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The Sirius Observer

President's Corner

Hello everyone, I don’t have much to 
talk about this month, but there are 
a couple things I would like to touch 
upon.

We have already had a couple people 
contact us to do a program or star 
party. Our next one is at St. Pat’s 
County Park at 6pm on April 20. I will 
have more dates at the meeting.

Also we have been talking about 
taking another field trip to Chicago to 
visit the Field Museum. At the 
moment the date for the field trip is 
Saturday, March 31st. We will be 
leaving from the South Shore station 
at 7:40 am and the ticket price is 
$10.55 one way. 

Now that it’s getting warmer out we 
will be going down to Potawatomi on 
clear weekends. If you have never 
been there and would like directions, 
please let me know. 

Tom Nowicki

March 2007

Sun Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat
  1 2  3  

4 5 6 7 8  9 10  
11   12 13 14 15  16 17  
18   19 20 21 22  23 24  
25   26 27 28 29 30 31
March 11: Last quarter moon

March 17: New moon observing at Court's farm

(members only)

March 18: New moon

March 19: MAS meeting, 7:00 PM

Mishawaka Public Library

March 25: First Quarter moon

March 31: Field Museum trip to Chicago

April 2007

Sun Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat
1 2   3 4 5 6  7  
8 9 10   11 12  13 14  
15  16 17   18 19  20 21  
22  23 24   25 26  27 28  
29  30
April 2: Full Moon

April 10: Last Quarter Moon

April 16: MAS Meeting, 7:00 PM

April 17: New Moon

April 20: Star party: St. Patrick's County Park

April 21: New Moon observing, Potawatomi

April 25: First Quarter moon

mailto:Msherck@aol.com
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MAS Meeting Minutes
By Linda Marks, MAS Secretary

February, 2007:

Science Alive! Went very well!  Thank-
yous go out to Ruth, Lou Sandock 
(Orion,) Mike, Dan and Suzanne from 
the coordinator, Linda Marks.  Virtually 
every half-hour show was full, and 
compliments abound!  A young boy who 
was at the JINA table, next booth over, 
drew a picture of Lou dressed as Orion. 
It is now framed, and was shown to all 
in attendance at the February meeting. 
Photos will be available to view on the 
Joint Institute for Nuclear Astrophysics 
(JINA) website, http://www.jinaweb.org
During each half-hour, Linda gave a 
brief slide show about “What makes a 
planet a planet?” and Ruth and her 
helpers aided the children in making a 
small planisphere.  Dan Smith regaled 
the adult visitors with information about 
the upcoming March 3rd lunar eclipse. 
Thanks to all for making this effort such 
as success!

On Friday, April 20th from dusk to 11:00 
PM at St. Patrick's County Park in South 
Bend there will be an astronomy 
presentation, planispheres, and 
observing of Saturn, Jupiter, and a 
three day old moon.

On the weekend of May 18 and 19 there 
will be a star party at Linda and Steve's.
This will be our “dress rehearsal” for the 
real thing a year hence.  Still informal 
but plan on staying the whole weekend! 
Bring a tent or a camper if you wish 

(but if you want to go home and sleep 
in your own bed, that's all right,) your 
telescope and food for Friday dinner, 
and Saturday breakfast and lunch.  Club 
members will be treated to a Saturday 
cookout dinner sponsored by the club, 
so please bring a dish to share which 
can feed four people for Saturday's 
dinner.  Daytime schedule is to be 
determined.

Bill Foreman will be keeping us informed 
about the Night Sky Network via the 
newsletter.

Be on the watch for the March 3rd lunar 
eclipse!  New by-laws were handed out 
for review.

March 3rd NIRSF (Northern Indiana 
Regional Science Fair,) judges will be 
Ruth Craft, Bill Foreman, and Mike 
Sherck.

An inquiry will be made of the 
Astronomical League as to its insurance 
policies.

