Other World Observing
by

Eyes Right

Kitt Peak, AZ  -  It is cold at 7000 ft. – even this close to the Mexican border.  I have been here previously, in summer when the moon plants are in bloom roadside, and during the middle of winter a few years ago, and the one consistent feature has been the dramatic decrease in temperature from the floor of the Sonoran desert below.  
I was here this winter, all night long, to see M-45, M-42, M-82, and all of the other celestial wonders of our universe.  This is the home of Kitt Peak National Observatory, the home of the world’s largest collection of research telescopes.  It is physically on a peak in the Quinlan Mountains which literally springs out of the desert floor in the middle of the Tohono O’odham Reservation, about 55 miles southwest of Tucson on U.S. 86, the road to Ajo.
Kitt Peak is a division of the National Optical Astronomy Observatory (NOAO) and is operated by AURA (The Association of Universities for Research in Astronomy).  Part of the funding comes from the National Science Foundation.  It is the most visited astronomical observatory site in the world.  There have been numerous discoveries about our universe made on this mountain, but I was there, just as you could be, to take part in the Nightly Observing Program (NOP).

For a rather small fee ($39), anyone can work directly with professional astronomers to indulge in the wonders of our universe.   The program begins around 4 PM with a lecture, followed by a box lunch dinner, and then observing sunset from a vantage point high above the desert.  Essentially, it is an opportunity to view one of the all-time best sunsets imaginable.  
But it when the sun has set and night takes over that the real excitement begins.  Our astronomers, Kevin, Alex, and Vince, took us to one of the 27 telescopes on the mountain and explained exactly how these optical devices work.  Although much of the current work in astronomy is accomplished with non-optical instruments (radio and x-rays), Kitt Peak has some of the best optical equipment, including a monster 4-meter diameter telescope.  Instead of simply viewing the heavens through an eyepiece, much of the best work is now done digitally, using CCDs (charged coupling devices), which allow very high quality photos to be made.

We spent the remainder of the evening using the 16-inch diameter Schmidt-Cassegrain telescope near the Visitor’s Center.  For us amateurs, the greatest thrill was seeing Saturn with its spectacular rings up close and personal.  “Oh, my God!  It looks just like the pictures!” was the typical comment upon looking through the scope at this planet, a mere 800 million miles away.  We were able to view several of Saturn’s moons and to watch the change in the position of the rings as the night went on.  
We also were able to look far beyond our solar system into star clusters, such as my favorite, The Pleiades, which is about 380 light years away.  [A light year is the distance light travels in a year at 180,000 miles per second].  Bottom line:  you cannot get there from here.  But we can see these objects, and it is a magical and humbling experience.  We were even able to photograph two distant galaxies which are colliding.  Suddenly the daily dramas of our lives here on Earth seemed very insignificant.
I thought you might like to know.
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