"Only a few meteorites have caused damage to
dwellings. This photograph taken by Phil Dom-
browski shows a recent occurrence: Wethers-
field, Connecticut, November 8, 1982." [From
The Cambridge Guide to Astronomical Discov-

ery]

selves. Contributions from nearly two doz-
en successful discoverers relate the history
and salient features of the process. Follow-
ing this, the most efficient techniques of
searching and the mechanics of reporting
discoveries for official, worldwide recogni-
tion are described. Factual material is rele-
gated to ten appendixes, useful in their own
right to anyone interested in astronomy,
whether a sky-hunter or not.

The discussion of astronomical objects
centers on how they behave, especially
where in the sky each is found and at what
time, and how this pattern is translated into
a hunting strategy. This is an illuminating
way of revealing the complex nature of each
type without going into immense technical
or mathematical detail. For example, com-
ets are described as classifiable into two
groups: long-period ones, which essentially
have never been seen before, and short-
period ones, which revisit the earth regu-
larly at intervals less than 200 years. Al-
most all of the latter circle the sun in the
same direction as the earth, and nearly in
the same plane; finding them is best done
looking in a narrow band of sky. However,
since most have been discovered before,
spotting one that will carry your name back
into the heavens is rather unusual. In con-
trast, the long-period comets are harder to
find, being rather uncommon and moving
throughout all parts of the sky. A proper
search must cover more area, but the
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chances are higher that a sighted object is
an original find.

The appendixes provide an excellent
complement to the more general discussion
of the early chapters. One appendix is
devoted to the mathematics of orbits, re-
quired for a full understanding the paths of
comets. Other topics include methods of
measuring time and position in the sky and
of measuring brightness and what deter-
mines how faint a source can be seen. A
wealth of tabular information on previous
discoveries of each major type of object is
included, for the better planning of search
strategies. Four appendixes are devoted to
sources of additional information, astro-
nomical societies, and suppliers of astro-
nomical products.

Increasing the chances of success in a
particular type of search depends on the
method used to detect the object, and this
is the issue discussed in three final chapters.
The techniques and tradeoffs of visual
searches, the use of photographic plates,
and the modern charge-coupled device
(CCD) are all described.

The most enjoyable part of the book is
the investigators’ own tales. As each re-
counts his or her successes and failures,
sacrifices and rewards, many rich and varied
insights emerge. Throughout run the
themes of perseverence in the face of diffi-
culty and of maximizing the use of whatever
time and materials are available.

Being first is indeed difficult, yet many
people have tried to find an astronomical
object to call their own. This book provides
a readable and illuminating guide to making
the most of the process.

Ruth C. Peterson
Lick Observatory,
University of California,
Santa Cruz, CA 95064
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