
 
 
 

 
Tail breaks off – Comet 17P/Holmes 

We’ve all been watching Comet 17P/Holmes in the northern sky, but where’s the tail?  A 
new image made using near-infrared light, which humans can't see, shows a small, tail-
like feature next to the comet's nucleus. The image was obtained by graduate student 
Sandie Bouchard and assistant Bernard Malenfant on the pre-dawn hours of Oct. 26 using 
the Ritchey-Chretien telescope at Mont Megantic Observatory in Canada.  The picture 
above is from www.spaceweather.com  (Jack Newton at the Arizona Sky Village) 
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From the President: 
Hello Comet watchers:  (editor note – guess we’re not dark sky rangers anymore….) 
    We sure have had a great month for the Home Planet stellar views. We have the Altona 
Middle school star party for kids and parents Wednesday  Nov.14th in Longmont.  Then 
BASS and LAS are doing Bear Creek elementary school in Table Mesa, Boulder, 
Nov.16th , Friday.  “Star parties are us”. it seems. We are always in demand, thanks to 
volunteers who make these events a fun and social night with some great views of Comet 
and bright objects in urban skies. 
     Comet Holmes has been the real treat for us amateur astronomers, seldom do we see a 
comet in Full moon light, naked eye. Wow!  Comet Holmes’ first outburst went from 
17th mag to 2.5 mag in one day.  Holmes has grown so large we have to use lowest 
powers to get whole comet in eyepiece view now.  Brian Kimball, Vern Raben and 
myself have some pretty awesome pictures to share. The darkness of the Grasslands sure 
brings out the comet, so clear and beautiful, my best views  with wide field, true dark 
sky, it looks like a snowball with starry background, have been in the binoculars at the 
new RAC site. We are not sure how long comet Holmes will last - I thought it would 
outburst then go down in magnitude or explode, it did neither. Comet Holmes is now 
getting fainter, but still getting larger in size.  We should all be keeping an eye on it, only 
thing is maybe somebody can put a tail on comet in photo shop. This is the biggest none 
tail comet I have ever seen. Strange almost perfect circle, bright core nucleus, coma very 
large, then fainter coma only seen in large aperture and the darkness of grassland prairie 
skies.  
     The other big news for LAS dark sky observers is the new  Pawnee Grasslands 
observing site, Roland's Astro Corral, or for short RAC.  Roland and Leonard Ball, ranch 
owners are letting us use the corral for loading up cattle as our new site. We named new 
site after Roland, nick name Rolling Ball, since he has let us use his land for all 
these years for free. Vern Raben and myself met up with his son, Leonard Ball one day to 
find a new site. It's only a few miles further away, on their private land, nice easy gravel 
road to gate of corral.  He also offered two other sites, one across from corral, if they are 
loading up cattle, we will have to use southern field. Corral is fenced in, so no cows from 
open range can get into it. When using corral, keep gate closed so cows do not come in. It 
is open range all around corral, so cows wander around a lot. Also be very careful to not 
run over his cows as you come over the hill in road. 
    The grand opening of Roland's Astro Corral was a huge success. We had over 26 
people show up for Saturday Nov.3rd star party. Excellent clear skies, not so cold, no 
wind.  I invited land owner Leonard Ball, his wife Tammie and daughter Cassie to view 
with us that night, using comet as you got to see this before it's gone, time limit thing you 
know. Well he showed up after 8 PM like I told him and Wow ! He drove up in his park 
lights on, pretty smart, you know he understands us astronomers’ love of the darkness for 
viewing. 
    Vern Raben  and I showed him around site, he was blown away with how many people 
we had there. I had told him 6 to 9 people might show up, he had no problem with 26 
people being there.  We showed them comet Holmes and they loved it. He mostly loved 
playing with green laser we were using to point to comet and Constellations.  
 Well I had so much fun, we ventured out to RAC again on the real new moon weekend, 
Saturday the 10th.  We had two weekends in a row for my photon fix, comet views in 



