
! " #$%&'( )'*++$&'***'

STARS-N-PARKS PROGRAMS IN Four 
SOUTHERN nm STATE PARKS 

THE FIELD OF VIEW  (F.O.V.) 
National Public Observatory Newsletter 

“Where the Public Meets the Stars” 
  Astronomy education, dark skies and quality experiences for ALL!! 
          www.Astro-npo.org 

,-./&0' 1223425'67896:;:<8 9=6'' <9>?98 @6'*;' A>B9'6> B7CD9; '; D, '@DE*F> '6787D'<89=6'

  Vista Middle School 8th Grade Science Students see a Transit of Mercury 

By Jessica J. Savage 
 
  A rare daytime astronomical event helped bring 
Vista Middle School students outdoors for a fun hands-on 
learning experience. 
 The National Public Observatory hosted the daytime 
Stars-N-Parks astronomy program to view the transit of 
Mercury at Leasburg Dam State Park. The event was attended 
by about 100 8th-grade Vista Middle School students of 
science teacher Lewis Vergeer, who turned the field trip into 
a nature excursion. 
 Besides seeing the planet Mercury pass in front of 
the Sun through a telescope, the students also had science 
lessons on Earth science led by New Mexico State University 
geology and biology graduate students. 
 NPO president John Gilkison said he had the idea of 
bringing the astronomical event to the students because his 
daughter Ashley attends the school. The science teacher 
suggested having the program at the state park so students 
could have a field trip. 
 As the daughter of an amateur astronomer, Ashley 
said she’s seen many special astronomical events and so she 
probably wasn’t as amazed as her classmates by the transit. 
Ashley recalled being thrilled to see the transit of Venus two 
years ago through which could be seen with Solar Glasses – 
no telescope needed. 
    Continued above right 

John Gilkison (NPO President ) shows Vista 
Middle School students Kathleen Baldaus and 
Jaquelyn Her ta a video screen of the Mercury 
Transit.  The camera can be seen in the back-
ground left of John mounted on the telescope. 
Photograph below shows the planet Mercury and 
a sunspot mirror reversed by the telescope. 

