ to compare the two images at many brightness levels, ensuring that a
supernova isn’t missed.  Anything odd is investigated by looking for image defects,
asteroids, and even previously discovered supernova.  Anything that looks
promising is marked and emailed back to Tim for ‘reshoots’ the next night 
to verify.

Credit for any supernova found by the team is split 50/50 between Tim and the
team member that found it on an image.  The team is good; they have found 90
supernovae since 1999, and three of those have been found in the few weeks I have
been working with the group.  Tim just got his 50cm back online after a new
coating was put on the mirror, so even more opportunity will be coming in the
form of 500 extra images a night.  Things are looking up! 
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Meetings,
Events & Star Parties

March 1

DCAS Monthly meeting

March 9

Club meeting

March 12 

Messier Marathon, Neshota
Park, 4 pm ‘til Dawn

March 16 

Newstar Club Meeting

March 20 

Spring (Vernal) Equinox

March 22 

Camelopardalid Meteors

Looking Ahead:

April  9

Astronomy Day

April 22 – 23 

NCRAL Convention

February Meeting Minutes 

by Amy Hannon-Drew

Our February meeting started around 7:10 pm and was chaired by Gerry
Kocken and Ray Nancoz.  The first order of business was a review of past
NPMAS events.  The Holiday Party and Camp Unie were reviewed. It seems
all who attended had a great time at both events. Camp Unie was summed
up in one word – COLD!  The progress of the mirror grinding class was
discussed as well. We have about 12 members participating and are at all
levels of completeness, from polishing to rough grinding. 

Next we had a discussion of upcoming events. They include: March 12 -
Messier Marathon, March 22 - helping a Beaumont School Boy Scout
Troup (Gerry could use some help), April 9 - The Big Event for Little Kids,
April 22-23 - the NCRAL in Sturgeon Bay, and finally WOW is coming on
June 2-5.  

The Big event for Little Kids event will be replacing our usual Astronomy
Day event. We could not get the Museum for the dates we wanted. After
much discussion we decided on a new approach. Due to the space
limitations, we will be doing two ‘make and take’ projects for the kids. The
first is what we like to call “Ray’s Rockets” and the second is a planisphere
to cut and put together. We are also having a few telescopes inside and
solar observing outside. 

In the Show and Tell portion of the meeting, Dick Francini talked about the
kit telescope he has been working on. He completed the mirror base and
brought it in to show! Nice job Dick!  Tonight’s talk was by Steve Mofle. He
gave us a great presentation on the wide variety of Star charts that are
available and how to use them. Thank you Steve. Meeting adjourned
around 9pm. Happy Joe’s followed!!!

Astronomy Photo of the Month

Peg Zenko Captured
this nice lunar halo
with her digital camera
in late January Photo by Peg Zenko
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March 12 Messier
Marathon

by Mike Monfils

In the latter part of the 18th century, Charles
Messier, a French astronomer, created a list of
109 objects to aid himself and his associates in
the pursuit comet hunting. Messier, known as
the Comet Ferret by his colleagues, used a
number of telescopes with light gathering
ability of a modern 80mm telescope. These
objects were placed on the list so he and his
colleagues wouldn’t confuse them with newly
discovered comets. As we look at these objects
with modern equipment, we can see that they
are some of the brightest and most spectacular
objects in the night sky.

So, change the battery in your red light, clean
your eyepieces, pack up your astro equipment,
and come join us at the 17th annual Messier
Marathon. Mark your calendar with our first
scheduled observing event of the year, March
12th at Neshota Park. 

The Messier Marathon is a dusk to dawn
observing party in which it is possible to see all
109 Messier objects, which consist of galaxies,
nebula, and star clusters.  All members of the
NPMAS, NEWSTAR, and Door Peninsula
Astronomical Society are invited. It is a
“potluck” party and everyone is encouraged to
bring a favorite dish or dessert to share. Bring
your own beverages. The club will provide the
plates, bowls, cups and utensils. The only thing
we ask is that you help keep the shelter clean.

You don’t have to own a telescope or
binoculars to participate in the marathon and
there is no need to stay all night. In fact, if you
want to see some different astronomical
equipment, this is a fine time to see them in
action.

The Neshota Park shelter doors will open at 4
PM. You can show up anytime thereafter. If you
are going to observe in a marathon fashion,
you should be there, setup and ready to
observe by 6:30 p.m. 