Globe at Night will be taking your input 
online to see how the USA gets to view 
the constellation of Orion re:  light 
pollution.

Tonight's speaker was Chris Howk, PhD. 
From Notre Dame.  The talk was titled, 
“Gas, Galaxies, and Gallium.”  Dr. 
Howk's work involves using 
spectroscopy to prove the elements in 
the universe.  He looks for the first 
early gases in the oldest galaxies and 
also the effects of supernovae on gases. 
He informed us of the work being done 
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at Notre Dame in the Physics 
Department, including quantum 
fluctuations, inflation theory, afterglow 
patterns, microwave background, what 
the first stars were like, the 
development of galaxies and planets, 
dark energy, accelerated expansion, 
WMAP and a Decadal Survey, which is 
done to determine the most important 
studies of the next ten years to come.

I learned a new term, “chimneys”, 
which describes the appearance of 
gases rising up and away from the 
“thick disk” of a galaxy, where 
supernovae were supposed to have 
occurred.  That was a lot of food for 
thought in this talk!  Thank you, Chris!

The Night Sky on Paper
Reading a Starmap

by Richard Bell

Every new stargazer thinks the first 
thing they need to get started in 
astronomy is a telescope, only to 
discover that they don't know how to 
find anything with it in the sky. The 
problem, of course, is that they don't 
know the bright stars and major 
constellations. Unfortunately, many 
never find the help they need and give 
up astronomy and stick their telescope 
in the closet. With proper advice and 
guidance, anyone can turn into a star-
hopping skymaster.

The first thing you need to learn your 
way around the sky is a star map, but 
what kind? You won't want to get a star 
atlas like Wil Tirion's Sky Atlas 2000, it's 
way too detailed. Good places to start 
are the monthly all-sky star maps that 
appear in Astronomy or Sky & 
Telescope magazines. You can also 
download a free monthly star map from 
Skymaps.com. Those will help you pick 
off the most common star patterns like 
the Big Dipper, Orion, and the Summer 
Triangle. Those are set for one time of 
night though and that might make it 
difficult to track down the dim and small 
constellations. The best type of star 
map to start out with is a planisphere. 
This is a star map that can be adjusted 
for the date and time you are observing 
the heavens. I think the best type of 
planisphere to get is the Miller 
Planisphere. These are made of plastic, 
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so they won't peel apart or fade when 
you're using it under damp conditions. 
They come in a large and small size. 
The larger size costs more of course, 
but it's easier to read in the dark. There 
are many types of planispheres and any 
should serve you well.

Once you find a star map that's right for 
you, you have to figure out how to read 
it. Trust me; it's easier than reading a 
road map! The first things to look at are 

the parts of the map. I'm going to use 
THIS star map (See below).

The most obvious parts of the chart are 
all the little dots that represent the 
stars. You'll notice that the dots are 
different in size, big dots are bright 
stars and smaller ones denote faint 
stars. Most of the stars on the map are 
connected by lines. These are the 
imaginary lines that show us the 
general structure of the constellations 
and asterisms. The brightest stars and 
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most of the constellations and asterisms 
are labeled, so you know what they're 
called.

The large circle around the stars 
represents the lowest point in the sky, 
which we call the horizon. It's where we 
see the Sun, Moon, and stars appear to 
rise and set in the sky. If the circle 
represents the lowest part of the sky 
then where on the map do you suppose 
the highest point in the sky is located? 
If you guessed the very center of the 
chart then you're correct. This is called 
the zenith or in simple terms "straight 
up".

Outside the circle you'll see the letters 
N, S, E, and W at 90° angles to one 
another. These are the cardinal 
directions north, south, east, and west. 
Hopefully you've heard of these by now 
because it's vital to know your 
directions to find star patterns and deep 
sky objects.