darkness in 30 scope are outstanding, best comet in long time, still looking for a tail. My 
first impression the first night I saw comet, maybe it was a planetary nebula??  Bright 
core like star, then round coma. 
    Mars is the next great object to be watching. I have seen surface details and polar cap 
visually. Web camera pictures will be coming soon from Brian, Vern and myself. Mars is 
up early now so good views are getting easier to be had. By 10 PM it is high enough now 
for those good seeing nights, get out your scopes. Closest approach will be on Dec. 23rd I 
think,. Mars will be good for several months, so Nov, Dec, and January are Mars 
watching months of this year. Very high in sky compared to summer visit 2 years ago 
     Next month is annual swap meeting and nominations for elections for officers of LAS. 
We need some new volunteers to keep the ball rolling. I plan to step down as president, 
time for a change maybe, I have done 3 years as president now. Is it a four year term?                 
Ask not what the club can do for you, but what you can do for the club? or something like 
that?   some other president said that already, darn.    It takes those who care enough to 
see things go on, lets see who cares. I have been going full force for so long, need to take 
a back seat.  I will always be a dark sky marine, loving the darkness of the prairie and the 
mountains in summer months.   See you in the Dark next new moon.  bye, Gary  
 
New observing site (RAC) 
Cactus Flats replacement: 
Good News dark sky astronomers, new Dark sky site found.  Leonard Ball, 
Roland Ball's son, met with Vern Raben and myself. I called him up to see about his offer 
for a new location for us astronomers since Roland and Leonard Ball shut down our 
cactus flats north site. Too many people abusing the prairie they said... He drove us to 
new site on private land that their family owns. They own several sections of land plus 
lease some Forest service lands. We wanted new dark sky site to be on private land. They 
have good road to site and a gate to keep people out, with a no trespassing sign.  Full sky 
views. It is only about 6 miles further away than present site drive. It's just 2 more miles 
north and 5 miles east of CFN area. It's a corral for loading up cattle in spring and fall 
only, rest of time it sits empty.  
 We wanted to keep Roland's Ball's name in there somewhere and we need a catchy short 
three letter word, Vern, my wife and I, decided that Roland's Astro Corral would be a 
good new name, easy to remember RAC.  There is not much Cactus so old name cactus 
flats will not work. We needed a new beginning in a darker, better site with a new name . 
Open range road ,so will have to drive careful, do not run over his cows, he might get 
mad? I like seeing the wild life there, even if it is cows?   
 I was out taking Comet pictures with Cheyenne Wills tonight, I hope they come out 
good. 
 Location of new site according to GPS is 
      N 40 40' 59.7" 
     W 104 23' 48.9" 
     Elevation 5048 ft. 
 Easier to remember is take highway 14 past our old turn off of Road 65, to Road 69, it's 
a little further east, then going north (or left) onto road 69, till you get to road 96, about 3 
miles, then go right, (east) till you get to Roland's Astro Corral about 1/2 mile more.. On 
left near the top of hill. Bye, Gary 
 
In the sky this month: 



Meteor Showers 
Geminids – peak on Dec 13/14/15, could be 100 per hour at midnight near the zenith.  
Finally, a shower at a decent time of the night.  Got the Broncs playing Houston that 
night, so turn on the radio and enjoy some fireworks! 
Ursids – peak on Dec 22/23, but the Full Moon will wash them out. 
 
Planets: 
Mercury – superior conjunction on Dec 17th, and pretty much hidden in the glare the 
whole month. 
Venus – still potent in the morning sky, rising 3 hours before the Sun. 
Mars – Still in retrograde thru Jan, opposition on Dec 24th for peak viewing pleasure.  
Moon passes within 0.9 degrees at 8PM MST on Dec 23rd, should be a nice sight.  
Jupiter – fading fast in the western sky, conjunction with the Sun on Dec 22nd, 11PM 
MST 
Saturn – rises in the East around midnight at the beginning of the month, 10PM at the 
end.  Rings pretty much flat at 7 degrees, worst in a decade. 
Interesting Stuff: 
Comet Holmes – still visible in the NE after sundown, and a sight in binocs and scopes 
Winter solstice – 11:08 PM MST on Dec 21st.  Celebrate responsibly. 
Asteroid Ceres is moving through Cetus throughout the month at 8th magnitude 
Comet 8P/Tuttle will be moving through Cassiopeia in mid-month at maybe 8th 
magnitude, getting brighter and best in January. 
Moon grazes the Pleiades on Dec 21/22.  We’re a little south for occultations… 
 
Club News & Calendar: 
Kudos to Marc Wiley, from Vern Raben: 
I found a nice surprise for us when I picked up the mail from the PO box this morning.  
The Longmont Astronomical Society received a check from the "Blue Mountain Arts 
Community Cares Gift Fund" in the amount of $500. The grant was received following 
a recommendation from Marc Wiley.   
 
