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BBAA (Bad Back Amateur Astronomer)

I’ve been having a lot of dif昀椀culty observing for the last year and a half; hard time bending, sitting, and carrying. I stopped 
observing for a while but that would never do. Here’s my tale of getting back into observing.

G-JEM (Georgie JunE Method)

Using other people’s scopes is good and I will continue practicing this method but sometimes I want to do my own thing, 
“work” on an AL program or no one else is around to bum photons off of.

BOS (Bird Observation System)

I got the Cannon 10X30 image stabilized binoculars and a Walmart folding lounge chair. This is the warm weather 
con昀椀guration. When cold weather hits I add a sleeping bag. Have spent many nights napping immediately after observing, 
or maybe even during. Annette and I used the BOS New Year’s Eve at the GAP. Great way to ring in the New Year.  Excellent 
for wide 昀椀eld observing. And  napping. Years of successful testing by NASA engineer.

BBAA: Bad Back  AmateurAstronomer
Suggestions for Stargazing Geezers--
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  By Bill McClean
   Guest Contributor
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K-BOS4 ( Kent Blackwell Observing System+4 inches)

I have found this dob riser to be extremely easy on my back. It cost $25 to build and I made it so I can stand comfortably 
and observe. As an added bonus, using the Telrad is now very easy- even in the dob hole (zenith). Thanks to Kent Blackwell 
for the idea- he’s used his riser for many years. It’s simple and stable. I only have to carry the stuff 2x, and if there’s anyone 
else observing they gladly offer to do the heavy lifting.-thanks guys.

M-MAB (Matt McLaughlin AstroBlast)

My ETX was 昀椀lling the grab-n-go slot till my back worsened. With the tripod extended it was too low for me to stand 
without bending and sitting at the scope with the tripod most of the way down was getting too uncomfortable. 

I found is the Orion 4.5”eq mount. http://www.scopereviews.com/page1ab.html#2   It weighs 20 lbs. and I can easily grab n 
go it and requires nearly no set up. Just point it north. The eyepiece is at my standing eye level.  Granted, it’s only 4.5” but 
it’s a sweet little scope- bottom line I use it a lot. I’d rather observe with a little scope than no scope at all. It’s even easier 
to set up than dragging out a lounge chair for binocular use. 

I hope that anyone out there that has been running into issues with their back while observing will be inspired to try one of 
these solutions and not give up observing.  I use all four.

Friday, December 21, 2012. (7:30PM)  Monthly Club Meeting.
Lowbrow Calendar

Saturday, January 12, 2013. (6:00 PM) “So You Got a Scope from Santa” Workshop at Leslie Science Center
Friday, January 18, 2013. (7:30 PM)  Monthly Club Meeting
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The Lightholder Bucket – Part Two
By Doug Scobel

Last time we “talked” (see the 昀椀rst article in this series in the July, 2011 issue of Re昀氀ections – was it really 
that long ago?), I described the mechanical construction of my latest telescope, a 16-inch f/4.6 AstroSystems 
TeleKit Dobsonian re昀氀ector. The heart of the scope, a superb primary mirror made by John Lightholder, 
provided the inspiration for the title of these articles. More on that mirror later, but 昀椀rst things 昀椀rst.

Now before I go on, I want to remind you that the purpose of these articles is not to provide a critique of the 
AstroSystems TeleKit. Rather, my purpose is to describe my experience in building my scope, to hopefully 
provide useful information in the event that you decide to build one of your own. If some day you do indeed 
decide to build your own TeleKit, then I urge you to talk to me 昀椀rst. I’ve learned (the hard way sometimes) 
some tricks and where deviating from the stock kit can pay you dividends during the build, and later when 
you’re out with the scope under the stars. 