 A large sunspot rotated around the west limb of 
the Sun the day before the transit, providing an extra 
lesson for the students. Gilkison said the students were 
impressed when he told them the Earth was three times 
the size of Mercury and two Earths could fit in the 
sunspot. Students could also view the transit live on a  
video monitor through the NPO Stella Cam attached to a 
4 inch Maksutov telescope. Also assisting the NPO by 
Manning the NPO 5 inch refractor was John Hess of the 
NMSU Physical Science Laboratory who heads a public 
outreach science program for students funded by the 
National Science Foundation. 
 Although Mercury transits are not rare, they 
occur infrequently, about 13 times per century. The next 
one occurs in 10 years. Venus transits however are rare. 
They occur in pairs eight years apart. The next occurs on 
June 6, 2012, but another one won’t occur again for more 
than 110 years.                    
   ~~~~~~ 
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 By Jessica Savage 
 
   Amid major stars and constellations designating campsites 
at the first astronomy state park, the Fall Southern New 
Mexico Star Party (Oct 17-22 )was held at City of Rocks 
State Park. 
   Attendance at the bi-annual event increased with the 
collaboration of two other area astronomy organizations – the 
Las Cruces Astronomical Society and the El Paso Astronomy 
Club. 
   Amateur astronomers enjoyed the seclusion of the north 
site, a private area north of the park where the five-day event 
was held under very clear skies. 
   Comet Swan was a favorite in many telescopes while some 
attendees were able to do astrophotography. 
   State parks personnel gave attendees of the Stars-N-Parks 
astronomy program red-light key chains and gave away a 
telescope to one lucky participant. Over 60 people attended 
the program and were delighted by meteors from the Orionid 
meteor shower and Comet Swan. 

The Pleiades r ises over a City of Rocks State Park  
boulder durin g the Southern New Mexico Star Party. 
Photograph taken with a Sony digital camera telescope 
mounted for a 30 second 5 mega pixel exposure . 

Rich Richens prepares his 11 inch Celestron for a night 
of astrophotography during the S.N.M.P.. To the left is 
Rich’s 16 inch Dobsonian telescope and various other 
telescopes belonging to participants in the background. 

Peggy Tucker stands beside her 66 mm APO prior to an 
evening of observing. While small telescopes like this 
yield exquisite views, they show observing can often be 
more about knowing the sky than about equipment. 

Southern New Mexico Star Party  
Fall 2006 NPO Report 

The Belt of Venus (right) rises over the Southern New  
Mexico Star Party on a typical night in New Mexico. The 
Belt is actually a pink interference fringe at the edge of the 
Earth’s shadow rising into space. The deeper blue near the 
horizon is the shadow of the Earth, or rather the shadow of 
night rising into the sky opposite the sunset point! 
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 Winter 06/07  SS = Sunset, NT = Nautical Twilight  
 
1: Saturday December 9, 2006, Leasburg Dam SP, 
SS 5:00 PM, NT 6:10 PM, Neptune, and Uranus 
visible, Fall Sky becoming prominent, Orion rises 
by programs end, program ends at 7:40 PM, Jeff 
Jenkins presenting. 
 
2: Saturday  December 9, 2006, Pancho Villa SP, 
SS 5:00 PM, NT 6:10 PM, Neptune, and Uranus 
visible, Fall Sky becoming prominent, Orion rises 
by programs end, program ends at 7:40 PM, John 
Gilkison & Charles Wilson presenting 
 
3: Saturday  December 16, 2006, City of Rocks SP, 
SS 4:57 PM, NT 6:10 PM, Neptune, and  Uranus 
visible, Fall Sky becoming prominent, Orion rises 
by programs end, program ends at 7:40 PM, Matt 
Wilson  presenting. 
 
3: Saturday January 13, 2007 Leasburg Dam SP, SS 
5:16 PM, PS 6:25 PM, PE 7:55 PM, Orion high in 
the east, Eridanus on the meridian, Andromeda 
overhead, Saturn rises before the program's end,  
Jeff Jenkins presenting. 
 
4: Saturday January 20, 2007 City of Rocks SP, SS 
5:24 PM, PS 6:35 PM, PE 8:05 PM, Orion high in 
the east, Eridanus on the meridian, Andromeda 
overhead, Saturn rises before the program's end, 
Matt Wilson presenting. 
 
5: Saturday January 20, 2007 Pancho Villa SP, SS 
5:24 PM, PS 6:35 PM, PE 8:05 PM, Orion high in 
the east, Eridanus on the meridian, Andromeda 
overhead, Saturn rises before the program's end, 
Sally Allen presenting. 
 
6: Saturday February 10, 2007 Leasburg DSP, SS 
5:42 PM, PS 6:50 PM, PE 8:20 PM, Orion on the 
meridian, Canis Major high in the east, Cetus is 
setting, Saturn observable, Jeff Jenkins presenting. 
 

Winter 2006/07 Star-n-Parks Schedule  
for the National Public Observatory 

7: Saturday February 17, 2007 City of Rocks 
SP, SS 5:48 PM, PS 7:00 PM, PE 8:30 PM, 
Orion on the meridian, Canis Major high in the 
east, Cetus is setting, Saturn observable, Matt 
Wilson presenting 
 
8: Saturday March 10, 2007 Leasburg Dam SP, 
SS 6:05 PM, PS 7:15 PM, PE 8:45 PM, Canis 
Major on the meridian, Andromeda setting in 
the west, Saturn 45 degrees up, Venus 17 
degrees high, Jeff Jenkins presenting. 
 
7: Saturday March 17, 2007 City of Rocks SP, 
SS 6:10 PM, PS 7:20 PM, PE 8:50 PM, Canis 
Major on the meridian, Andromeda setting in 
the west, Saturn 45 degrees up, Venus 17 
degrees high, Matt Wilson presenting. 
 
8: Saturday March 17, 2007 Rock Hound SP, SS 
6:10 PM, PS 7:20 PM, PE 8:50 PM, Canis 
Major on the meridian, Andromeda setting in 
the west, Saturn 45 degrees up, Venus 17 
degrees high, Sally Allen presenting. 
 
Daylight Savings Time begins on the first 
Sunday in April  

David Tucker from Albuquerque stands in front of his 4 
inch Tele Vue  APO Refractor mounted on a LXD-75 go- 
to mount. High end telescopes like this provide exquisite  
wide-field views of the night sky and are excellent for 
doing photography because of their unobstructed aperture. 
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