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Introduction
This document, along with its companion book of charts, is intended to supplement Don
Machholz’s The Messier Marathon Observer's Guidei and his book The Observing Guide
to the Messier Marathonii. The object orders and many of the star hops are taken from
the former.

A Marathon is great experience that can really help a beginner learn to efficiently use his
scope. That was certainly my experience. Yet many beginners quake at the prospect of
traversing Virgo. It basically comes down to not having the correct tools. This book will
supply all of the charts required for a beginner to complete the evening.

Why produce another guide when there is so much information already available? In
2004 I was getting ready for my first Marathon. I bought Don’s book, but after some
practice sessions decided that it was not enough information for a beginner to
successfully complete the marathon. The finder charts in Don’s book are small. It lacked
the detailed charts necessary to navigate Virgo. Finally the directions in Don’s book are
optimized for using a German Equatorial Mount. For example, his directions for locating
M37

From M35 go 3.7º preceding W and 8.2º preceding north to M37

are easily translated into actions using a GEM. Using an Alt/Az mounted Dobsonian
such directions where less useful. I realized that what I needed was a set of overview and
detailed charts that are optimized for star hopping to the objects. Using my Planetarium
program SkyMap Pro I created a detailed script for the evening. I could zoom out for
overviews, yet when it came to Virgo I had a detailed script that contained finder fields of
view (FOV) and specific star hops that I could just execute. This paper converts that
work into book form.

This book is set up for the San Jose Astronomical Association (SJAA) Messier Marathon
of March 25, 2006 that is conducted at Henry Coe State Park near San Jose, CA. Aside
from the location of the planets it should be useful for other marathons run at different
times and different locations.

One important part of my approach to star hopping is that you have a series of charts

a) Wide angle charts to locate the portion of the sky and point your red
dot (See Equipment Suggestions below). These should cover about
90º of sky and show the stars to about visual magnitude. The
Bright Star Atlasiii is an excellent example of such a chart.

b) Finder charts to allow you to navigate to the correct star field.
These should cover at least 16º of sky and show stars to magnitude
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yourself with the stars. In this example we will find M37 (object 18 below) in a March
sky. In March M 37 will be in the west.

Most paper star charts are oriented with Declination as vertical and Right Ascension as
horizontal. They also display stars as dots whose size decreases down to a certain
magnitude. In the case of the Bright Star Atlas it is magnitude 6 (about what you would
see with averted vision from a good dark site) According to such a star chart this is what
the skies should look like in the area of M 37. I am purposely not including the
constellation figures in the area we’ll be looking since your eye will see a different
pattern.
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One immediate problem of this type of chart is that is not what the sky looks like. The
stars are aligned Zenith up instead of north up. The dimmer stars will not be seen in an
urban sky. Here is the same field of view from suburban San Jose

Quite a different view! Yet it is easy to map from one to the other! First start with some
obvious points. The constellation of Orion should be easily recognized. . As can be seen
the sky is rotated about 45º from the chart. The bright star on the bottom is Aldeberan. In
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Confused? A labeled version of the star field is on Page 33.






