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website look 
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Ft Worth Astronomical Society  -  December 2003 

Prime Focus 

The Ft Worth Museum of Science and History is so happy to be hosting the 
monthly meetings of the Fort Worth Astronomical Society again. 
 
As a reminder, meetings are held on the third Tuesday of each month in the 
auditorium of the Fort Worth Museum of Science and History, 1501 Montgomery 
Street, Fort Worth, Texas  76107.  Meeting time is from 7 o’clock PM to 9 
o’clock PM.  Visitors are always welcome to attend.  There will be no meeting at 
the museum in December, but rather a holiday dinner at Spring Creek BBQ. 
 
For a few months of the year, the museum closes early.  We ask that you 
always enter the building through the east doors, where someone will greet you 
and unlock the door if we are closed.  Parking is available in the east lot and all 
around the Will Rogers area. 
 
If you need directions or further information, please contact Linda Krouse in the 
Noble Planetarium at 817.255.9409 or e-mail at planet@fwmsh.org 
 
We look forward to seeing you soon. 

Welcome New Members! 
Shawn Brenning 

Liz Corey 
Chris Homer 

Jerry Johnson 
Steve Moore 

Joe & Heather Nech 
Dan Pate 

Rachel Thompson 

FWAS Meetings Return to the Museum!    
... Linda Krouse 

Since Mars has lost its allure and appeal, the November 1st Museum Star Party brought 
a much smaller crowd than we were getting used to. However, there were still plenty of 
people who attended and enjoyed looking through the scopes. Thank you to all the 
volunteers who came out and participated. The Eclipse Star Party on the 8th ended up 
being cancelled, due to the stubborn cloud cover. (Darn it all, I’m 0 for 2 on eclipses this 
year!) 
 
The Museum will be holding its next Star Party December 6th. If you can come out and 
help, we’d love to have you! The museum has several scopes available, including the 
“Noble One” (the 16-inch Dob), two 8-inch Meades, one 8-inch Celestron, and 
binoculars. However, if you’d rather use your own scope, feel free to bring it, too!  
 
I’d also like to extend the invitation to all you new members who have recently joined the 
club. Attending star parties is a good way to learn about different types of scopes; and 
it’s also a great way to meet other club members.  So put down that remote, get off your 
armchair, and get involved! It’s the best way to get the most out of your membership! 
 
As always, thank you for your continued support of the Museum Star Parties. The 
FWAS volunteers are what make them happen! 

Museum Star Party     ... Trista Oppermann 
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THE REPORT (STS-107) – The Columbia Accident Investigation Board issued their report on the loss of 
STS-107. The findings total six volumes (including appendices) with volume one being 248 pages in 
length. The report is presented in memory of the two crews, STS-107 and the helicopter crew who crashed 
during the debris search. Here is a greatly condensed look at that report (bold type emphasis is mine). 
 
-The physical cause of the loss of Columbia and its crew was a breach in the Thermal Protection System 
on the leading edge of the left wing, caused by a piece of insulating foam which separated from the left 
bipod ramp section of the External Tank at 81.7 seconds after the launch, and struck the wing in the 
vicinity of the lower half of Reinforced Carbon-Carbon panel number 8. 
 
-In our view, the NASA organizational culture had as much to do with this accident as the foam. 
Organizational culture refers to the basic values, norms, beliefs, and practices that characterize the 
functioning of an institution. 
 
-Both the Shuttle budget and workforce have been reduced by over 40 percent during the past decade. 
 
-The shedding of External Tank foam – the physical cause of the Columbia accident – had a long history. 
Damage caused by debris has occurred on every Space Shuttle flight, and most missions have had 
insulating foam shed during ascent. 
 
-In retrospect, the debris strike on STS-27R (December 1988) is a “strong signal” of the threat debris 
posed that should have been considered by Shuttle management when STS-107 suffered a similar debris 
strike. The Board views the failure to do so as an illustration of the lack of institutional memory in the 
Space Shuttle Program that supports the Board’s claim,…, that NASA is not functioning as a learning 
organization. 
 
-Although the agency continuously worked on the foam-shedding problem, the debris impact requirements 
have not been met on any mission. 
 
