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lIt is no longer a secret that our NASA 
grant proposal was accepted, and they as-
sure us that it will be funded, to the tune of 
slightly more than $56,000 However, they 
ask that we not publicize this until they 
make the official announcement, which 
may come as late as April or May. We are 
proceeding with those telescope activities 
which don�t require cash. See the board 
minutes for further information. 

To prepare for the increased NEO work 
with the new (as yet unnamed) 27� tele-
scope, I am preparing a course in Asteroid 
Imaging and Astrometry. I expect to be 
able to begin teaching this by about March 
15th. Several people are already on board, 
and you can get in on it too. Let me know 
by March 10, and I�ll prepare materials for 
you as well. Anyone taking the course 
must be willing to devote some time to the 
FAST NEO project.  

I am considering sponsoring a contest. 
I have not discussed this with the board, 
so may have to fund it myself. I propose 
presenting an award to the best Observer 
article of the year, to be presented at the 

December meeting. Should I proceed with 
this? If I do, be forewarned that Bill Leifer 
is leading the pack so far. See his article 
on page 4.  Please note that this is not a 
technical article, but a personal experience 
one. All articles from club members 
(except mine) will be eligible for considera-
tion. 

Page 5 has a few notices which you 
should read. I hear that Janelle and Julee 
are planning to attend the Nebraska Star 
Party this year. That is an excellent gath-
ering, and others should consider it as 
well. 

Janelle is struggling with a grant pro-
posal these days. NASA has a follow on 
grant program for those who receive re-
search grants. This grant would be for 
education and outreach. Janelle, I am 
sure, will keep us informed as this comes 
together. 

With the new telescope, expanded 
NEO search, Education and Outreach; this 
promises to be a busy year! Volunteers 
are desperately needed! 
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     The NEKAAL Observer is the 
official publication of the Northeast 
Kansas Amateur Astronomers� 
League and Farpoint Observatory. 
NEKAAL, Inc. is an educational and 
scientific nonprofit corporation 
approved by the federal and state 
governments. 
      Written permission to reproduce 
or copy any part of this newsletter is 
not necessary with appropriate 
acknowledgements to the author and 
to The Observer. Please let the editor 
know if you use any material from the 
Observer. 
    Y o u r  a r t i c l e s  a n d  o t h e r 
contributions to this newsletter are 
welcome and encouraged. Please get 
them to the editor at least 6 days prior 
to the next scheduled meeting. 

 Editor : Graham Bell 
12229 Blazingstar Rd 
Maple Hill, KS 66507 

(785) 256-6281 
gebell@mindspring.com 
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DDDUESUESUES   AREAREARE D D DUEUEUE   :  

NEKAAL is now on a January to 
January membership schedule. If you 
haven�t paid your dues yet, you mem-
bership has expired. See page 7 for 
dues amounts. 

Warning�. If dues are not 
paid by February 28, you will be 
dropped from the membership 
list.  
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SKY HIGHLIGHTS FOR MARCH:  by Janelle Burgardt 

March 3         Jupiter at opposition. Mercury at superior conjunction.  Mercury-Sun-Earth-Jupiter form a straight line in 
space. 

March  6        Full Moon   Know as the, Crow, Lenten, Sap or Worm Moon.  
March 7         Saturn ends retrograde 
March 13       Last quarter moon 
March 20       Vernal equinox at 12:49 am CST (6:49 UT) 
March 28       First quarter moon 
March 29       Mercury and Venus at greatest eastern elongation 
March 30       Mars and Venus  
 
Planets, Planets and more Planets! 
 
From east to west, Jupiter, Saturn, Mars and Venus are all visible in the night sky.  From mid-March to early April, when 
Mercury makes its best appearance of the year, all 5 naked-eye planets are visible at one time in the night sky!  This 
is the last time they�ll all be together until the morning of December 2004-January 2005.  After that, it won�t happen again 
until 2016! 
As an added bonus, Saturn�s rings are tipped nearly at maximum, and for this month and next, Saturn casts its shadow on 
the rings. 

