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SUGGESTIONS FOR SANTA
Ken Tapping, 5" December, 2017

We’'re taking a week off from the exploration of the
Solar System to make suggestions to Santa. It is
the time of year where choosing presents for the
Family Astronomer becomes an important issue.

Telescopes and binoculars are the basic tools of
the Backyard Astronomer. For beginners in
astronomy, “Let that first telescope be a pair of
binoculars”. They are easy to use, deliver
spectacular views of the Milky Way and star
clusters, and can be used for other things such as
observing wildlife. However, before buying
anything, get some advice. Consult other backyard
astronomers. There are centres of the Royal
Astronomical Society of Canada across the
country. Most backyard astronomers are
members. Your local centre will have experienced
observers who know what to choose and where to
buy. Visit your local science store. Discuss your
needs and try things out before buying. If you are
not an expert, deal with experts. If you know more
than the salesperson, go somewhere else.

Telescopes contain two main elements: an
objective lens or mirror, which collects light and
forms it into an image, and an eyepiece, which
magnifies it. Since astronomical objects are faint,
the bigger the objective the better. You need
magnification to make the fine detail the telescope
can discern large enough for our eyes to take in.
This translates into a simple rule. For those with
average eyesight, the maximum useful
magnification is about 2 times for each millimetre
of the objective lens or mirror diameter. For
example, a telescope with a 75mm objective can
be used at magnifications of up to 150 times.
Going higher will not reveal more detail, and
moreover will produce a fainter image.

In addition, your telescope will need a stable
mount that is easily adjustable — in the dark. Today
there are computerized “go-to” mounts, which
automatically go to the requested astronomical
object and track it. However, some of these are
harder to use than others. Even though better from

an astronomical point of view, bigger also means
heavier, more trouble to set up, and after a long
observing session, more trouble to take down.

Binoculars are two small telescopes fixed together,
and are usually used hand-held. Since you will
have to hold them steady for several minutes at a
time, they must not be too big or heavy. For that
reason, binoculars with objectives no larger than
50mm are best, and since magnification also
amplifies the effects of shakiness of your hands,
choose a magnification of 7-10 times, no more. A
common fault of binoculars is for the two
telescopes to not be pointing in exactly the same
direction. Up to a point our brains can fix this, at
the expense of growing discomfort. Make sure the
ones you buy are comfortable to use and using
them for several minutes produces no discomfort.

A planisphere is a must-have for backyard
astronomers. The ones worth getting consist of
two plastic discs. On the lower there is a starmap
with a calendar around the edge. On the upper
there is a window showing part of the starmap
beneath, and time of day round the edge. Match
the local standard time on the upper disc with the
date on the lower disc, and the window will show
the constellations that are above the horizon. Get
the one for your latitude. The science store will
have these, along with other astronomical extras.

The “Observer’s Handbook”, published annually by
the Royal Astronomical Society of Canada, is a
gold mine, filled with astronomical information and
listings of all the astronomical events for the
coming year. This really is a must-have.
Something other than the continuous cloudy
weather we are having might be worth wishing for
too, but there is no way to put that in a stocking.

Mars and Jupiter lie low in the dawn glow. The
Moon will reach Last Quarter on the 9™
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