The Method

Once it gets clear and dark, take the 
star chart or planisphere outside. Before 
you can begin searching for 
constellations you have to find your 
directions. What do you use in the night 
sky to find directions? The answer is, of 
course, Polaris or "the 
North Star". During my 
experience working at a 
planetarium many people have pointed 
to the brightest stars or planets in the 
sky when asked to find Polaris. I 
suppose it's natural to assume the north 
star must be bright and easy to find 

since it's so well known and useful. It's 
not bright (it ranks 49th in brightness), 
but it is easy to find. You just have to 
know the trick. 

Without a star map, anyone should be 
able to find "The Big Dipper", the most 
famous star pattern of them all. What 
you’re looking for is a group of seven 
stars that form a drinking cup with a 
long handle. Its stars are bright, so it 
should be easy to find. Once you locate 
it use the two stars at the farthest end 
of the bowl. These are called the pointer 
stars, because if you trace a line 
straight out (with a little error) you'll 
come across a star of similar brightness 
to the pointer stars. It should be Polaris. 
If you're not sure if you've found Polaris 
just take a break and go inside for 
about a half an hour. Go back outside 
and see if the star you believe to be 
Polaris has moved. If it didn't move 
then you've found it! Drawing a line 
straight down to the horizon points 
directly north. The good thing about 
directions is that when you find one the 
others are a snap.
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As you face north, south is directly 
behind you, east is to right, and west is 
to your left. The last thing you need to 
know before we begin searching for 
constellations is how to hold the star 
map. Go ahead and point the map so 
north on the map faces north in the sky. 
You'll notice that north and south match 
up, but east and west do not. To hold 
the star chart correctly, simply place the 
map up, over your head, until all the 
cardinal points match up. Holding it the 
regular way will be fine though. Just 
remember that east and west are 
backwards. Now that you've found your 
directions you're ready to track down 
the stars and constellations.

First thing you need to do is pick a 
constellation. Since the star map above 
is for spring I'll pick Leo "the Lion". This 
method will work for any constellation 
at any time of the year though. The first 
step is to draw a line with your finger 
from the zenith, through Leo, to the 
horizon. This tells us the direction we 
should look at, which in this case is 
southwest. Next, draw your finger back 
up the imaginary line we drew to Leo. 
You'll notice that Leo is about a third of 
the distance from the zenith or two-
thirds from the horizon. So that's where 
we look in the sky, southwest and two-
thirds up. Fortunately Leo has a bright 
star named Regulus, so that should 
make it easy to find. The "head" of Leo 
also has a distinct backward question 
mark shape to it. This backward 
question mark is also known as the 
Sickle, which is an old farming tool. To 
the left of the sickle is a right triangle of 
stars that forms the hind-end of the 

Lion. The star at the point of the 
triangle is Denebola, which in Arabic 
means "tail of the Lion". Once you've 
mastered this method, you should be 
able to find anything you want in the 
sky. It just takes practice.

Tricks of the Trade

Besides reading a star map to identify 
the stars and constellations, there are 
dozens of little tricks and limericks that 
will help you learn your way across the 
sky. There aren't tricks for every 
constellation, but they will help you find 
the more difficult constellations. You 
can find your first constellation by 
finding the Big Dipper. Most people 
think the Big Dipper is a constellation, 
but it's not. It's merely an asterism, 
which is an "unofficial" star pattern. 
What I mean by unofficial is that back in 
1928 the International Astronomical 
Union adopted 88 star patterns that we 
now recognize as the modern day 
constellations.
When you find the Big Dipper in the sky 
you are also looking at part of Ursa 
Major, the Great Bear. Ursa Major 
includes all seven stars that make up 
the Big Dipper and many more 
surrounding stars. See if you can find 
the stars that represent the bear's ear, 
nose, belly, three legs, and three paws 
for yourself.
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To find another constellation we once 
again use the pointer stars in the Big 
Dipper and trace to Polaris, the North 
Star. The North Star is at the end of the 
handle of the Little Dipper. Like the Big 
Dipper, the Little Dipper is part of a 
constellation known as Ursa Minor, the 
Lesser Bear. With the long tail, the 
Lesser Bear looks more like a squirrel 
than a bear! Continue your line through 
Polaris and you'll come across a W-
shaped constellation. This prominent 
constellation is called Cassiopeia, an 
ancient queen of Ethiopia.