 Now there’s an attention grabbing 
headline.  There are several possible 
explanations for this particular headline; 
(1)This fall we will begin a new era in 
NEO-Follow-up activity at Farpoint (2)
There is (was by now) an asteroid 
about to hit the earth (3)Some Guys 
were dropping bowling balls out of air-
planes again. Actually any of these 
three explanations could make this 
true (and the media completely missed 
a opportunity to capitalize an early set 
of observations that had a few astrono-
mers chattering vigorously over the Mi-
nor Planet List Serve). 

OK. Working in reverse order we 
have Near Earth Objects Fall when sev-
eral Salt Lake amateur astronomers 
were hunting for meteorites around the 
Great Salt Lake and wondered if an ob-
ject at high velocity would penetrate the 
surface of the dried salt lake bed. The 
thought was that if it didn’t penetrate the 
surface meteorites may lay around the 
stagnate surface for centuries and one 
would greatly increase one’s chance of 
finding a meteorite fragment by simply 
looking around the lake.  In order to find 
out the pilot in the group rented an air-
plane, climbed to several thousand feet 
and shoved a bowling ball out the win-
dow.  All this was done with safety in 
mind of course.  They made sure the 

area was devoid of humans. The end 
result was the bowling ball did NOT 
penetrate although it did shove a lot of 
earth around.  The group wants to run 
another test at higher altitude for the 
next experiment.  Looks like beach-
combing the Great Salt Lake is on the 
rise.  

What about the second explanation? 
"There is an asteroid about to hit the 

earth"  -  On a rather dull night on the 
Minor Planet List Serve an alarm was 
sounded when an object was intro-
duced to the NEOCP Page (Near-earth 
Object Confirmation Page) maintained 
by the MPC (Minor Planet Center). That 
particular object was traveling quite 
fast - on the order of tens of arc sec-
onds per minute according to the scant 
bit of observations available at 
time. More importantly the object was to 
pick up speed over the next 12 hours or 
so to make it as fast as 1,800 arc sec 
per minute or about the apparent width 
of the moon in one minute!  For an ob-
ject to be moving that fast meant the 
object was very close to earth.  Some 
on the list were contemplating an emi-
nent impact within a couple of days. 
However some new observations about 
two hours later tamed the predicted ve-
locity back to a ’normal’ NEO’s and after 
a couple more of hours of intense delib-

eration on the web,  the object  was 
once again relegated to be just another 
rock not passing very close to the earth 
at all.  The rise and fall of this object 
into and out of the ’scary� list happened 
so fast as to not even get a notice by 
the media...  just as well. 

So what’s this about Farpoint doing 
NEO Follow-up?  I thought we were al-
ready doing that.  Well yes, but the 
amount of asteroid work done at Far-
point has slowed considerably and I 
have built Sandlot Observatory (in my 
backyard), and have been testing out 
its capabilities with my 12" LX-200 that 
was stationed exclusively at Farpoint 
for several years.  Although early tests 
were disappointing, I later learned that 
you can’t run 100 feet of parallel cable 
without increasing significantly the 
noise background.   Once I switched to 
Ethernet cable everything worked 
well.  I also sent the scope to Meade 
Instruments for its 50,000 light year 
checkup and re-conditioning. I’m guess-
ing the skies here at Sandlot to be 
about 1/2 magnitude under what Far-
point’s location can reach. After two 
hours of integration time I was able to 
detect an object from the NEOCP listed 
as being mag 22.  My observa-
tions were accepted on the MPEC 

(Continued on page 3) 

FASTTRACKS:  by Gary Hug����  Near Earth Objects fall 
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(Continued from page 2) 

(Minor Planet Electronic Circular) My 
listed magnitudes were 22.0 and 21.3. 
Not bad! 

Farpoint will see new life in the form 
of another 12" LX-200 scope (Jerry 
Majers generously donated the use of 
the instrument for a couple of months - 
thanks Jerry) coupled with the club’s 

ST-7 CCD. The combination will pro-
vide hands-on training for those inter-
ested in learning how to perform as-
trometry and help the astronomical 
community produce precise orbits 
for objects hazardous to the earth. 

