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Messier Marathon Time!! 

The primary weekend for this year's Messier Marathon is Saturday 
March 20th. Saturday is also new moon and the Vernal Equinox, so 
everything is aligned for a great weekend of observing.  
Good Luck and Good Hunting! 
 
Your Messier Marathon Committee  

Please welcome  
Jay Ballauer as our 
new Prime Focus 
Editor.  Jay’s  first 

issue will be in 
April.  I give a big 
THANK YOU to all 

of our faithful 
article contributors, 

who have helped 
make this a great 

newsletter.  I know 
you will continue to 
support Jay as well, 

and encourage 
others to 

participate as well! 
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Welcome New Members! 
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Doug Brown 
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Doug Christianson has a lot of astronomical savvy and the ability to communicate it to others.  He is a good 
teacher who is always willing to share his hobby with interested others - especially children. 
 
What is your earliest memory of an interest in Astronomy? 
Doug Christianson:  I was raised in North Dakota so there were always lots of stars to see and I was familiar 
with the constellations, but my real interest began with sailing.  I figured that every sailor, sooner or later, has 
to cross an ocean so I began to study Celestial Navigation.  Although I was familiar with the constellations, I 
didn’t know the stars so I had to learn them. So I headed out to the back yard, book and binoculars in hand to 
learn the stars.  I never learned to navigate by the stars but along the way I became fascinated by the stars.  
That was ten years ago and I decided to join the FWAS and learn more. 
 
Who was the first person to interest you in Astronomy? 
Doug:  I guess it was Ron DiIulio, when I joined the FWAS. I think he was president then.  I am basically a 
“tech guy”.  I like all of the bells and whistles.  Whenever Channel 13 does their program survey, I always give 
it a big plug for Nova.  
 
What was the first thing you remember really looking up and seeing? 
Doug:  It would have to be the Northern Lights.  You see them frequently in North Dakota.  They are like 
curtains of red and green hanging in the sky.  
[I asked if Doug if he had ever heard the northern lights “sing” as often described by the Inuit people of polar 
north.  He answered with an emphatic NO that revealed his surprise that I would have even asked such a 
question. The NO was followed by a more controlled “I never heard anything at all – ever”.] 
 
Describe your first telescope.  Was it a gift or purchase?  How old were you when you got it?  Have 
you ever made a telescope?  How did it turn out? 
Doug:  My first telescope was a 4½ " Newtonian Reflector that I bought used from a club member when I was 
52 years old.  It sits in my living room now because it is better looking than the one I use all the time now.  It 
has a nice polished wood tripod and looks real good. 
I have never built and completed a telescope myself but I am now working on refurbishing the 16”the Noble 
Planetarium telescope. 
 
What do you do during the daytime? 
Doug:  I manage a computer software services company for the government. 
 
Do you have any formal training in Astronomy or Physics? 
Doug: I was a Math major in college and took the usual Physics courses but I never made   any kind of 
connection between what I learned in the Physic’s classroom and the night sky.  I read a lot and have learned 
most of what I know from books and other club members.   
My only formal Astronomy training was last summer when I attended the “Hands On Universe” intensive 
training at Tarleton in Stephenville.  We had classroom training and field trips to Glenrose.  I would like to 
volunteer someday to be an Astronomy assistant in the classroom or a planetarium.  
 
Are you a “starhopper” or a “GOTOer”?  Which is best?  Did you go through a binocular phase? 
Doug:  I use a combination of them both.  I was really proud of myself, not too long ago out at the site, in 
finding a comet by “star-hopping”.  Current Astronomy could not be done today by “star-hopping” so the 
technology is really essential.  I used binoculars for a year when I was trying to learn Celestial Navigation in 

(Continued on page 5) 

INTRODUCING DOUG CHRISTIANSON 
Louise Greve 
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The Planets:   
In late March, look for all five visible planets at the same time at dusk.  The month begins with 
the two brightest planets, Venus and Jupiter, on opposite sides of the sky.  Look for Venus 
high and bright in the west at dusk and Jupiter low and rapidly rising in the east.  Mars can be 
spotted to the upper left of Venus, while Mercury glimmers way below Venus.  Yellow Saturn 
shines in Gemini midway between Jupiter and Mars. 
 
Mercury: Although this planet is usually hard to see because of its proximity to the Sun, this 
month Mercury is at its best for observers.  Until March 15th binoculars can pull it out of the 
twilight, but by March 20th it becomes easily visible to the eye.  
 
Venus: In late March Venus is the highest it has been since 1996. Observers can easily spot 
it around sunset about halfway up in the western sky.  It is the brightest object in the sky 
besides the moon. 
 
Mars: The ruddy color of Mars makes it easy to find in the west, although it is now dimmer 
than many stars.  Its color and brightness can be compared to a neighboring star to its left 
called Aldebaran, the bright eye of the constellation Taurus, the bull. 
   