Planet Watch 
For March

by Wayne E. Kuhn

Mercury reaches it’s greatest elongation east (18 degrees) on
March 12. This will be the best showing of Mercury for the
year. It will shine at magnitude –0.5 and will be 7.0" in
apparent size. Then it will fade quickly later in the month
and will be lost in the sun’s glare by about March 22. 

Venus is not observable this month.

Earth will experience the spring equinox on March 20 at
6:33 AM.

Earth’s Moon: Last Quarter Moon is at 11:36 AM CDT on
the 3rd.  Moon reaches perigee (225,702 miles from Earth),
on the 7th at 10:00 PM CDT. New Moon is at 3:10 AM CDT
on the 10th.  First Quarter Moon is on the 17th at 1:19 PM
CDT.  Moon reaches apogee (251,560 miles from Earth) 
on the 19th at 5:00 PM CDT. Full Moon is on the 25th at
2:58 PM CDT.

Mars moves from Sagittarius to Capricornus later this
month and rises about 2.5 hours before the Sun. It is very
low in the southeast at the beginning of morning twilight.
Mars will be in opposition later this year, which is the best
time to observe it. It shines at magnitude 1.1 and is 5.3" 
in apparent size.

Jupiter is in Virgo, rises in the east at the end of evening
twilight and stands about 25 degrees high in the southwest
at the beginning of morning twilight. It shines at
magnitude –2.4 and is 43.3" in apparent size.

Saturn is in Gemini and stands about 70 degrees high at 
the meridian at the end of evening twilight. It sets in the
west-northwest at around 3:30 AM. It shines at magnitude
0.0 and is 19.4" in apparent size. During the first quarter 
of 2005, the tilt of the rings increases slightly from 22.5
degrees to 24 degrees. It will then decrease to 17.4 degrees
by mid-October. 

Uranus is not observable this month as it was in solar
conjunction on February 24. 

Neptune is not observable this month as it was in solar
conjunction on February 3. 

Pluto is in the constellation Ophiuchus, shines at
magnitude 13.9 and is 0.1" in size.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 7
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Naming Comets
by Anthony J. Kroes

So someone discovers a new comet – do they
get to name it?  The answer is no, not exactly.
Traditionally a comet is named ‘for’ the
discoverer, as in Comet Hyakutake, or for up
to three independent discoverers, like Comet
Hale-Bopp. However, the rules (actually they
are more like guidelines) have been different
at different times over the centuries.  

Historically, comets were named after their
discoverer.  Some comets were named for
important people involved, usually with the
orbital calculations, such as Comet Halley and
Comet Encke – the first 2 comets to be calculated as returning or ‘periodic’ comets.  Others were just called ‘The Great
Comet of…’ the year they appeared.  Multiple comets discovered by the same person or group were sequentially
numbered with either Arabic or Roman numerals (Wild 1, Wild 2, or Tempel I, Tempel II, etc).

For the 50 years leading up to 1994, the method was to give the comet a designation that started with the year, and was
followed by a letter indicating the order of discovery during that year (Comet Bennett 1969 i was the 9th comet in
1969). Once an orbit was calculated, it would get a permanent designation consisting of the year of its perhelion,
followed by a Roman numeral (Comet Bennett 1969 i eventually became Comet Bennett 1970 II).  With this method,
each time the comet came back it could gain a new designation as it passed perhelion. This was a fairly confusing
method, and with increasing numbers of comet discoveries, things soon needed a change.

In 1995, the International Astronomical Union (IAU), the international body that decides many of astronomy’s rules
and regulations when it comes to naming things, adopted a new resolution regarding comet designations. Even
though the new format doesn’t need a real name uniquely identify a comet any more, the IAU also recommended
continued use of the traditional ‘name it after the discoverer(s)’ rule.  The new naming convention includes letters and
numbers, all of which have a certain meaning.  Some example designations include the following:
C/1996 B2 (Hyakutake)
P/2002 S1 (Skiff 2)
D/1993 F2 (Shoemaker-Levy 9)

The initial letter is one of a number of possible
options regarding the orbit of the comet or the
type of object it may be.  Common ones for
comets include ‘P’ (periodic, 200 year orbit or
less), ‘C’ (non-periodic, over 200 year orbit, or
never coming back at all), ‘X’ (orbit not
determined), and ‘D’ (destroyed, comet broke
up or was lost).  Comets that later turn out to
be asteroids get an ‘A’.  This initial letter is
followed by a slash and then the year of its
discovery.  