Sanding and Finishing

If you remember in the 昀椀rst installment, I mention how I completed the main assembly of all the wood parts 
before doing any sanding and 昀椀nishing. Now I think I know why the kit instructions have you build, sand, 
and 昀椀nish each sub-assembly as you go along. I had my reasons for doing so, but saving all the sanding 
and 昀椀nishing for the end takes a really long time! As you can see from the pictures below there are a LOT 
of wood parts! Besides the large assemblies (upper cage, mirror box, and rocker box), there is the ground 
board, mirror cell, altitude bearings, 昀椀lter slide, wheelie bars, wheelie bar attachment knobs, upper truss 
connector plates, mirror hold-downs, and mirror cover. Each one requires an initial 昀椀ne sanding, and three 
or four coats of marine quality polyurethane, inside and out, with sanding between coats. Plus, the main 
assemblies have all kinds of details such as cut-outs, holes, standoffs, gussets, and other details, so you 
have to sand in and around each one, and clean them out thoroughly before applying the next coat of 
polyurethane 昀椀nish. It ended up taking about three hours just to do the sanding and prep work, and another 
two hours to brush on the polyurethane. Doing this four times added up to twenty some-odd hours of work 
just to get everything ready to assemble. But all the work was worth the trouble, as the result is not only a 
beautiful, natural Baltic birch wood 昀椀nish, but also one that is virtually impervious to dew.

Besides all these large assemblies…
All photos by the author

The Lightholder Bucket--Part Two
by Doug Scobel

December 2012
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…all these had to be sanded and 昀椀nished too. Not shown here are the ground board, 
the four wheelie bar attachment knobs, and the mirror cover.

One thing I did to personalize the scope was to add a little color to it. Blue being my favorite color, I wanted to 
incorporate some blue into the scope, to go with the blue body of the Moonlite focuser. I talked to Eric Webster, 
of Webster Telescopes, about how he colors the wood parts in his telescopes. He told me about a dye he uses, 
and how to apply it. Following his instructions, I colored the altitude bearings and the upper truss connector 
plates blue, to approximate the color of the focuser.

After applying all the clear 昀椀nish, the inside of the mirror box and the mirror cell needed to be painted 昀氀at black. 
This involved a lot of taping and masking, to prevent overspray getting on the visible portion of the Baltic birch 
exterior. In this process, I learned (the hard way) a thing or two about modern paints, speci昀椀cally which ones 
work better than others. If you end up doing your own scope, be sure to ask me 昀椀rst or refer to my online photo 
album (a link appears at the end of this article).

Making It Mine

After applying the 昀椀nish, 昀椀nal assembly was pretty straightforward, and pretty much went according to 
instructions. After all, I had already assembled it once for focus testing. But per usual, I added my own 
enhancements to improve the performance and functionality of the scope. I’ll just touch on the major ones 
here.

Now any of you who use a telescope in our Midwest locale know that dew control is a must-have. So I had to 
deliver electricity from the batteries in the mirror box to the upper cage. For that I added a small panel, with a 
pair of switched RCA-style phono jacks, to an inside corner near the top of the mirror box. I then made up a 
pair of two-conductor cables, with right-angle RCA phono plugs at the bottom, and Anderson Power Pole™ 
connectors at the top. These plug into separate circuits at the bottom of the upper cage, one for dew control on 
the 昀椀nders, the other for powering the secondary mirror anti-dew heater. Velcro™ straps secure the wires to 
one of the truss poles.
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This little panel holds a pair of phono jacks, each controlled with a rocker switch. 
A pair of cables, with right-angle phono plugs, delivers power to the upper cage 
to run the anti-dew heaters. 

 
A strip of self-adhesive, two conductor doll house wiring tape, applied to the side of one of the 
spider vanes, delivers power from the outside of the cage to the secondary mirror holder. Its ultra-
thin copper conductors add almost no thickness to the spider vane, and they virtually disappear 
after painting them flat black. 

Power is delivered from the outside of the upper cage to the anti-
dew heater behind the secondary mirror by a length of two-conduc-
tor doll house wiring tape applied to one of the spider vanes. The 
doll house wiring tape is very thin and adds no appreciable thick-
ness to the spider vane. The photo album (see link at the end of the 
article) shows you how to do it.

One “feature” of most truss tube dobs is that 
the open-backed primary cell, if not baf昀氀ed, 
lets ambient light from below the bottom of the 
telescope to enter the light path from around 
the primary mirror. So I needed a baf昀氀e of some 
sort. As luck would have it, I used FRP (AKA 
glassboard) for the the bottom of the rocker 
box, so I did not use the laminate that came 
with the kit that was intended for that purpose. 
A sixteen inch hole in the center, a couple of 
reinforcing strips of wood around the edges to 
keep it from bending, and some 昀氀ocking mate-
rial for the top and 昀氀at black paint for the bottom 
to cancel virtually all re昀氀ections, and it is now 
nice and dark at the bottom of the mirror box. 
All that’s seen form the focal plane is the outline 
of the primary mirror.