We can find yet another constellation 
using the pointer stars, but this time 
we'll draw a line in the opposite 
direction. We once again come across 
the constellation Leo, the Lion. So we 
didn't have to use the star map to find 
Leo at all. A simple little trick led us 
right to it! 

Believe it or not, there's one more trick 
that involves using the Big Dipper. 
Instead of using the pointer stars we'll 
use the Dipper's handle. The handle has 
a bend, or an arc, and if we follow the 
arc it leads to a bright orange star 
named Arcturus. To remember this little 
trick we say "follow the arc to Arcturus". 
Arcturus is the brightest star in the 
constellations Boötes, the Herdsman. 
The occupation of herdsman is a rare 
one nowadays, so it's difficult for us to 
visualize the pattern in the sky. Instead 
of a herdsman, try imagining Boötes as 
a kite. Arcturus represents the 
beginning of the kite's tail.

A popular envision for Boötes among 
children is an ice cream cone. Arcturus 
is the tip of the cone and there's one 
scoop of ice cream on the cone. To the 
east (right) of the first scoop is another 
scoop of ice cream that just fell off. This 
"other scoop" is the C-shaped 
constellation Corona Borealis, the 
Northern Crown. That's two more 
constellations that can be found using 
the Big Dipper. There's one more.

Continuing the arc past Arcturus, we 
come across the bright blue-white star, 
Spica. To remember this part we just 
add to our memory trick. Now we say: 
"Follow the arc to Arcturus and drive a 
spike to Spica". Spica marks the upper 
leg of Virgo, the Virgin. Above Spica, is 
a Y-shaped pattern of faint stars. These 
are Virgo's outstretched arms, reaching 
up to gather the warmth of the Autumn 
sun.
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One Final Challenge

Once you feel you've mastered the art 
of reading a star map and that you've 
learned as many of the limericks and 
memory tricks of finding the 
constellations, try and prove it. A great 
way to really know the constellations is 
to draw them. Don't just draw dots 
where you see stars, but try labeling 
the dots according to brightness. You 
can either make big dots for bright stars 
or label the stars by number, one being 
the brightest. Be sure to record any 
other noticeable features like color. 
Once you begin exploring the cosmos 
through a telescope you'll find that your 
eyes have become more trained to see 
detail than when you took your first 
glimpse through an eyepiece.

Richard Bell (Kalamazoo 
Astronomical Society)

  
Any visual observer of Deep-Sky 
Objects needs to have a good star atlas 
in order to find all those faint fuzzies. 
There are a number of good star atlases 
on the market such as Uranometria 
2000.0, Sky Atlas 2000, Norton's Star 
Atlas, etc.  But currently the 
Uranometria for both volumes costs 
close to $100, Sky Atlas 
2000 probably in the $50- $60 range.

I found a very nice star atlas online 
called Taki's 8.5 Magnitude Star Atlas.  
It can be downloaded from his web site, 
consists of a total of 146 charts in pdf 
form which include stars down to 
magnitude 8.5 and many, many Deep 
Sky Objects.

The best thing about this atlas is that 
it's FREE!!! (my favorite word).

Check it out at: http://www.asahi-
net.or.jp/~zs3t-
tk/atlas_85/atlas_85.htm

If you have a good printer you can 
probably print this out for a few dollars 
worth of paper and ink and for a few 
more dollars can take it to a print shop 
and have it professionally bound.

This is a very nice looking atlas and is 
worth every penny you will (not) pay 
for it.

Tom Laskowski
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Potawatomi Wildlife Park 
16998 State Road 331
Tippecanoe, IN 46570

Look for park sign on left (east) 
side of the road.
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