Nov:  New Moon: 10th - Pawnee 
  Meeting: 15th – Swap Meet/Nominations 
 
Dec:  New Moon: 8th - Pawnee 
  Meeting: 20th – Topics: Elections 
Jan:              Annual Banquet    19th – Isaac Walton clubhouse at 5:00 
 
Banquet Speaker:    A Solar System Tour Through the Eyes of LASP  
The Laboratory for Atmospheric and Space Physics, at the University of Colorado, was 
born in 1948 as the Upper Atmosphere Lab (UAL) to initiate the era of space exploration. 
Researchers and engineers from the UAL flew experiments into space on over 50 rocket 
flights before Sputnik.  By 1965, the UAL had grown substantially and evolved into the 
Laboratory for Atmospheric and Space Physics or LASP.  LASP is now exploring 
mysteries surrounding our own Earth's atmosphere, the sun, and even sending 
instruments to every planet in the solar system. Bill Possel, the Director for Mission 
Operations and Data Systems at LASP, will present an overview of the past, current, and 
future space missions being done in our own “backyard.” 



 
Astroleague viewing Awards from Vern Raben: 
Mike Hotka and I have finally completed the observing awards database and placed it on 
line.  Go to the   http://www.astroleague.org  site, find the "Awards List" located on the 
left navigation menu under "Observing Clubs".  You can help us test it by checking for 
your own observing awards.  Just enter your last name and click on the "submit" button.  
Let us know any problems. 
 
And a few pics from the members: 

 
Comet Holmes, of course.  This one is Vern’s 



 
Gary has a nice shot, too 

 
Finder chart: at 7PM, it’s about 25-30 degrees up in the NE.  Hustle it up, we think it’s 
getting dimmer…. 



 

First setup 
at the RAC. 
 
Fiske Planetarium: 
Fiske Planetarium will be closed to the public from Sat 17 Nov - Sun 25 



 Nov due to private events, CU Fall Break and the Thanksgiving holiday. 
 We look forward to seeing you when we re-open on M 26 Nov! 
+ Astronomical Star of Bethlehem (December 13, 2007, 2:00 pm) 
http://fiske.colorado.edu/calendar/moreinfo.php?id=55 
Presented by amateur astronomer Gil Buller, this exciting program 
 examines the sky at the time of the birth of Christ to see which 
 astronomical phenomenon may have been the Star of Bethlehem. 
 
+ Astronomical Star of Bethlehem (December 14, 2007, 7:30 pm) 
+ Astronomical Star of Bethlehem (December 20, 2007, 1:00 pm) 
+ Astronomical Star of Bethlehem (December 20, 2007, 7:30 pm) 
+ Astronomical Star of Bethlehem (December 27, 2007, 1:00 pm) 
+ Astronomical Star of Bethlehem (December 27, 2007, 7:30 pm) 
 
Internet Resources: 
New Mexico stargazer Becky Ramotowski captured the International Space Station and 
somewhat fainter Discovery as they drifted past the Pleiades (at left) and Comet Holmes 
(at right) before dawn on November 6th.  I was up watching the parade, too – very cool, 
and my third one.  No comet or Pleiades, I was in my back yard in Longmont looking 
south. 

 
 
Time to look at Cassini’s greatest pictures from Saturn: watch the slide show at 
http://www.space.com/bestimg/?guid=456472d72be64&cat=bestsaturn    True nuts on 
the subject will want to go to the Cassini homepage at 
http://saturn.jpl.nasa.gov/home/index.cfm and look at all the material. 
 
 
And use all those slow winter nights to keep up on the Mars Rovers – one of your better 
returns on space dollars.  Currently, they’re working their way through winter and 



reduced power from a dust storm, but the research keeps coming!  News and pictures at 
http://marsrovers.jpl.nasa.gov/home/index.html  

 
Opportunity is still taking nice pictures of rock layers.  Yep, sedimentary all right… 

 
Vern’s shot of Mars in October – if you look closely, you can just make out Opportunity, 
a 0.000001x0.000001 pixel dot!  (Editor’s feeble lame joke) 
 