December 2012
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A baf昀氀e in front of the primary mirror 
blocks all stray light from behind the 
mirror entering the light path.  The 
photo album shows the before and 
after pictures.

Some black flocking material to line the inside of the mirror box, and to cover the 
inside surface of the filter slide, rounded out my baffling efforts. Probably not as 
good as Papa Smurf with his annular baffles, but a big improvement over the 
stock kit. 
 
Just ONE Little Problem… 
 
One thing that I wish I had planned a little better ahead of time was the 
placement of the Telrad™ and the 8 x 50 finderscope. Being right-eye dominant, 
I use my right eye when looking through the finders. So I built the scope with the 
focuser on the left side of the tube (as viewed from the rear of the scope). Most 
Dobs are built with the focuser on the right side, and the TeleKit is no exception. 
(Incidentally, this has always been a curiosity to me because I imagine that there 
are more right-eye dominant folks than there are who are left-eye dominant). The 
problem is that the pre-drilled holes for the upper cage assembly put the focuser 
at a good angle when it is on the right side, but a not-so-good angle when it is 
mounted on the left side as I built mine. As a result, I could not come up with a 
way of placing both finders where both would be easily accessible. Because I 
use the Telrad more than the 8 x 50, I was able to put the Telrad in a good 
location, but the 8 x 50 would often be in a very awkward position, making it 
nearly impossible to look through when the scope was pointed at high altitudes.  

mounted of the left side as I built mine. As a result, I could not come up with a way of placing both 昀椀nders 
where both would be easily accessible. Because I use the Telrad more than the 8x50, I was able to put the 
Telrad in a good location, but the 8x50 would often be in a very awkward position, making it nearly impossible 
to look through when the scope was pointed at high altitudes.

It was something I would have to learn to live with, but after just a couple observing sessions I had enough. 
That's when I decided to completely rebuild the upper cage from scratch. Yes it sounds drastic, but it had a 
couple benefits. One, I could lay it out pretty much the way I wanted. Two, I had heard about Protostar's 
Flockboard™, a Kydex-like material with flocking on the inside, that is designed specifically for the baffle/liner 
of the upper cage of truss-tube Dobs. The scope would end up with better placed focuser and finders, plus the 
inside of the upper cage would be as non-reflective as could be. I'm pretty handy with a table saw, drill press, 
and router, so how hard could it be? 
 
As usual, plenty hard! It required only a little layout work in a CAD package, but a LOT of work measuring and 
duplicating the original parts. After about eight hours of painstaking layout, cutting, drilling, and routing, the 
parts were finally ready to glue up and finish.  
 
After adding the Protostar Flockboard™ baffle, and installing the original filter slide, focuser, and finders, I was 
very pleased with the result. It is virtually indistinguishable from the original, and now I can comfortably look 
through both finders. Plus the flocked baffle provides a very dark upper cage interior. Yay! 

The cloned upper cage assembly. Thankfully, I did not 
also have to reproduce the focuser mount with the built-in 
filter slide. Notice how the TeleKit design places the 
focuser very low in the cage assembly. That provides a 
longer “tube extension” to help prevent stray ambient light 
reaching the focal plane. 

 



 
Was it Worth It? 
 
If you recall from part one of this series, one of my primary goals in replacing Papa Smurf (my thirteen inch, 
solid tube Dob that I used for more than 25 years) was to present a smaller footprint in the cargo area when 
transporting it in my car. Well, that goal has definitely been accomplished. The upper cage nests in the mirror 
box, which in turn rests in its normal location in the rocker box, so the main part of the scope occupies a cube 
about two feet on a side. Now there are additional things to carry that I had not considered, such as the 
wheelie bars and ramps for rolling it into and out of the car, and the bundle of truss poles. But even with those 
additions, I still have substantially more room in the back of my little hatchback wagon for carrying other gear. 
 