-The four flights scheduled in the five months from October 2003, to February 2004 would have required a 
processing effort comparable to the effort immediately before the Challenger accident. 
 
-Even after it was clear from the launch videos that foam had struck the Orbiter in a manner never before 
see, Space Shuttle Program managers were not unduly alarmed. They could not imagine why anyone 
would want a photo of something that could be fixed after landing. 
 
-Because of the risks inherent in the original design of the Space Shuttle, because that design was based 
in many aspects on now-obsolete technologies, and because the Shuttle is now an aging system but still 
developmental in character, it is in the nation’s interest to replace the Shuttle as soon as possible as the 
primary means for transporting humans to and from Earth orbit. 
 
-It is the view of the Board that the previous attempts to develop a replacement vehicle for the aging 
Shuttle represent a failure of national leadership. 
 
-Documentation revealed instances where Shuttle components stamped “ground test only” were detected 
both before and after they had flown. 

NASA Notes  - A Special Report 
... Jim Timmons 
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The Planets:  This is a great month to see all five of the visible planets!  Begin planet watching 
at dusk starting in the southwest with Venus and Mercury.  As darkness falls, look for Mars 
overhead.  Saturn begins rising in the northeast around 7 PM, followed by Jupiter around 
midnight. 
 
Mercury:  Facing southwest at dusk, hold your fist at arm’s length.  This will help you find 
elusive, but bright, Mercury.  It is slightly less than a fist’s width to the lower right of the 
extremely bright planet, Venus for the first two weeks of December for about an hour after 
sunset.  After that it fades and sets quickly. 
Venus:  Venus is beautifully bright in the southwest at dusk, and is visible for a couple of hours.  
Mars:   Although not at peak brightness, Mars is still easily found overhead at sunset, setting 
after midnight.  Small telescopes can still discern prominent features.  
Saturn:  The ringed planet rises in the east-northeast in early evening at the beginning of 
December and by sunset at the end of the month, when it reaches opposition.  Don’t miss any 
opportunity to look at Saturn, especially if you have a telescope.  The planet is tilted to show us 
the beautiful rings and a view of Saturn’s south pole.  The planet is located in the constellation 
of Gemini, the Twins, north of the constellation of Orion the Hunter.  You can watch Saturn 
almost all night. 
Jupiter:  Last but certainly not least, Jupiter, the 2nd brightest of the planets, rises from the 
eastern horizon near midnight, earlier as the month continues.  The planet is located in the 
constellation of Leo the Lion, toward his hind legs.  Leo is easily recognized if you look for the 
“backward question mark” denoting his head.  As the distance closes between Earth and 
Jupiter, the planet appears to grow brighter and larger in our view.  Best viewing of Jupiter is in 
the predawn hours, when the largest planet in our solar system is highest in the sky.  
 
Meteor Showers:  The constellation Gemini hosts this month’s Geminid meteor shower, 
beginning on the night of December 7, but peaking on the night of December 13/14.   Look for 
the two bright stars, Castor and Pollux, that form the heads of the twins.  Castor is the 
northernmost star of the two and the radiant or central point of the meteor shower.  The 
Geminids tend to bright and yellow.  Even though the moon will sharply reduce the number of 
faint meteorites, this is still predicted to be a great shower!  Comets passing through our solar 
system lose part of their tails when melted by the sun's heat, leaving dusty debris behind.  As 
earth revolves around the sun, earth spins through these pockets of space clutter.  This frictional 
encounter with earth's atmosphere disintegrates these particles producing "shooting stars." 
 
WINTER SOLSTICE:  Officially, winter arrives at 1:04 CST on December 22. This day receives 
less direct sunlight than any other day of our calendar year, caused by the 23 ½ degree tilt of 
the Earth as it travels in orbit around the sun.  Historically, ancient peoples all over the world 
celebrated the winter solstice with festivals and feasts, knowing that from this point forward, the 
days would be getting longer and the nights shorter. 

REMEMBER that there will be FREE public telescope viewing (weather permitting) on the north lawn of 
the Fort Worth Museum of Science and History on Saturday December 6 at dusk. Our next public 
viewing will be on Saturday, March 27, 2004 at sunset  Come join in the fun and bring the family! 