We anticipate a much larger instru-
ment will be available at Farpoint later 
this year and it will greatly boost our 

ability to go after very faint objects 
where the follow-up is critically 
needed.  The time to find out how you 
can be a part of it is now.  Give Gra-
ham  a call (256-6281) to see just how 
easy it is to help the earth by finding 
out when  
 �-NEAR EARTH OBJECTS FALL � 

DEEP SPACE NETWORK 2-FOR-1 SALE!   by Patrick L. Barry 

Call it a "buy one, get 
one free" sale for as-
tronomers: Build a 
network of radio 
dishes for communi-
cating with solar-
system probes, get a 
world-class radio 
telescope with a 
resolution nearly as 
good as a telescope 
the size of Earth! 
 
That’s the incidental 
bonus that NASA’s 
Deep Space Network 
(DSN) offers the as-
tronomy community. 
Designed to maintain 
contact with distant 
spacecraft in spite of 
the Earth’s rotation, 
the large, widely 
spaced dishes of the 
DSN are ideal for 
performing a form of 
radio astronomy 
called "very long 
baseline interferometry" (VLBI). 
 
VLBI produces very high resolution im-
ages of the cosmos by combining the 
output from two or more telescopes. 
The result is like having a giant "virtual" 
telescope as large as the distance be-
tween the real dishes! Since bigger 
telescopes can produce higher resolu-
tion images than smaller ones, as-
tronomers need to use dishes that are 
as far apart as possible. 
 
That need dovetails nicely with the 
DSN’s design. To maintain continuous 
contact with deep space missions, the 
DSN has tracking stations placed in 
California, Spain, and Australia. These 

locations are roughly equally spaced 
around the Earth, each about 120 de-
grees of longitude from the others-that 
way at least one dish can always com-
municate with a probe regardless of 
Earth’s rotation. That also means, 
though, that the straight-line distance 
between any two of the stations is 
roughly 85 percent of Earth’s diameter-
or about 6,700 miles. That’s almost as 
far apart as land-based telescopes can 
be. 
 
"We often collaborate with other VLBI 
groups around the world, combining 
our dishes with theirs to produce even 
better images," says Michael J. Klein, 
manager of the DSN Science Office at 

NASA’s Jet Propulsion 
Laboratory. "Since our 
70-meter dish in Can-
berra, Australia, is the 
largest dish in the south-
ern hemisphere, adding 
that dish in particular 
makes a huge difference 
in the quality of a VLBI 
observation." 
 
Even though only about 1 
percent of the DSN’s 
schedule is typically 
spared from probe-
tracking duty and sched-
uled for radio astronomy, 
it manages to make some 
important contributions to 
radio astronomy. For ex-
ample, the DSN is cur-
rently helping image the 
expanding remnant of su-
pernova 1987A, and Dr. 
Lincoln Greenhill of the 
Smithsonian Astrophysi-
cal Observatory is using 
the DSN dishes to explore 

a new way to measure the distances 
and velocities of galaxies. 
 
And all this comes as a "bonus" from 
the dishes of the DSN.  
 
To introduce kids to multi-wavelength 
astronomy, NASA’s website for kids, 
The Space Place, has just added the 
interactive demo, "Cosmic Colors," at 
spaceplace.nasa.gov/cosmic . 
 
This article was provided by the Jet Propul-
sion Laboratory, California Institute of 
Technology, under a contract with the Na-
tional Aeronautics and Space Administra-
tion. 
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Every now and then, each of us is lucky 
to have one of those special days that 
enlightens, awes, and inspires.  Even if it 
comes only once in a great while, it adds 
depth to the experience of living.  It is like 
dragging yourself home after a long day of 
hassles and having your jaw drop at the 
sight of an impossible sunset.  Suddenly, 
you feel a lot younger, and life all seems 
much more worthwhile.  Last Saturday was 
one of those kinds of days for anyone with a 
sense of history and a love for peering into 
the night sky. 

The Astronomical Society of Kansas City 
invited the illustrious comet hunter, David 
Levy, to be its speaker for the month and 
arranged a special showing, earlier in the 
afternoon, of rare books on astronomy be-
longing to the world famous science and 
technology library adjacent to UMKC, The 
Linda Hall Library.  David Levy was also in 
attendance at that event.  NEKAAL repre-
sentatives included Graham Bell, Janelle 
Burgardt, Walt and Nancy Cole, and me. 

