Black Rock Observatory General Report for Space GAMBIT

Black Rock Observatory was originally conceived as a way to add some art to the
amateur astronomy experience. Rlch in fine optics and 1.Q. points, today’s astronomy
club and star party community delivers an amazing experience, but one in need of some
magic. Architect Gregg Fleishman’s system of slotted plywood construction allows for
rapid and easy assembly, durability, easy storage and delivers exactly the magic

needed by adding some art into all.

Rather than build an observatory for research and measurement, we chose to build one
for the public as art and a celebration of science. As modern astronomy moves ahead,
the telescope is seldom used visually. Cameras and spectrographs have separated us
from seeing the universe with our own eyes. We’ve shown the public the joy, immediacy
and beauty of our solar system and universe with a handmade 20” f4.5 Newtonian
telescope and flat pack octahedral astronomical observatory domes built from
CNC-milled 14 ply Latvian Birch in the shape of an small rhombicuboctahedron. We
also have an 8,630g Nickel-lron Meteorite that we allow people to hold and an etched

slice to exhibit Widmanstatten patterns.

Receiving funds from Space GAMBIT allowed our project to proceed with purchasing
wood and fabrication allowing us to bring all the elements together for the first time. We
ran a successful Kickstarter campaign to the tune of $28,118, but we ran that campaign
late and didn’t receive those funds until 1 month before departure, so the SG funds
really helped kick start us more than Kickstarter. There’s also a morale boost associated
with Space GAMBIT’s participation in the project. The crew responded very positively to

the news.

Our Crew descended from all over the world on Black Rock City, Nevada for our debut

to show event participants the cosmos and assemble the observatory. Our build week



was difficult. We had transportation issues and weather that zapped one entire day of
build before we even got started and we were playing catch up on our personal
preparations all week. That leads to a tired and
uncomfortable crew, so we tried to take a lot of
breaks and relax when we could. The harsh
conditions took their toll, but all handled it like

@@ professionals, keeping their eyes on the prize and

working hard every day.
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By the time we were up and running, there was a line. Actually, there was a line before

we were open, while we were collimating the telescope's optics (no pressure) and if that
didn't make it hard enough, we didn't get a chance to add a finder scope until mid-week

making the scope very difficult to point. We still killed it.
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The spot lights and lasers over Black Rock City

did cause more trouble than we anticipated, but

that was remedied by simply choosing alternate

targets that weren't obscured by a sound camp's

beams from miles away. We stuck mostly to the

bright and easy to locate targets like the

Andromeda Galaxy, Saturn, Jupiter, m13, the

Ring Nebula, Orion Nebula, etc. People were thrilled and the reception to our
experiment was very warm. We were almost a mile beyond the center of the city, but
people showed up in droves. There were lines that were 50+ people long most nights
for hours at a time, but they didn’t seem to mind. We wanted to alleviate the wait times

with other scopes, but many vital parts and screws vibrated out on gate road on the way



in making secondary scope use very difficult at best. Lesson learned. People were

thrilled anyway.

The meteorite served as a great lesson for the queue and next year, we'll steer the line
through more interesting exhibits so we can make the line experience more rewarding.
Many said the line didn't bother them, they got a chance to talk with other people about
their experiences. All in all, | was blown away by the attendance and the effect we had

on participants.
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| was expecting to reach few people and mildly amuse
others, but it seems like we touched many more than
planned. More than a few people told me that we “changed
their lives.” There was a gentleman studying propellant
chemistry who told me that we "connected the dots" for him
and gave him a greater context for his work that he had
never felt before. Parents of children who visited us during the Kidsville event on
Wednesday night approached me all week telling me how their kids couldn't stop talking
about seeing the rings of Saturn or touching the meteorite. We gave out 36 meteorite

sample as gifts to kids and they were all amazed, blown away and grateful.

All the hard work pays off when you see that spark in someone's eyes. Everyone is

beautiful when they're amazed.
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We had the honor of being chosen to represent the Los Angeles
Kickstarter community among other awesome projects at the
Kickstarter Film Fest in Griffith Park at the Autry on September

12th, shortly after our return to Burning Man. To demonstrate



what's possible with crowdfunding, Kickstarter chose Black Rock Observatory and
handful of other L.A. projects to ser up and show the community just what we do. We
were proud to be set up at the Autry not far from the World's Fasterst Hot Tub, Carpool
De Ville. You can learn more about the Film Fest at this link:

https://www.kickstarter.com/events/fiimfest2014_la?ref=filmfest.

