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Introduction 

The purpose of the observer’s challenge is to encourage the pursuit of visual observing.  

It is open to everyone that is interested, and if you are able to contribute notes, drawings, or 

photographs, we will be happy to include them in our monthly summary.  Observing is not only 

a pleasure, but an art.  With the main focus of amateur astronomy on astrophotography, many 

times people tend to forget how it was in the days before cameras, clock drives, and GOTO.  

Astronomy depended on what was seen through the eyepiece.  Not only did it satisfy an innate 

curiosity, but it allowed the first astronomers to discover the beauty and the wonderment of the 

night sky. 

Before photography, all observations depended on what the astronomer saw in the 

eyepiece, and how they recorded their observations.  This was done through notes and drawings 

and that is the tradition we are stressing in the observers challenge.  By combining our visual 

observations with our drawings, and sometimes, astrophotography (from those with the 

equipment and talent to do so), we get a unique understanding of what it is like to look through 

an eyepiece, and to see what is really there.  The hope is that you will read through these notes 

and become inspired to take more time at the eyepiece studying each object, and looking for 

those subtle details that you might never have noticed before.  Each new discovery increases 

one’s appreciation of the skies above us.  It is our firm belief that careful observing can improve 

your visual acuity to a much higher level that just might allow you to add inches to your 

telescope.  Please consider this at your next observing session, as you can learn to make details 

jump out.  It is also a thrill to point out details a new observer wouldn’t even know to look for in 

that very faint galaxy, star cluster, nebula, or planet. 



Spring 2009 Supplemental – The Virgo Diamond 

For the visual observer, there’s nothing more exciting that seeing the unusual.  When one 

considers a bunch of deep sky observers wowing over a tiny asterism instead of some faint 

fuzzy, what’s there to get excited about?  The short answer is that not only is the Virgo Diamond 

a challenging object to find by star hopping, it’s also not your run-of-the-mill asterism.  What 

you’ll see is a small clump of four (or five) stars that form an almost perfect diamond shape.  It’s 

located in Virgo in an area relatively free of bright stars, or galaxies.  If one elects to find it the 

old-fashioned way with star hopping, it’s a real challenge. 

Seeing the fifth star is especially hard with anything less than a 12-inch aperture.  

However, it’s possible to see all five stars with as small as a high-quality 4-inch refractor.  

Walter Scott Huston brought this asterism to Roger Ivester’s attention in an article in Sky and 

Telescope, May 1993, page 110.  He saw that fifth star in a 4-inch Alvin Clark refractor. 

Roger’s fascination with this object prompted our Spring Supplemental. 



Observations/Drawings/Photos 

Roger Ivester:  Observer From North Carolina 

 

I thought it was a most interesting object to observe. It was a very tiny asterism that I 

observed on April 14, 1993 with my 10-inch reflector. 

It was a faint group of 4-stars that created a diamond shape.  Two of the stars are much 

brighter.  I used a magnification of 200X.  I couldn’t see but four of the five stars as reported in 

the S&T article.  I’ll observe again at my next session. 

I felt that a 10-inch is the minimum aperture for the study of this asterism... but it’s 

obviously too small as I couldn’t see all of the component stars.  I’d be most interested in finding 

out how this object is presented in a larger scope. 

 



Fred Rayworth:  Observer From Nevada 

 

I used a 16-inch f/4.5 Dobsonian.  My eyepieces were a 26mm, a 12.5mm, and a Barlow.  

At 70X, it was just a little clump of stars.  By looking close, I saw the diamond shape and all four 

main stars.  The two bottom stars were the bright pair, and the two top ones were the dim pair.  

Sort of a box tilted to the right side (or a diamond shape).  The bottom right star was the brightest 

of the four, but just barely over the bottom left one.  The dim upper pair looked identical in 

brightness.  At 140X, the 5th star jumped out but the four main stars looked about the same.  Just 

above the lower left one and between it and the upper left star of the diamond, I spotted the 5th 

star.  It winked in and out of focus and view, but was definitely there.  At 292X, though the 

Diamond was a bit bigger, the extra magnification didn't do much for it.  The 5th star was still 

there, but winked in and out just as much as at the lower 140X.  Overall, 140X gave the best 

view. 