Among the rare books were first printings 
of many of the most famous works in the 
history of science, and we were able to hold 
the books, turn and feel their pages, study 
the engravings and diagrams, smell the old 
leather and wood bindings, and even see 
some of the handwritten notes of other stu-
dents who learned from those books (and no 
doubt complained about it), hundreds of 
years ago.  Some of the books were printed 
not so long after the first presses produced 
the Guttenberg Bible.  I never imagined that I 
would see and hold such books in my hands. 

Among these was the oldest book in the 

Linda Hall Library collection, over five hun-
dred years old, Pliny’s Naturalis Historia, 
published in Venice in 1472. Ptolemy’s 
Geographicae, published in Strasbourg in 
1525 was there to examine and handle. In it 
was a famous map of the known world 
showing the very non-proportionate coastal 

features of the new world drawn only 33 
years after the first voyage of Columbus.  
Among my favorites was a first printing of 
Messier’s famous catalog of nebulae and 
other “fuzzy objects” painstakingly docu-
mented from his observatory in Paris listing 
the specifics of each object that amateur as-
tronomers still use as the basis for an eve-
ning of observing.  A copy of Johann Hev-
elius’ “Selenographia” was amazing to see, 
with its highly detailed maps of the lunar sur-
face having features so three-dimensional 
that I had to check to make sure I wasn’t 
wearing those red and blue 3-D glasses.  
Galileo’s “Dialogue Concerning The Two 
Chief World Systems” was also there, the 
book that got him in a heap o’ trouble with 
the Pope or John Ashcroft, probably both.  
Works by Tycho Brahe and Johannes Kepler 
were there for holding, flipping the pages, 
and just soaking up the aura. One of Brahe’s 
books, on the comet of 1572 and published 
in 1632, was of great interest to David Levy, 
who was interested in it for his current doc-
toral research. Want to pick up and hold 
Bayer’s “Uranometria”?  Not exactly a Dan-
ielle Steele paperback but interesting, never-
theless. David Levy was particularly im-
pressed with Hevelius’ “Cometographia 
(Gdansk, 1668),”which included drawings 
and engravings by the author in exquisite 
detail.  To have seen and extrapolated de-
tails of the coma and tails of these comets 
and even imagined pockmarked surfaces of 
the cometary nuclei themselves using lenses 
more akin to pop bottles, staggers the imagi-
nation.  The only possible explanation is that 
the atmosphere was a lot less polluted and 
the skies a lot darker in the seventeenth cen-
tury.  Still, I felt guilty having the benefit of a 
modern Meade LX-200 reflector considering 
what these hardy souls had to work with.  
Try to imagine what these characters could 
have done with an instrument like that! 

After a foray to Fiorellas’s Jack Stack 
Barbeque in the freight district for the best 
barbeque in this quadrant of the galaxy, we 
drove back to UMKC to hear David Levy 
speak.  It wasn’t what I expected.  It was a 
very personal and emotional journey into the 
heart of a skinny kid with bad asthma who 
fell in love with the wonders of the universe 
while attending a camp in Vermont that his 
parents sent him to in the 1950’s to get away 
from pollen…and whatever home situation 
was felt by his doctor to be causing his 
asthma.  His presentation was full of music 
and poems, hundreds of references to his 
wife, Wendee, and the special and lucky life 
he has led.  Of course he showed phenome-
nal images from his collection.  To me the 
most incredible was the moment of totality of 

a solar eclipse on the horizon in Antarctica.  
In the foreground was the suspended figure 
of a friend frozen in time in a frozen land-
scape.  It is maybe the most amazing photo-
graph I have ever seen, from an astronomi-
cal, artistic, and metaphysical standpoint.  Of 

course there was plenty on the collision of 
Shoemaker-Levy with Jupiter. From the time 
he was about 12, he had a premonition that 
his life would reach its apogee in some fash-
ion involving Jupiter. 

Anyway, the entire day was amazing.  I 
don’t think my own fascination with the uni-
verse is ever likely to fade, though some-
times life’s other exigencies seem to horn in 
on my attention quite a bit.  But after last 
Saturday, it is like starting out all over again 
with a sense of pure child-like wonder.  I 

can’t wait to get out there and look at stuff.  
Members of NEKAAL who shared this great 
experience, Janelle, Graham, Walt and 
Nancy, will no doubt agree.  We had a spe-
cial day.   

If you missed it, well…better luck next 
time. 

Bell, Books, and Candlepower  by Bill Leifer 
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