Jupiter:  For North Texas viewers, Jupiter will be visible all night long on the night of March 3-
4.  This is the night that Jupiter is at the point in our sky opposite the Sun.  The planet is the 
second brightest object in the sky other than the Moon and Venus.  For those with a 
telescope, the rare opportunity to see 3 of Jupiter’s 4 Galilean moons simultaneously pass in 
front of the planet occurs on March 27/28.  The moons will cast their shadows on this gas 
giant. 
 
Saturn:  This continues to be an excellent time to see Saturn’s rings as the planet is tilted to 
allow its rings to be open almost to maximum.   
 
SPRING IS HERE! 
Because of the tilt of the earth and its orbital position, the Sun will cross the celestial equator 
at 12:49 AM on March 20, CST.  This event is called the “vernal equinox” or “spring equinox”. 
At this particular moment, the sun lies directly above earth’s equator.  (“Equinox” means equal 
hours of daylight and darkness.) 
 
Looking for a Little More?  If this Skyline whets your appetite, try this website:  skymaps.
com/downloads.html.  It offers a two page pdf brochure that you can print out for free.  It has a 
basic skymap and short lists of visual, binocular, and small telescope objects.  It is really 
good—check it out! 

March brings back a favorite activity to sky watchers - free public telescope viewing (weather 
permitting) on the north lawn of the Fort Worth Museum of Science and History on Saturday, March 27.  

Start time is dusk.  Check the sky before you depart.   
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 Linda Krouse and Karen J. 

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

FWAS/NOBLE PLANETARIUM 
SKYLINE 
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Deep Space Network 2-for-1 
Sale! 

 
By Patrick L. Barry 

 
Call it a "buy one, get one free" sale for 
astronomers: Build a network of radio dishes for 
communicating 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 astronomy 
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 images 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 
between the real dishes! Since bigger telescopes 
can produce higher resolution images than 
smaller ones, astronomers 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 degrees of longitude from the 
others-that way at least one dish can always 
communicate 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 Canberra, Australia, is the largest dish in the 
southern 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 scheduled for radio astronomy, it manages to make 
some important contributions to radio astronomy. For 
example, the DSN is currently helping image the 
expanding remnant of supernova 1987A, and Dr. 
Lincoln Greenhill of the Smithsonian Astrophysical 
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 Propulsion Laboratory, 
California Institute of Technology, under a contract with the 
National Aeronautics and Space Administration. 
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(Continued from page 2) 

my backyard.   
 
 
What kind of telescope do you use most often?  How many do you have?  What would be your “dream 
scope”? 
Doug:   I have a Meade 8” LX200 GOTO  telescope.   
I have two telescopes:  the 8” Meade and the one sits in my living room. 
My  “dream scope” would be anything in a dome and on a pier so I could just walk out, open the dome and 
start viewing.  I don’t like the time it takes to set up before you can start viewing. 
 
 
What is you favorite viewing site and with whom do you like to view? 
Doug:  My favorite viewing site would have to be Mt. Wilson in California.  My son’s girlfriend is a volunteer 
there in the Telescopes for Education Program.  I have had the great opportunity on a number of occasions to 
use some of the telescopes there at the Observatory – the Hooker 100” and the 60” telescopes.  Last summer 
the LA Astronomy reserved the 60” scope for the night to view Mars.  I was able to attend.  I also got to view 
through the 24” in a dome. 
My favorite times for viewing are the star parties with lots of kids.  To be able to show a child Saturn in a 
telescope for the first time is really something special. 
 
What is the most beautiful thing you have ever seen through a telescope? 
Doug:  The Orion Nebula – I wish I could say something that sounds more sophisticated – but it would have 
to be M42.  Out at the FWAS site using the 10” Dob, the expanse and brightness of it are just amazing. 
 
 
What do you enjoy looking at the most? Messier object, galaxies, variable stars, etc.?   
Doug:  I really enjoy the planets the most.  My favorite is Saturn with its rings wide open.  I did a lot of 
imaging of Mars last summer.  The Mars Star Parties at the Museum were unbelievable.  So many people 
came wanting to see Mars.  Of course, we had to minimize some of their expectations a little.  So many 
people had been mislead about what they would be able to see.  Many were expecting Mars as seen through 
the Hubble.  Even after coming back to Earth most were thrilled and excited to see it. 
 
Have you ever done any astrophotography or imaging?  What kind of equipment did you use? 
Doug:  I have a cookbook 245 kit built, water cooled CCD camera.  I also have two web cams one B&W and 
the other color. Both are Quick Cam Olympus OMI 35mm. 
I have a new Canon Digital 
I am most proud the pictures I took of Mars at opposition. 
 
What has proved to be your most elusive target? 
Doug:  I am not much of a star hunter but I got really excited about imaging M51, the Whirlpool Galaxy, 
especially since I had never been able to see it in my telescope! 
 