 



Tom English:  Observer From North Carolina 

I drew the first sketch quickly at the observatory, and added the notes, then drew the 

second sketch after shutting down and walking over to my office.  I then took a look at the SDSS 

image and realized I probably drew the diamond too large.  (I tend to do this - like most people, 

apparently, judging from my student observing form submissions - it's easy to stretch the object 

in one’s mind as occupying more of the field of view than it really does.)  After that, I went 

home and made the final sketch, which is representative of what we saw.  I’m still not absolutely 

certain of the actual size, since I didn't do any specific measurements.  However, visually, it's 

likely closer to the final sketch, or maybe somewhere between the two renditions. 

I looked at it again with the 16-inch observatory scope at the end of a public night 

session.  The observing conditions were great.  I saw the four stars right away with a 32mm at 

127X, but couldn't see the double (fifth star).  It showed up with the 21mm at (193.5X), and 

looked great with a 10.5mm at (387X).  I said it was really nice object. 

 

 



Dave Blanchette:  Observer From Nevada 

 

Instead of going out to Redstone Picnic Area on the north shore of Lake Mead, I wanted 

to try a spot near Jean, NV, essentially a parachute target area about 6 miles south of town.  I 

wanted to see how bad the lights would be from Las Vegas, Jean, Primm, and the interstate. 

This night I thought it was not the best for observing.  Despite the clear (non-cloudy) sky, 

the air was "thick", and the lights of Vegas washed out the entire sky.  There was a distinct lack 

of contrast.  The light dome itself was close to 40º, encompassing the Little Dipper.  I could just 

make out the mag. 4.27 star in the bowl, but not the 4.96 mag. star next to it. 

The lights of Jean were a thin strip of yellow (sodium) on the horizon.  Any vehicle 

strategically placed would block it, and I don't think it really had much of a light dome.  The 

lights of Primm did produce a small dome, however a well-placed vehicle would be useful. 

Unfortunately, I had only the one vehicle, and used it to block all of the cars on the 

interstate headed for Vegas.  The southbound lights were blocked by the wall between the 

north/south traffic.  However, the northbound traffic was quite bright. 

Setting up my scope to the north of my truck, and doing most observing to the south, 

worked out pretty well, despite all the obstacles.  One other thing.  This site is 6 miles north of 

Primm, 6 miles south of Jean.  Anyone want to know how far the average scofflaw gets from 

either town before the cop pulls him over?  Anyone want to know whether that headlight-

blocking wall between the north and south lanes blocks flashing cop lights? 

The wind was calm throughout the evening, but the seeing was maybe 2 out of 5. 

Both images were using a 12-inch SCT, f/6.2 focal reducer.  The first image is the Virgo 

Diamond (60secs, ISO1600) Emacs!  The second image is the same view, 2X enlargement. 

Emacs! 

I thought the Virgo Diamond was a pretty thing.  I used the computer's RA/Dec info to 

get to the coordinates, and there it was.  I didn’t work real hard at seeing it visually, as the sky 

was just not dark enough.  I calculated the companion on the right hand star (invisible in the 



eyepiece) was about 7 seconds separation and about mag. 14.5.  I'd like to get to a dark site with 

a dark sky and see if I can pull it out visually. 

 

Diamond regular view. 

 

Diamond 2X. 



Dr. James Dire:  Observer From North Carolina 

 

I shot the Virgo Diamond last weekend.  The seeing was poor and I didn’t have a long 

enough focal length telescope to do it justice. 

 



Dr. Don Olive:  Observer From North Carolina 

 

I sent a 90sec exposure of the Virgo Diamond on an Epsilon 180 corrected Newtonian 

with an SBIG ST-2000 camera.  The f/2.8 Field of view is 80.5X60.4 arcminutes.  The scope is 

at the Tzec Maun Observatory in Western Australia. 

 



Hap Griffin:  Observer From South Carolina 

Here’s a picture I shot recently.  I’m not completely done with processing it, but this is a 

start. 

 



Virgo Diamond Area Map (submitted by David Blanchette) 

 

 

 


