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From the Director
Dec 12 AAAP MeetingDec 12 AAAP Meeting (Peyton Hall, Princeton 
Campus, 8:00 PM). Our astronomical excursion 
takes a turn within the solar system to visit the 
Red Planet, with a very-up-close and personal 
presentation by Dr Jim Bell of Cornell University.  
Dr Bell is Associate Professor of  Astronomy at 
Cornell in Ithaca, and has become a leader in the 
Mars community the last few years through his role 
with the color camera imaging team on the current 
Mars Rover missions and the previous/ongoing Mars 
orbiter missions. His research background is on the 
geology, geochemistry, and mineralogy of planets, 
asteroids, and comets using data from telescopes and 
spacecraft missions. His talk at AAAP is: ñPostcards 
from Mars:  Spirit and Opportunity Roam the 
Red Planetò.  This not-to-be missed event at AAAP 
is your chance to understand the science of the Rover 
missions as described by a principal of the NASA 
science team, and to see with your own eyes the 
incredible photographs from the Martian surface. This 
meeting will also be an excellent one to bring students (young 
or old!) or friends with an interest in astronomy to see what the 
excitement at AAAP is all about. Please refer to Program Chair 
Ken Kremerôs report in this issue for more on this presentation 
(also see the AAAP website for additional links).

December Observing:  Early Winter Jewels in Taurus (the December Observing:  Early Winter Jewels in Taurus (the 
Hyades and the Crab Nebula).Hyades and the Crab Nebula).  
Looking to the skies in early evening, the constellations of winter 
offer striking forms that we recognize at a glance to remind us of the 
oncoming solstice and holidays. One of my favorite constellations, 
Taurus, is well positioned now for observing in small telescopes
and binoculars. At low power/ wide ý eld, the Hyades open cluster 
forming the ñVò near the red giant Aldebaran  is a beautiful sight, 
and at approx. 140 light years is the closest star cluster to sol, 
with a scale of about 75 light years across (the more dense central 
group is about 10 light years in diameter). The Hyades in Greek 

mythology were the ý ve daughters of Atlas and half-sisters to the 
Pleiades. Interestingly, based on the H-R diagram, the Hyades are 
much younger than our own sun at around 600 million years.  

Also in Taurus is one most amazing sights one can see in amateur 
telescopes, M1- the Crab Nebula (NGC 1952).  The annals of 
Chinese and Arab history have revealed notations, corresponding to 
1054 AD, of a reddish-white ñnew starò shining as bright as Venus 
in the daytime sky for weeks. The explosion resulting in M1 must 
have been impressive to see.  Early observations of M1 as a radio 
source showed that the intensity of the emitted radiation increased 
with increasing wavelength, that is, ñnon-thermal radiationò. The 
mechanism for this effect remained for many years one of the deep 
mysteries of astrophysics, and eventually was understood (in the 
late 1950ôs) as an example of the synchrotron mechanism.  The 
synchrotron process at the core of M1 is now known to be based 
on a binary pulsar at itôs center, which was the subject of the 1993 
Nobel Prize in Physics won by Princeton Universityôs Russell 
Hulse and Joesph Taylor. The Princeton team drew heavily on 

(Director, continued on page 3)

M1, the Crab Nebula in Taurus (astrophoto by Rex Parker)
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