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STAR TRAILS

Sharing the Thri:

By David H. Levy

44 UREKA!” I called out to the
Egroup of children. All 30 of
them were huddled on the ob-
serving platform of the 61-inch telescope
high in the Catalina Mountains north of
Tucson, Arizona. These youngsters were
with Donald McCarthy’s  Astronomy
Camp, hosted annually by the University
of Arizona. Each June I visit the camp
and talk with the children, mostly 12-
year-olds and young teenagers.

This year I was telling the children
about an asteroid I found in 1990 while
90serving at Palomar Observatory with

enry Holt. It turned out to be the first

aran “Trojan” ever found. Locked 60°
leh‘"d. Mars in the L, region of the red
5;“"15_ orbit, Eureka is named some-
Ste::j differently from most asteroids, In-
o of being named for a person, a

eeiﬁgora: ical. Eurleka is named for a

? mmortalized by the Greek
E:i‘,lnozgpher. Archimedgs. Allegedly, Ar-
jocts Oresif?lscovered his principle of ob-

Sl ;trent mass filsplacu_lg different
eXciteq wo Water while in his bath. So
O the b, a Archimedes that he ran out
Velleg “Euse, Presumably still unclad, and

I toyg oreka! (I have found itt)”

N oulrhe children how we wanted to
at astmngew asteroid after the thrill
mers feel when they have

Astronomy Camp director Donald McCarthy, guest lecturer/observer David H. Levy,

Astronomy Camp hosted annually by the
Longazo.

Discovery

made an important discovery. I wanted to
give the children an idea of how exciting
science can be, especially since nobody
knows when nature will open a door and
share one of her secrets.

The asteroid story usually works with
children. This time, however, the tale
boomeranged. Maria Clark, a 12-year-old
attending the camp from Houston, Texas,
looked quizzically at me and then raised
her hand. “I think you should have called
the asteroid Eris,” she opined.

“And why do you suggest that?” I
asked.

“Eris,” Maria explained, “is the god-
dess of hate and oblivion and suffering,
She always follows Ares, the Greek god
of war. Mars is just the Roman name for
Ares. And, since Eureka follows Mars in
its orbit, the asteroid should have been
named Eris.”

The dome was silent for a moment; I
didn’t know what to say. I looked toward
an equally surprised McCarthy, Maria
had beaten me hands down. We had
spent months coming up with what we
thought was an original name for our as-
teroid, yet in the blink of her eye Maria
had come up with something much bet-
ter. I looked at the rest of the group.
“You're absolutely right,” I said. “Eris is
a much more appropriate name.” (I love

being upstaged by a 12-year-old!)

Although I always enjoy talking with
youngsters, this astronomy camp is really
something special. McCarthy is a well-
known astronomer with a knack for ex-
plaining  difficult concepts to young
minds. Most important, the camp has the
enthusiastic support of the astronomical
community in Tucson. Clearly the high-
light of the camp is the night the kids use
the Catalina 61-inch reflector. Built in
1965 to study the Moon in preparation
for the Apollo flights, the 61-inch is one
of the highest-quality telescopes I have
ever used. Observing time on it is in great
demand. Like any other astronomer, Mc-
Carthy has to apply for observing time
through a review committee. To its credit,
the committee consistently awards these
children a night to have this valuable in-
strument to themselves.

We arrived at the telescope late in the
day, just as the Sun began to disappear.
The children gathered on the small plat-
form, which I raised to a level just below
the big scope. Then I started to tell them
about the feelings, emotions, and sheer
effort that go into a career under the
stars. “It is not important,” I insisted,
“whether you want to be a professional
astronomer or just an informed stargazer.
In fact, we would be very surprised if all
of you decided to become astronomers.
That is not the purpose of this camp.
What is important is that you get a feel
for what it is like to spend an evening
under the stars.”

Then I opened my favorite battered
copy of Leslie Peltier’s Starlight Nights
and read from the description of his two
telescopes. “All day long they sit there,” I
quoted, “without a sign of life about
them. It is only when the stars come out
that they begin to stir.”

At this point I quietly turned a lever.
and the dome’s huge shutters surged to
life and began to open. Silently the chil-
dren looked upward as a darkening sky
was revealed. I continued reading: “Then
like some snowy owl and owlet waking
for a night of dark marauding, they
spread apart their tight-closed wings,
open up their big round eyes and peer
about in all directions. The prey they
seek is hidden somewhere in the skies,
for these are my observatories.”

The children sat quietly as the shutters
finally opened and mighty Jupiter shone
from the south. The kids seemed to un-
derstand why they were there. These
bright boys and girls were in their ele-
ment, spending time with people who
share their curiosity. They were anxious
to look at the gas giant after I had talked
with them about the upcoming crash of
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Comet Shoemaker-Levy 9.

Jupiter did not disappoint us tonight.
With steady sceing, the big planct was
exquisite. Festoons and bridges stretched
between its dark belts, and the Jovian
clouds showed rich colors. It would have
been enough to see this sight alone, but
these children were seeing Jupiter for the
first time. “This look will jump-start your
interest in the sky.” I suggested. “When
you look again at Jupiter with your small
telescopes, you won't see anything near
the detail or color you have tonight. Let
this be your wonderful memory, and may
you see Jupiter a thousand more times.”

I wanted these children to have the
feeling that this is a great time to be alive,
and an even greater time to be looking
through a telescope — any telescope —
at Jupiter. They knew that a comet was
hurtling through space to meet its death
upon the planet they were gazing at.
“Look carefully at the details at the top,”
I said, trying to explain why south should
appear at the top in this telescope.
“Imagine that youwre right there, watch-
ing the comet train chugging closer and
closer.” Whether or not Jupiter would
show major changes is not the issue, I
maintained. Jupiter is always a beautiful
planet to look at, and now is a thrilling
and inspiring time to look at it.

Even through this telescope, the comet
would have been too faint for a direct
view. But I wanted to show them what a
comet looked like, so the telescope then
surged its way north for a look at Comet
Takamizawa-Levy. Just past perihelion
and on its way out of the solar system,
this comet surprised me by displaying a
beautiful antitail — one that projects to-
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