CHAPTER
O N E

The stars wheeling
overhead at night
beckon _umn,x<ma
astronomers outside
for a personal explo-
ration of the cosmos,
whether from an
urban home or a
rural retreat away
from city lights.
Time-exposure

photo by Alan Dyer.

Amateur Astronomy

Comes of Age

There is something deeply
compelling about the starry
night sky. Those fragile flicker-
ing points of light in the black-
ness beckon to the inquisitive
mind. So it was in antiquity,
and so it remains today.

Only in the past two decades
or so, however, have large
numbers of people chosen to
delve into stargazing—recre-
ational astronomy—as a leisure
activity. Today, more than half
a million people in North
America call themselves ama-
teur astronomers.

The magic moment when
you know you're hooked usually
comes with your eye at a tele-
scope eyepiece. It often takes
?mﬁ one exposure to Saturn’s
stunningly alien, yet serenely
beautiful ring system or a steady
view of an ancient lunar crater
frozen in time on the edge of a
rumpled, airless plain.







Wait Until Dark p

The twilight colors are
fading, the sky is growing
darker, and the telescope
is beginning its task of
revealing celestial wonders
at a woodland campsite.
Just when most people are
retreating inside, recre-
ational astronomers are
gearing up for hours of ex-
ploration under the stars.
Once the pursuit of an eccen-
tric few, astronomy is now
the pastime of people of all
ages. Photo by Alan Dyer.
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Naturalists
of the Night

American 19th-century poet and essayist
Ralph Waldo Emerson once wrote:“The man
on the street does not know a star in the sky.”
Of course, he was right then and now. Well,
almost. In recent years, a growing number of
people want to become acquainted with the
stars. Sales of astronomy books, telescopes
and astronomy software have reached all-
time highs. More people than ever before are
enrolling in the astronomy courses offered
by colleges, universities and planetariums.

Summer weekend gatherings of astronomy
enthusiasts for telescope viewing and infor-
mative talks (known among the participants
as“star parties”) now attract thousands of
fans. There is no mistaking the signals: As-
tronomy has come of age as a mainstream
interest and recreational activity.

Not coincidentally, the growth of interest
in astronomy has paralleled the rise in our
awareness of the environment. The realiza-
tion that we live on a planet with finite re-
sources and dwindling access to wilderness
areas has generated a sharp increase in activi-
ties which involve observing and appreciating
nature: birding, nature walks, hiking, scenic
drives, camping and nature photography.
Recreational astronomy is in this category
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Red-Light District p

Amateur astronomy has

few regulations and little

formality, but show up at a
star party like this with white

lights blaring, and you’ll

be in for a rude greeting.

To preserve night vision, red

Texas Star Party near Fort

lights are the rule. The

Davis (right) is one of the

meccas of amateur astron-
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omy. Photo by Alan Dyer.

Looking Up »

While a special event such

as a comet can awaken a

latent interest, the sky

presents us with some-

thing new and wonderful

to see every night.

it was a few decades ago. With the vast array
of commercial equipment available today,
“rolling your own”is not the common activity
it once was.

This book is written primarily for the
third kind of amateur astronomer, the ob-
server, one whose dominant interest in
astronomy is to explore the visible universe
with eye and telescope. Observing, we be-
lieve, is what it is all about. The exhilaration
of exploring the sky, of seeing for yourself
the remote planets, galaxies, clusters and
nebulas—real objects of enormous dimen-
sions at immense distances—is the essence
of backyard astronomy:.

GETTING IN DEEPER

Amateur astronomy can range from an
occasional pleasant diversion to a full-
time obsession. Some amateur astrono-
mers spend more time and energy on the
hobby than do all but the most dedicated
research astronomers at mountaintop ob-
servatories. Such “professional amateurs”
are the exception, but they are, indeed,
the true amateur astronomers—that is, they
have selected an area which professional

astronomers, either by choice or through
lack of human resources, have neglected.
They are, in the purest sense, amateurs:
unpaid researchers.

In the past, such impassioned individuals
were often independently wealthy and able
to devote much time and effort to a single-
minded pursuit. This is seldom the case
anymore. For instance, Australian Robert
Evans is a pastor of three churches, has a
family with four daughters and is by no
means a man of wealth or leisure.Yet he has
spent almost every clear night since 1980
searching for supernovas in galaxies up to
100 million light-years away. He discovered
18 within a decade—more than were found
during the same period by a team of univer-
sity researchers using equipment designed
exclusively for that purpose.

Similarly, most bright comets in recent
years have been found by committed ama-
teur astronomers. However, the persistent
supernova or comet hunter represents just
a tiny fraction of those who call themselves
amateur astronomers. The vast majority
—at least 99 percent—are more accurately
described as recreational backyard astron-
omers. Although this term has not gained
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Sky Fire p

A bright, rippling aurora,
pulsing in shades of green
and red, is one of the sky’s
most memorable shows.

It ranks an 8 on our 1-to-10
scale of sky sights. Photo
by Terence Dickinson.

Just Passing Through ¥
When something rare
appears overhead, like a
bright comet, public inter-
est soars, and even hard-
ened amateur astronomers
have been known to go a
little crazy, especially if
clouds threaten to rob them
of the opportunity for a
once-in-a-lifetime view.
Photo of Comet Hale-Bopp
by Ken Hewitt-White.

the mastermind of the Great Comet Chase.

They rented a van and began driving in-
land over the mountains, which the forecast
predicted would be clear of cloud cover by
4:30 a.m., the time when the comet was to
be in view. The outlook for Vancouver was
continued rain.“There were five of us with
our telescopes, cameras and binoculars all
packed in the van,”says Hewitt-White.”A sixth
member of our group had to get up early for
work and reluctantly stayed behind.

“It was a nightmare from the start—a
blinding snowstorm. ‘It’s got to clear up,"we
told each other. We drove 200 miles, and it
was still snowing. After a few close calls on
the treacherous mountain road, we finally
turned back. Then, as we crossed the high
point in the Coast Mountains, the sky miracu-
lously began to clear. It was exactly 4:30.
We pulled over and immediately got stuck.
But we had not gone far enough—a mountain
peak blocked the view.

“Five comet-crazed guys in running shoes
started scrambling up the snowdrifts on the
nearest cliff to gain altitude. By the time we
reached a point where the comet should
have been in view, twilight was too bright
for us to see it. Half-frozen and dripping

wet with snow, we pushed the van out and
headed back to Vancouver. Within minutes,
we drove out of the storm area and saw
cloudless blue sky over the city. When we
got home, we heard the worst: The guy who
stayed behind had seen the comet from a
park bench one block from his home.”

The eclipse chasers, another subgroup
of recreational astronomers, spend count-
less evenings planning every detail of an
eclipse expedition—a trip, sometimes to re-
mote regions of the globe, for the express
purpose of standing in the Moon’s shadow
to watch a total eclipse of the Sun. Given
the vagaries of the weather and the inevi-
table glitches in foreign countries, probably
half of these pilgrimages are partial or com-
plete failures. Ventures have been foiled by
dust storms blowing away tents, lost lug-
gage, broken-down rental cars and balky
camera equipment.

Wmmmw&mmm of the outcome, though, as
soon as they get home, the eclipse stalkers
whip out maps and start planning the next
year’s expedition. For anyone who has not
seen a total solar eclipse, the behavior may
seem odd. But for veteran eclipse chaser
Robert May of Scarborough, Ontario, it is
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