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Archival Memories

Where were you about this time in
1996? Seems like an absurd question
perhaps, but after combing through
the Ephemeris Archives I happened
upon the article below and two distinct
memories from the spring of 1996
leapt to my mind. I was a kid, living in
Naperville, Illinois with my parents
and sister. Comet Hyakutake was
making its closest approach to earth,
and putting on a show.

I remember standing in the driveway
trying to spot the comet in our subur-
ban skies with my dad. Armed with a
printed star chart, downloaded from
skymaps.com via our dial-up AOL con-
nection, we spotted the comet naked-
eye as a misty blob in the sky. My first
faint fuzzy! We followed this up with a
visit to the Adler Planetarium in
Chicago, where Yuji Hyakutake him-
self was signing posters for eager en-
thusiasts like my dad and I.

The radio show "Star Date" also played
a big role in that fostering my fascina-
tion with the night sky. I was also re-
ally into video games, and recall pro-
claiming that I would be an amateur
astronomer and professional video-
game tester. I guess I knew where my
priorities lay!

While much has changed in thirty
years, I'm happy to say that some
things haven't. Both skymaps.com and
Star Date are going strong today, and I
keep looking up. I hope you do, too!

Carl Svensson
Vice-President
Ephemeris Editor
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Target of the Month M44

by Carl Svensson

As the bright nebulae of winter fade,
April brings a storied treasure to the
meridian: Messier 44, the Beehive Clus-
ter. Nestled in the heart of the dim con-
stellation Cancer, this open cluster is
one of the closest and brightest deep-sky
objects to Earth.

Known since antiquity, the Beehive was
once called Praesepe (Latin for
"manger"). Ancient observers used it as
a celestial barometer; if the "misty
cloud" was invisible in an otherwise
clear sky, a storm was said to be ap-
proaching. In 1609, Galileo turned his
telescope toward the mist and became
the first to resolve it into a "multitude of
more than forty small stars."

Tips for Locating M44

Finding M44 is a lesson in "star hop-
ping." Look high in the southern sky be-
tween the bright star Regulus (in Leo)
and the "Twin" stars Castor and Pollux
(in Gemini). The Beehive sits right in the
center of that dark gap. In suburban
skies, it appears as a faint, thumb-sized
smudge to the naked eye.

Because the cluster is huge—roughly
three times the diameter of the full
moon—it is best viewed with binoculars
or a telescope at low magnification. High
power often misses the "big picture."
Through wide-field optics, the cluster
transforms into a sparkling swarm of
nearly 1,000 stars, including several dis-
tinct yellow-orange giants.

Magnitude 3.1

Size 70' x 70’
Object Type Open Cluster
Constellation Cancer
Distance 610 ly

Procyon ‘
®
Top:Beehive Cluster by Alicia Rossiter
via astrobin: htips://app.astrobin.

comgigg2gc4f Bottom: star chart to

find Beehive via stellarium-web.org

Thirty Years Ago

Enjoy this excerpt from the May 1996 edition of The
Ephemeris, and find more in our archives at https://
membership.sjaa.net/about/document-archive

A Great Horned Owl floated dream-like and silent above
my headlight beams, as I led our little convoy of eager
comet-seekers down twisty backcountry roads toward the
California coast. The owl was surely more awake than I, or
at least more used to being awake at one AM on a Tuesday
morning, but I could begin to appreciate its view of the
world. Almost every night for the past week and a half, I
had been out late, watching the approach of Comet
Hyakutake. On this morning of March 26, 1996, I had
coaxed a group of hesitant friends to come along with me.

Their reluctance vanished as we viewed the apparition
first from the busy downtown streets of San Francisco's
suburban bedroom communities, then from side roads
near the freeways that skirt the edge of the light-polluted
cities and towns. But now we were headed out where the
sky was dark; now it was time for the real thing.

State highway 84 terminates at the ocean, a bit more than
half way from San Francisco to
Santa Cruz. We pulled over to the
side of the road a few miles before
its end. City glow loomed up over
the spine of the peninsula hills to
the north and east, but the sky
straight up, and south and west
over the broad Pacific, was nearly
black.



https://skymaps.com
https://membership.sjaa.net/about/document-archive
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Times and dates are subject to change. Please check
sjaa.net and www.meetup.com/sj-astronomy for the latest

updates.
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