For more information about the night sky, contact the Fort Worth Museum of Science and History's Noble 
Planetarium at (817) 255-9300 or E-mail at planet@fwmsh.org.  Compiled by FWAS member Linda 

Krouse of the Noble Planetarium, with selected editor's additions. 

FWAS/NOBLE PLANETARIUM 
SKYLINE 
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Stardust 
 
By Patrick L Barry & Dr. Tony Phillips 
 
Philosophers have long sought to "see a world in a 
grain of sand," as William Blake famously put it. Now 
scientists are attempting to see the solar system in a 
g r a i n  o f  d u s t - c o m e t  d u s t ,  t h a t  i s .  
 
If successful, NASA's Stardust probe will be the first 
ever to carry matter from a comet back to Earth for 
examination by scientists. It would also be the first time 
that any material has been deliberately returned to 
Earth from beyond the orbit of the Moon. 
 
And one wouldn't merely wax poetic to say that in those 
tiny grains of comet dust, one could find clues to the 
origin of our world and perhaps to the beginning of life 
itself. 
 
Comets are like frozen time capsules from the time 
when our solar system formed. Drifting in the cold outer 
solar system for billions of years, these asteroid-sized 
"dirty snowballs" have undergone little change relative 
to the more dynamic planets. Looking at comets is a bit 
like studying the bowl of leftover batter to understand 
how a wedding cake came to be. 
 
Indeed, evidence suggests that comets may have 
played a role in the emergence of life on our planet. 
The steady bombardment of the young Earth by icy 
comets over millions of years could have brought the 
water that made our brown planet blue. And comets 
contain complex carbon compounds that might be the 
building blocks for life. 
 
Launched in 1999, Stardust will rendezvous with comet 
Wild 2 (pronounced "Vilt" after its Swiss discoverer) on 
January 2, 2004. As it passes through the cloud of gas 
and dust escaping from the comet, Stardust will use a 
material called aerogel to capture grains from the 
comet as they zip by at 13,000 mph.  Aerogel is a 
foam-like solid so tenuous that it's hardly even there: 
99 percent of its volume is just air. The ethereal 
lightness of aerogel minimizes damage to the grains as 
they're caught. 
 
Wild 2 orbited the sun beyond Jupiter until 1974, when 
it was nudged by Jupiter's gravity into a Sun-
approaching orbit-within reach of probes from Earth. 
Since then the comet has passed by the Sun only five 
times, so its ice and dust ought to be relatively 

unaltered by solar radiation. Some of this pristine "stuff" will 
be onboard Stardust when it returns to Earth in 2006, little 
dusty clues to life's big mysteries. 
 
To learn more about Stardust, see the mission website at 
stardust.jpl.nasa.gov. Kids can play a fun trivia game about 
comets at spaceplace.nasa.gov/stardust. 
 
This article was provided by the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, 
California Institute of Technology, under a contract with the 
National Aeronautics and Space Administration. 

NASA's Stardust mission will capture dust from 
comet Wild 2 and bring them back to Earth for 

study. 

FOR SALE: I am selling my year old Celestron G-5 
just in time for Christmas. I have ordered a Stellarvue SV80L 
and no longer need the Celestron. 
 
It has had very little use and is in very good condition (photo 
attached). Telescope, equatorial mount and motor drive 
weigh a total of 27 lbs. This is a great "grab and go" scope. 
Small and light with 5" of aperture. Just carry it out, level the 
tripod (two bubble level included), point the polar shaft at 
North with a compass and your good to go. 
 
This one has fairly good optics, but not great. Star test is a 
little less than perfect, however I returned it to Celestron and 
they re-aligned it and certified it up to their diffraction limited 
standards. Gives excellent images up to 150x. I have used it 
at 200x on good nights with perfect collation, but the images 
are beginning to get a little soft at 200. Bob's Knobs installed 
for easy collation. 
 
Recommended by well known telescope reviewer Ed Ting 
(Ed does reviews for Sky and Telescope). See this link http://
www.scopereviews.com/page1d.html#6 . 