A question I wrestled with before I started the project was whether to build the new scope from a kit or to build 
it from scratch. After going through the build process, seeing how much you get with the kit, and after seeing 
how much work it was building the replacement upper cage from scratch, I’m definitely glad I went with the kit. 
Cloning the upper cage required a lot of work, and that was with a pattern to work from. Making the rest of the 
scope from scratch would have required more time and a lot of trial and error during the design and 
construction process. And I’m certain that I would have spent at least as much money as well. The kit takes out 
most of the guesswork, yet lets the builder make some of his own modifications. If you plan on making a large, 
truss-tube based Dob, then you really ought to consider a TeleKit. 
 
Though this is not a review of the TeleKit, I do want to talk up one feature that I really like – it’s the filter slide, 
included with all TeleKits. It is integrated with the focuser mount and keeps up to three two-inch diameter filters 
at the ready. A handy knob near the focuser lets you move the filters in and out of position under the eyepiece. 
When not in use, the filters are hidden inside their wood enclosure, keeping them dew free. Every time I use it 
I’m reminded how glad I am it’s there. I keep an Oxygen-III and an Ultra-High Contrast filter in mine. 
 
Okay, I’ve made you wait long enough – so how are the images? No matter how well built or good looking a 
telescope is, it doesn't mean much if the images don’t measure up. Well, I was not disappointed. Indeed, I am 
delighted! The images are more improved in the new scope over those provided by the thirteen-inch than I 
expected them to be. With only about 50 percent more light grasp, and only about a 20 percent increase in 
resolving power, I wasn’t expecting a whole lot of improvement, but it was surprising. Faint targets are now 
easier to see, and objects that beforehand just weren’t available now are. Low power views are nice and 
contrasty, and high power views are crisp and clean. When atmospheric steadiness permits, the scope 
provides wonderful high magnification viewing of everything from close doubles to small galaxies to planets. A 
couple weeks ago at the last open house of the year, Jupiter at up to 377x was marvelous. And the previous 
night the Eskimo Nebula (NGC 2392) was still sharp at up to 645x! Yes, this John Lightholder mirror is 
amazing, as good as any I’ve observed with. If you ever consider purchasing one of his mirrors, then in my 
opinion you should buy it – if mine is any indication then you won’t be disappointed. 
 
Finally – Done! Well, Almost 
 
The beauty of a homebuilt telescope is that, just like computer software, it’s never finished. There is always 
something you can do to it to make it better. So is this scope done? If you’ve been out observing with me lately 
then you already know the answer. But for those of you who haven’t then you’ll have to wait for part three of 
this article series. Stay tuned.  
 

For more pictures and more detailed descriptions of part two of construction, please refer to my web album here: 
https://picasaweb.google.com/111032310141460224074/LightholderBucketPartII?authuser=0&authkey=Gv1sRgCM3-
9Y6gjaqREw&feat=directlink 
 
Pictures from the initial (part one) build can be found here: 
https://picasaweb.google.com/111032310141460224074/LightholderBucketPartI?authuser=0&feat=directlink 
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Professor Norbert Vance holds class from EMU’s Sheerer Observatory:  
Hi.  It's GREAT to read all the glowing reports from the variety of sites set up by 
Lowbrows and other GLAAC groups that showed the public the transit. It was indeed 
great fun and perfect for the hobby.  Wow, an extremely rare astronomical event that 
didn't spell doom for the human race!  And it demonstrated again the power of 
science to predict with great accuracy the details of the event.  Best of all, just 
seeing that jet black disk set against the backdrop of the Sun sure looked stunning, 
putting smiles on people's faces as they looked. 
  
We too had nice feedback from the many that attended, and the student assistants 
thoroughly enjoyed answering questions and pointing out features at each of the 
telescopes stations we had on the cozy deck at EMU Sherzer Observatory.  I did not, 
perhaps purposely, advertise and yet found the deck full throughout the 3+ hour 
event.  I guess recalling the overwhelming crowds we had for "Mars Mania" in 2003 
gave me trepidation.  It turned out perfectly in spite of those instability clouds that 
decided to clear out a mere 15 minutes before the transit began.  I did note a modest 
"black drop effect"... anyone else?  The 10-inch apo had our .7A H-alpha and the 
guide apo a video camera for those entering the dome to see the live image on a 
small monitor.  Another half dozen filtered scopes were scattered across the deck.  We 
had an unobstructed view to the NW horizon, which made for a spectacular sunset 
with both the Sun AND Venus morphing into some intriguing shapes.  There was an 
almost strange public sigh as the last of the suns rays disappeared below the distant 
tree line.  They all had witnessed something pretty cool.  We remained open until 
midnight to show returnees and diehards Mars, Saturn, and other spring/summer 
delights.  That was one busy, long day but well worth it! 
 