Upcoming Space Mission:  Kepler 
 
At the National Science Teachers Conference November 9 in Denver, I had the pleasure 
of listening to a talk by Dr Janice Voss from the Ames Research Center.  Dr Voss is tied 



for the lead among female astronauts with 5 missions in space, and is currently managing 
the Kepler mission.  Scheduled to launch in Feb 2009,  website is http://kepler.nasa.gov   
The following pertinent points were extracted from her presentation: 

a. The math for finding the “habitable zone” for planets rule out stars that are not 
F,G,or K class.  The brighter ones give off too much radiation, the dimmer M 
class not enough; and the white dwarves and red giants have too much activity 
which disrupts their systems. 

b. Predictions are about 2% of the earth-size planets would transit these stars, 
reducing the light output by 0.01% (Jupiter size is about 1% reduction).  The 
sensitivity required demands a location in space.  The 200+ planets located so far 
from the Earth’s surface have all been Jupiter sized or bigger. 

c. It would require 3, preferably 4 transits to eliminate the sunspot variations in the 
light output.  Since planets in the habitable zone would orbit in the .75 to 1.5 year 
range, that requires a mission length of 3.5 to 6 years.   Larger planets in Jupiter 
sized orbits would be determined by a transit combined with data on a micro-
doppler shift. 

d. There are an estimated 170,000 stars in the target area and 100,000 F/G/K 
dwarves to observe, and an estimated 2000 planets expected in the Mars to Jupiter 
size range at less that 2 AU orbits (this is really blue sky predictions here….) 

 
Equipment: 
It’s just a telescope with no additional equipment, launched in an Earth trailing orbit of 
374 days, intersecting the Earth orbit twice a year.  Glass is 1.4 meters in diameter, with a 
0.95 Schmidt corrector.  Sensor is an array of 42 CCDs, 2200x1024 pixels – giving a 100 
square degree field.  It will be oriented to look at an arm of the Milky Way in the 
Cygnus-Lira area, with the bright stars in the field cagily located in the ‘cracks’ between 
the CCDs in a 6x7 array. 
 
And for those LAS members really seeking a challenge:  If you have a batch of LEGOs 
around (the editor has a tub full, but not gears) try building an orrery.  Directions and 
pictures on the Kepler site at http://kepler.nasa.gov/ed/lego.html First member to 
complete the orrery and demo it in a meeting will win a weekend at the RAC! 
 
Join the fun, and participate in the “find an exoplanet” search.  Background information 
at http://www.aavso.org/vstar/vsots/fall04.shtml  (The parent organization is the AAVSO, 
since the data is gotten the same way), and  http://www.transitsearch.org/   for the search 
itself.  A couple of the planets have been snagged by amateurs already, and more will be 
on the way.    (Editor’s note: isn’t it funny how the public just assumes that there are 
telescopes all over the Earth looking at each and every star all the time?   No one ever 
stops to think about how many there are.  The bigger telescopes have better things to 
do…) 
 
This month’s Wacky Science: 
The end of the Mayan calendar cycle coincides with the winter solstice and the Sun 
crossing the orbital plane of the Milky Way.  According to a Belgian “researcher”, this 
will “reverse the magnetic fields of the Sun, causing it to become 10 to 20 times hotter, 
which will reverse Earth’s rotation on its axis, and flood its inhabitants.”   Other scare 
literature claims stars lying beyond the Sun will channel some sort of unspecified 



“energy” our way.   Good reason to stay in that day, and tape a magnet to your head to 
unreverse the reversed magnetic fields…..   Keep an eye on your fellow astronomer’s, 
lest they be affected.  Of course, in the case of some of them, it would be hard to tell.    
Some of this material was stolen from Bob Berman’s column in the Dec Astronomy. 
 
Humor Dept: 

Bumper Stickers for Astronomers 
 

Original Source Unknown...Some Additions By Andy Blackburn  
 

10. My Other Car is a Saturn 

9. Astronomers Do It in the Dark 

8. Cosmologists Do It with a Big Bang 

7. My (husband / wife) asked me to give up stargazing. I will miss (him/her.) 

6. Telescope in Trunk 

5. Honk if you're from Draco! 

4. I'm an Astronomer, Not an Astrologer Dang It! 

3. Black Holes Suck 

2. So Many Parallel Universes, So Little Time... 

1. Size does matter! 

 

*Disclaimer: For the naughty-minded people, the reference to size has to do solely with 
the size of a telescope's primary mirror or objective lens. 

 