Beyond basic equipment, what three things do you always take with you when observing? 
Doug:  I take my red flashlight and Will Tirion Sky Atlas 2000. 
 

(Continued on page 6) 

INTRODUCING DOUG CHRISTIANSON (Continued) 
Louise Greve 
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Cen-Tex Astronomy Weekend, 
March 12 & 13, 2004 

 
The Austin Astronomical Society (AAS) operates the 
Eagle Eye Observatory in Canyon of the Eagles 
(COE) Lodge and Nature Park, on Lake Buchanan. 
We are planning Cen-Tex Astronomy Weekend on 
March 12 and 13, 2004. Cen-Tex astronomy week-
end would not be the same without participation 
from the Fort Worth Astronomical Society (FWAS).  
We hope you will attend.                         
 
Cen-Tex Astronomy Weekend is free, except for 
lodging.  The park's day-use fee has been waived 
for your members to attend and there are no addi-
tional fees to participate in this event. As noted 
above, this is a public event.  The public has been 
encouraged to attend to learn more about astron-
omy, our observatory, stargazing and star parties. 
During the day, participating astronomy clubs are 
invited to set up a display or conduct a hands-on ac-
tivity for beginning astronomers, such as solar view-
ing or how to operate a telescope.  An activity 
should last between 20 and 30 minutes and repeat 
so people have time visit all the activities and dis-
plays.  In the evening attendees will be ferried by 
hayride from the COE Lodge to the observatory 
area.    
 
On Saturday evening, from 8:00 - 10:00, astronomy 
clubs are invited to join AAS members in guiding the 
public on a tour around the universe.  Each partici-
pating club will be assigned a type of deep-sky ob-
ject (i.e. planets, stars, galaxies), set up objects of 
that type in their telescopes or binoculars, and as-
sist the public in viewing the objects.  The universal 
travelers will have a "Passport to the Universe" that 
the "Guide" will stamp to verify they viewed that type 
of object.  Persons with a completed passport will 
receive a certificate.  After 10:00, with the public 
gone, and the equipment already set up, the field 
will be for the serious (or not so serious) observing. 
 
Kelley Knight 
512-447-1163 
kelleyknight@yahoo.com  
www.austinastro.org 

(Continued from page 5) 

Do you think there is life, as we know it, out there 
somewhere?  Do you think we have ever been 
visited from beyond?  [I am seeing that same 
facial expression as when asking about hearing 
Northern Lights sing!!!] 
Doug:   If you mean bacteria or something like that, 
there probably is life out there somewhere.  As to the 
other question – NO. 
 
What is your favorite constellation or star? 
Doug:  My favorite constellation is Orion.  I love its 
big, bright naked eye features and with binoculars it 
takes on a completely different role.    
 
Of what practical use is Astronomy? 
Doug:  We have learned a lot of basic science from 
Astronomy.  Astronomy provides an incredible 
learning experience for kids.  What you can learn is 
unlimited in scope and you never run out of new 
things to learn. 
 
What does looking up into the night sky (through 
a telescope) do for you? 
Doug:  I appreciate the incredible creation that is the 
Universe. 
 
Who is your “star hero”? 
Doug:  McNeil!  I am so impressed because he knew 
so much about the stars that he noticed something 
new.  Others had imaged that same area of the sky 
and had not recognized that something had changed.  
Better still, he knew whom to call to report his 
findings. 
 
What is your favorite star toy? 
Doug: I don’t have it yet but I think it will be a green 
laser pointer. 
 
If you only had one night left on Earth to observe 
the night sky, what object would you want to see 
again or for the first time? 
Doug:  I would want to see the Pillars of Creation in 
the Eagle Nebula with the 100” telescope at Mount 
Wilson Observatory 
 
Complete this sentence “Every amateur 
astronomer should…?” 
Doug:  “…participate in public star parties.” 

Page 6 

INTRODUCING DOUG 
CHRISTIANSON (Continued) 
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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 FWAS Classifieds 

Your advertisement could 
be right here!  This little ad 
space has been very suc-
cessful at selling members’ 
treasures .  If you want to 
unload, oops—I mean pass 
along, some of your equip-
ment to make room for your 
next toys—sell it right here! 
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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!! 
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Ft Worth Astronomical Society 
PO Box 471162  
Fort Worth, TX  76147-1162 
 
PrimeFocus@FortWorthAstro.com 

Event Horizon for March 2004 

The August FWAS Meeting will be at the Ft 
Worth Museum of Science and History on 
Tuesday, 3/16 at 7:00PM 

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

 Indoor
Meeting

  Spring Equinox
Messier

Marathon
@FWAS

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

 Guest
Observing

  Lake Mineral Wells

Cen-Tex Astronomy Weekend