(Continued on page 5) 
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FWAS Officers: 
President - Harry Bearman 
             president@fortworthastro.com 
Vice President - Gene Dawson 
             vicepresident@fortworthastro.com  
Sec/Treas - Tres Ross 
             secretary@fortworthastro.com 
Chairman, Bd of Trustees - Ron DiIulio 
             chairman@fortwothastro.com 
Vice Chairman - Preston Starr 
             vicechairman@fortwothastro.com 
 
FWAS Meetings - FWAS meets at 7:00 PM on the third Tuesday 
of the month at the Ft. Worth Botanic Garden on University Drive.  
Guests and visitors are always welcome! 
 
FWAS Observing Site - The observing site in Wise County is 
open to members of FWAS at all times.  Guests of members are 
always welcome.  Six great telescopes are available for members' 
use: two 12" Dobs and four 10" Dobs.  Dark Sky etiquette is 
strictly enforced, except on guest observing nights!  
 
FWAS WebSite - www.fortworthastro.com: 
      -  Membership Info  
      -  Officers  
      -  Astrophotos  
      -  Observing  
      -  Links - Local weather, etc! 
      -  Message Board 

 
FWAS E-Group - send a blank e-mail to 
 fwas-subscribe@yahoogroups.com  to subscribe. Post messages 
to the group by sending e-mail to fwas@yahoogroups.com.  Any 
message sent to fwas@yahoogroups.com will be automatically 
sent to all members of the list.   
 
Prime Focus - The FWAS newsletter is published monthly.  
Letters to the editor, articles for publication, photos, or just about 
anything you would like to have included should be sent to Steve 
Gray at PrimeFocus@FortWorthAstro.com.  Deadline is the 
Saturday after the Indoor meeting. 
 
FWAS Annual Dues - $30 for adults, $15 for students.   Send 
dues C/O Tres Ross at the FWAS PO Box return address.   
 
Discount Subscriptions Available: Sky & Telescope  ($32.95), 
Astronomy ($30).  Send subscription renewals  C/O Tres Ross at 
the FWAS PO Box return address.  For magazine subscription 
renewals, please include the magazine's renewal slip.  Note that a 
Sky & Telescope subscription through the club entitles you to 10% 
off purchases at the Sky & Telescope on-line store! 
 
Astronomical League Membership -  Your FWAS membership 
also enrolls you in the Astronomical League. This makes you 
eligible for various observing certificates and you get their 
quarterly magazine, The Reflector. 

FWAS Membership Info 

Page 5 

OObserving Site Reminders: bserving Site Reminders:   
-   Sign the logbook in the clubhouse.  
-  Put equipment back neatly when you’re 

through. 
-   Leave a log note if there is a club equip-

ment problem and please call a club offi-
cer to let them know!  

-   Turn out the bathroom light and close the 
door tightly! 

-   Last person out, please ... 
       -  Check all doors and lights, 
       -  Make sure nobody left anything out, 
       -  And chain the gate. 
-   Maintain Dark Sky etiquette 
-   Turn out those headlights at the gate!! 

(Continued from page 4) 

 
I paid $800 including shipping. Will sell the complete 
outfit to a FWAS member for $500. I also have a 1/10 
wave William Optics 2" SCT diagonal for $75 dollars.  
If it doesn't go quick I plan to advertise it on the 
Lockheed bulletin boards and then Astromart. 
 
Sincerely, Gene Dawson 

For SALE 



FWAS Prime Focus December 2003 

Ft Worth Astronomical Society 
PO Box 471162  
Fort Worth, TX  76147-1162 
 
PrimeFocus@FortWorthAstro.com 

Event Horizon for December 2003 

The December FWAS Meeting will be a 
Holiday Dinner at Spring Creek BBQ on 
Tuesday, 12/16 at 7:00PM 

Editor’s Note: The  star banners indicate star parties.  Be sure to check with the sponsor for details.   

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

 Christmas
Dinner

  Winter
Solstice

  Geminids

 Guest
Observing

FWAS Guest observing is the Saturday closest to 3rd
quarter. Visitors & beginners be sure to come -
Experienced FWAS observers will be there to help!

   Museum Night