We learned that its far easier to build on grass near food, bathrooms and civilization
than in the Black Rock Desert. We may have anticipated this. We made many new
friends at Burning Man and with their help, the build went pretty smoothly. It seems that
the system that can be easily demonstrated properly and new crew members are
quickly able to hit the ground running if properly managed. We learned a lot about a
safer way to construct and disassemble and that knowledge was essential for the next

build in San Diego.

People seemed to resonate with the project just as they did at Burning Man. I've
underestimated the power of two elements of this project: the power of the meteorite
and the appeal of rotating the dome. The views through the telescope for the first half of
the night were almost embarrassing. No amount of amazing optics can peer through
barbecue smoke and food truck exhaust to reveal beautiful views of Saturn. No one
seemed to mind. Even with the wavy, nervous ringed planet and few other stars piercing
the Great Los Angeles Skyglow, people were still enthralled by the meteorite, they loved
to turn the dome together and they didn't mind underwhelming views of Saturn. They

just loved the look of the whole thing and were thrilled we there.

Our next stop was another Burning Man event, this time a regional event taking place
just outside of San Diego, called YouTopia. From the top of our perch in a larger valley,

we could survey what seemed like the entire event, snaking down a creek in a gorgeous


https://www.google.com/url?q=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.kickstarter.com%2Fevents%2Ffilmfest2014_la%3Fref%3Dfilmfest&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNFCqIQXcjpRkaDarzFSV32lS0ZZSQ

stretch of the La Jolla Indian Campground, just miles away from Palomar Observatory,
a historic venue for astronomy.
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The people that came to see us at the

observatory were blown away. | knew

deep down all along that we'd connect

with a certain group, but I'm

astounded to see how big that group

is. So many wonderful people made
the trek up the hill to visit our observatory even under cloudy skies. Again, the meteorite
was a huge hit. People really resonate with the age and the weight and the over all
sculpture quality of the Rock. I'm contemplating another acquisition just due to the sheer
impact of them, pun intended. We also brought one of Gregg's Satellite structures and
that is always amazing to see come together. They pack so small and yet deliver so

much visual impact, play area and intimate space, it's magic.

The views were phenomenal. Most people were seeing almost a dozen individual cloud
belts and zones on the surface of Jupiter with blue festoons clearly visible in the
Northern Equatorial Belt. The Galilean Moons were visible, too and some were even
giving up colors. lo was certainly tinged with yellow.
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The chilly air over the Observatory was still and
crystal clear. The Orion Nebula is one of the most
beautiful deep sky targets in the sky and our
telescope seems almost perfectly configured to view

it. This star birth region is just awesome to look at



and it appears bluish in hue. | enjoyed some of the best views of this target of my life on
Saturday night. The looks on people's faces were priceless. | heard more wow's and
expletives than you'd expect to hear on an average night and I'm convinced that what

we’re doing is working like gangbusters.

| believe the addition of an artistic observatory dome to the amateur astronomy
experience is worthwhile. It attracts far more people than just a telescope and it
somewhat serves as a traditional dome in that it protects against wind and rain and
stray light. I'd certainly use something off the shelf like an astrohaven or no dome at all
when observing personally, but for public outreach events more than a day long, Black
Rock Observatory is a very effective tool for sharing space science with the public. |
never noticed any dome specific heat currents, only the mirror searching for equilibrium.
A handheld meteorite should be available in every high school in the world. It may have
been as important that telescope, it is 100% weather proof and doesn’t take any training
to operate. Our lasers were also very well received. | pointed out the Andromeda galaxy
as “the farthest your eyes can see” and demonstrated star hopping so they could find it

for their friends later.

We have plans on building another telescope, hopefully 30" and obtaining another
meteorite so we can alleviate the long lines. We have plans on about a dozen events for

2015, so we’re budgeting and filling out applications.

Links:

e Kickstarter - http://kck.st/1g79SUW

e \Website: http://blackrockobservatory.com/

e B.R.O. in the News: http://www.blackrockobservatory.com/press/

e Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/groups/BlackRockObservatory/

o https://www.facebook.com/BlackRockObservatory



http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fkck.st%2F1q79SUW&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGBd91LmJ_D-DwkneBTr-u_LDICpQ
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fblackrockobservatory.com%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNH9sosjyDSNHKUon8g2VnOw5QFI_A
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.blackrockobservatory.com%2Fpress%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNExppqf_PhSKtUG37EX4QHimQQ35A
https://www.google.com/url?q=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.facebook.com%2Fgroups%2FBlackRockObservatory%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGi7jR51Wrzeu7qCiCKjbJ4jNDz8A
https://www.google.com/url?q=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.facebook.com%2FBlackRockObservatory&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNHt-cnJWcXR_PWgAVoofMC8EIVPUg

e Twitter: https://twitter.com/BlackRockObserv
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