Next is a letter-number combination that
informs us when during that year the comet
was discovered.  The letter indicates the half-
month of the discovery (the first half of March
is ‘E’).  Only 24 letters are needed, so ‘I’ and ‘Z’
are not used: ‘I’ because it is easily confused

C/1999 S4 (LINEAR) Image by Tony Kroes

C/1995 O1 (Hale-Bopp)
Image by Tony Kroes
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with the Roman numeral ‘I’, and ‘Z’ because it is at
the end of the alphabet.  The number attached to the
letter indicates the sequence that multiple comets
were found during that period (5 is the fifth comet
found during that time period).  

Traditionally, this is normally followed by the
discoverer’s name, with an additional number as
described earlier if that discoverer has had previous
comets attributed to their name.  The numeric
indicator attached to the name is not recommended
for use any more but it does remain in common
usage even though the official designation gives
enough information about the specific comet to
figure out which one you may be referring to.

For an example of how to translate the designations into useful information, C/1996 B2 (Hyakutake) would indicate a
comet that won’t be back for at least 200 years, if ever, and was the second comet found in the second half of January
1996, by Hyakutake.  D/1993 F2 (Shoemaker-Levy 9) was the second comet found during the latter half of March 1993
by a team that had previously found 8 other comets.  The ‘D’ in this designation shows the ultimate fate of this comet –
it plunged spectacularly into Jupiter’s atmosphere and was destroyed.

As if all that wasn’t enough to figure out which comet you were talking about, periodic comets viewed on their second
orbit after discovery are permanently numbered by prefixing their original discovery order to the rest of the
designation which can give a designation like this: 61P/1949 S1.  There are currently 164 permanently numbered
periodic comets, ranging from 1P (Halley) to 164P (Christiansen).

As always, there are a few loopholes and cracks to fall through, as well as some crazy rules that make no sense at all!
For example, an object that is initially thought to be an asteroid is given a ‘Minor Planet’ designation and then turns
out to be a comet (the reverse of the ‘A’ example above) would get a mix of designations and discoverer names as such:
The 76th asteroid discovered (by Smith) in late January 2006 is called 2006 BA3 (the naming rules are different for
asteroids, even though the IAU keeps track of those as well).  Later, another astronomer (Jones) notices that this is
really a comet, not an asteroid, and it has a 35 year orbit. The object is thus given a comet designation of P/2006 BA3
(Smith-Jones)!  Another odd
example is a comet that breaks
up, but the pieces continue to
be tracked.  Real-life
designation 141P/1994 P1-A
(Machholz 2) would apply in
this case, with the other pieces,
being named –B, -C, -D, etc.

All of these historical and
recent, and current naming
conventions can lead to a
plethora of name variations.
Consider that Comet Halley,
1759 I, 1835 III, 1909c, 1910 II,
1983i, 1P/Halley, and 1P/1682
Q1 (Halley) are all the same
comet!

123P West-Hartley Image by Tony Kroes

153P Ikeya-Zhang Image by Tony Kroes
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Not wanting the scope to track below the pier over the course of the
evening, Tony could then place it in “land” mode, which does not
actually track the sky all night, but remembers where it was and
would “go-to” the Moon when placed back in tracking mode the
next morning. 

Using this method, the worst-case scenario would be that the scope
would at least be in the neighborhood, and the Moon could be
easily found by slewing around a bit. Mother Nature had other ideas
though: it was cloudy all night on Monday, and again all morning on
Tuesday until maybe an hour before the occultation, so no pre-
occultation setup, alignment, or focus was possible. 

Still keeping the ‘give yourself plenty of time’ advice in mind, on the
morning of the occultation we both arrived late and with the scope
not set up, we were up against a very tight time constraint. The
pressure was on!  I got hung up that morning on the phone and
Tony got hung up at a class he was teaching. Don’t you hate it when
work gets in the way?

I arrived at the observatory before Tony, and tried to find the
crescent Moon both naked eye and with a pair of 20X80 binoculars,
with no success. The search area was just too large. Tony pulled into
his driveway about 15 minutes before Jupiter was scheduled to
disappear.  We ran to the observatory and fired up the scope. With it
previously set up for CCD work, it was nowhere near focus for an
eyepiece or video camera, so to align it we would have needed to be
aimed perfectly. When we tried to focus, there was no Moon to be
found in the field. A quick pan about the surrounding area proved
fruitless - the Moon was too dim to see in an out of focus eyepiece. 

