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MORE CHRISTMAS STUFF
Ken Tapping, 9th December, 2014

The sheer range of things available for backyard 
astronomy has grown enormously. However, the 
space here for writing about it has not, so we will 
stick to some of the tried and true items. If the 
family astronomer is a bit beyond the beginner 
stage, you will need those hints that should have 
been dropped over the last month or so.

Once again, although there are smart phone apps 
and software equivalents, a planisphere is a good 
idea. These things consist of two plastic (never get 
cardboard ones) discs with a rivet through the 
centre so that one disc can be rotated over the 
other. There is a window on the upper disc through 
which one can see part of the star map printed on 
the lower one. Set the date and local standard time 
on the scales around the disc edges and the 
window will show what constellations are in the sky 
at that time. Make sure you get the one within 5 
degrees of your latitude. For Ottawa, Toronto and 
Montreal, 45 degrees would be good, for Penticton 
and Vancouver 50 degrees. These gadgets are not 
sophisticated, do not need batteries, but last 
forever and don’t mind a bit of water or mud. 
Science stores stock these, as do some book 
stores. You can buy them on the web.

The “Observer’s Handbook”, published yearly by 
the Royal Astronomical Society of Canada is a 
must for anyone interested in astronomy. In 
addition to showing the sky month by month, with 
listings of all astronomical events and where to find 
the planets, there is a wealth of useful information, 
all in one book. Science stores often carry it; as do 
some book stores, or, go to the RASC website.

There are lots of computer programs out there for 
looking at the sky for anywhere and anywhen. 
Most are highly sophisticated. However, for 
general use “Stellarium” is a lovely program. 
Moreover, it is free, and versions for Windows, 
Mac and Linux are available. Just go to the site 
and download it. The sky animations are beautiful.
Click an object and information appears. Zoom in 
and see things close up.

On the magazine front: “Sky and Telescope” is for 
moderately serious astronomers. “Astronomy” and
“Skynews” are is for those with a more general 
astronomical interest. “Skynews” is a Canadian 
astronomy magazine, and is oriented towards 
Canadian observers. Books you might consider 
are “The Backyard Astronomer’s Guide”, by 
Terence Dickinson and Alan Dyer and 
“Nightwatch”, by Terence Dickenson. 

There is room here to squeeze in a little bit more 
about telescopes. What a telescope will do is 
primarily set by the diameter of the objective mirror 
or lens. For refracting telescopes, which use 
lenses as objectives, an objective diameter of 
75mm or more is recommended. Reflecting 
telescopes have objective mirrors. Since they 
require hardware installed in front of the mirror, 
which blocks some of the light, a mirror of 150mm 
or larger would be good. Avoid department store 
telescopes, especially if the box boasts 
magnifications of 400 times and so on. In general 
a maximum magnification of two times the 
diameter of the objective is the practical maximum. 
A 75mm objective offers a maximum magnification 
of 150 times; more than that just magnifies the 
blur. If a telescope offers 400 times magnification, 
it should have a diameter of 20cm. This is a matter 
of Mother Nature; there is no way around it. If the 
telescope looks like a hi-tech wonder, imagine 
trying to use in the dark. Another give-away is the 
diameter of the eyepiece holder. To get different 
magnifications or to do different observations you 
change eyepieces. There are two standard 
diameters, 1.25 inches and 2 inches. Don’t 
consider anything using other sizes. Once again, 
the best place to start is the local science store, 
otherwise, contact your local astronomical society.

Jupiter rises around 10 pm. Mars stays low in the 
sunset twilight.  Saturn lies low in the dawn glow. 
The Moon will reach Last Quarter on the 14th.
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