 
Norb is seen head-above the crowd along the rear rail of EMU’s Sherzer Observatory. 

Was It Only Last Summer?
                       Another Memory of the Venus Transit
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Places & Times 
Dennison Hall, also known as The University of Michigan’s Physics 
& Astronomy building, is the site of the monthly meeting of the Uni-
versity Lowbrow Astronomers. Dennison Hall can be found on 
Church Street about one block north of South University Avenue in 
Ann Arbor, MI. The meetings are usually held in room 130, and on 
the 3rd Friday of each month at 7:30 pm. During the summer months 
and when weather permits, a club observing session at the Peach 
Mountain Observatory will follow the meeting. 

Peach Mountain Observatory is the home of the University of Michi-
gan’s 25 meter radio telescope as well as the University’s McMath 
24” telescope which is maintained and operated by the Lowbrows. 
The observatory is located northwest of Dexter, MI; the entrance is 
on North Territorial Rd. 1.1 miles west of Dexter-Pinckney Rd. A 
small maize & blue sign on the north side of the road marks the gate. 
Follow the gravel road to the top of the hill and a parking area near 
the radio telescopes, then walk along the path between the two 
fenced in areas (about 300 feet) to reach the McMath telescope build-
ing. 

Membership 
Membership dues in the University Lowbrow Astronomers are $20 per year 
for individuals or families, $12 per year for students and seniors (age 55+) 
and $5 if you live outside of the Lower Peninsula of Michigan.   

This entitles you to the access to our monthly Newsletters on-line at our 
website and use of the 24” McMath telescope (after some training).   

A hard copy of the Newsletter can be obtained with an additional $12 annu-
al fee to cover printing and postage.  Dues can be paid at the monthly meet-
ings or by check made out to University Lowbrow Astronomers and mailed 
to: 

The University Lowbrow Astronomers  

P.O. 131446 

Ann Arbor, MI 48113 
 

Membership in the Lowbrows can also get you a discount on these magazine 
subscriptions: 

Sky & Telescope - $32.95 / year  $62.95/2 years

Astronomy - $34.00 / year or $60.00 for 2 years 

For more information contact the club Treasurer at: 

lowbrowdoug@gmail.com 

Newsletter Contributions 
Members and (non-members) are encouraged to write about any astronomy 
related topic of interest.  

Call or Email the Newsletter Editor: Jim Forrester (734)660-5595 or 
jim_forrester@hotmail.com to discuss length and format. Announcements, 
articles and images are due by the 1st day of the month as publication is the 
7th.  

Telephone Numbers 
President:  Charlie Nielsen  (734) 747-6585  

Vice Presidents:    

Jason Maguran 

Jack Brisbin  

Belinda Lee  (313)600-9210  

Treasurer:   Doug Scobel (734)277-7908 

Observatory Director:  Mike Radwick    

Newsletter Editor:   Jim Forrester  (734) 663-1638  

Key-holders:    

Fred Schebor  (734) 426-2363  

Charlie Nielsen  (734) 747-6585  

Webmaster   Dave Snyder  (734) 747-6537 

 

Lowbrow’s Home Page 
http://www.umich.edu/~lowbrows/ 

Email at: 
Lowbrow-members@umich.edu 

Public Open House / Star Parties 
Public Open Houses / Star Parties are generally held on the Saturdays 
before and after the New Moon at the Peach Mountain observatory, 
but are usually cancelled if the sky is cloudy at sunset or the tempera-
ture is below 10 degrees F. For the most up to date info on the Open 
House / Star Party status call: (734)332-9132. Many members bring 
their telescope to share with the public and visitors are welcome to 
do the same. Peach Mountain is home to millions of hungry mosqui-
toes, so apply bug repellent, and it can get rather cold at night, please 
dress accordingly. 

July 2012

Sirini Sundararajan

663-1638

December 2012
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Here’s Doug Scobel with his “completed” 16-inch f/4.6 AstroSystems TeleKit. 
But is it really done?