Why didn’t we simply focus on the furthest object on the horizon to
get a better focus? The answer is simple: the scope is mounted
inside an observatory and the horizon is blocked (by design) by the
height of the observatory walls. There is nothing to focus on except
a clear blue sky completely devoid of visible objects, including the
clouds that had hampered our attempts as setting up ahead of time. 

By this time we had missed Jupiter’s disappearance, which occurred
at 10:50 CST (16:50 UT). We now had 52 minutes to figure out a
solution to this mess in order to catch Jupiter’s reappearance at
11:42 CST.  We tried a number of ideas, including focusing on Sun.
That didn’t work but would have been interesting to watch: we
covered the front of the scope with a white cardboard planetary
mask, and then I hand-held Tony’s 8" solar filer over the hole in the
mask (he doesn’t have a 12" solar filter - yet) while he attempted to
point the scope and focus it.

Daytime Dilemmas
The Saga CONTINUES from the February Eyepiece

by Dick Francini

The CONCLUSION in the April Eyepiece

A Thought About
Astronomy Day

by Amy Hannon-Drew

For my first Astronomy Day, I was not
a member of the club. I came to the
museum with my mom, just to check
it out. A club member approached us
while we were looking at displays and
asked if we had any questions. I told
him that I was interested in the club
and that was why I was there. He, of
course, invited us to a meeting! I came
to a meeting a few months later and
was hooked! What I found was a group
of very interesting people who all
shared a passion for astronomy. I felt a
little over my head, I assumed every
one in the club was an expert. I soon
found out that there were all levels of
experience in the club. 

Now, a few years after that first
Astronomy Day, I can truly say that I
have made some lasting friendships
and have had some great experiences!
I went to Space Camp, completed two
observing programs, earned a
certificate for finding 10 Messier
objects at the marathon, and have
seen some once in a lifetime celestial
events. I have even given two
presentations!! My knowledge has
progressed to the point where I can
help other beginners! All of this
because I came to Astronomy Day!  

This is why I believe Astronomy Day is
an important event. We will never
know if we will inspire someone to join
us, or just pique someone’s curiosity
enough for him or her to go further on
his or her own. In any event, we at
least know we have a lot of fun! Please
consider spending a few hours with us
on April 9. You will not be bored! You
may just make some kid’s day, or you
just might inspire someone (young or
old) to start a lifetime of looking up at
the night sky!
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NPMAS  Observing Sites

NPMAS members have access to three observing sites located on
private land and belonging to members of our club.

Parmentier Observatory — largest private observatory in WI
housing a 30" classical Cassegrain. Members may view through the
30" or bring their own scopes and set up in the field below.
Observatory Number: 920-845-5626
Ron Parmentier Home: 920-336-5878

Crivitz Observing — private residence of Dave & Carol Jorgenson.
Located in the Northwoods of Wisconsin on 100 acres of land, this
site offers some of the darkest skies around. The field is equipped
with electricity and a cabin is available for use. Call ahead to make
arrangements.
Dave & Carol Jorgenson Home: 715-757-3296

Cedar Drive Observatory — private residence of Tony Kroes and
Tara Adsit. Located in Pulaski on 10 acres of land. Call ahead to
make arrangements.
Tony Kroes Home: 920-822-4959

Messier Marathon 
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 3

The NPMAS will provide an observing form for
your use.  The rules are as follows:

• A special certificate will be given to everyone
who observes 5 or more Messier Objects.

• Gold stars will be placed on the certificate for
every 10 objects observed after the initial 
10 objects.

• All objects must be located by the star hopping
method to be eligible for the certificate. You
may use other methods to locate objects but
you will not be eligible for a certificate.

• The NPMAS will provide you with a list
containing a suggested observing sequence.
You can also make your own list if you prefer.

• You will be required to write down the time you
observe each object. All observations must be
made with either a telescope or binoculars to
be eligible for a certificate.

Please note that these rules are for the people
that want to observe in the marathon style.  You
are not required to observe in a marathon style,
nor are you required to stay all night. Remember,
this is a PARTY, so come on out even if it is
cloudy.

The date once again is Saturday, March 12th.
Come and join us!
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