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X-Calibur, a novel telescope that sees polarized X-rays rather than
visible or infrared light, is next in line for launch at the Columbia
Scientific Balloon Facility in Fort Sumner, N.M., a tiny town best known
as the site of Billy the Kid's (alleged) grave.

The telescope's scientific team, led by Henric Krawczynski, professor of
physics at Washington University in St. Louis, has been blogging for the
past several weeks from Fort Sumner as they assemble and test their
instrument to make sure it will perform flawlessly when a launch
window opens. If you ever wanted to know what astrophysicists really do
for a living (like firing X-ray guns at things), this is your chance to find
out.

The telescope's mirror and detector are at either end of an eight-meter-
long gondola, or truss, because that's the separation needed to bring the
X-rays into focus. Eight meters is nearly nine yards, so the truss has to be
very stable to prevent the focal point from wandering.

And then there's an even bigger problem: The entire truss has to be tilted
upward to bring the telescope to bear on a distant celestial body. That's a
bit like taking a laser pointer and holding the beam steady in the middle
of a penny that is 2.5 miles away. A new pointing system called WASP,
contributed by the Wallops Flight Facility, is helping the astrophysicists
do this with spectacular accuracy.
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https://sites.wustl.edu/xcalibur/
https://sites.wustl.edu/xcalibur/
https://phys.org/tags/launch+window/
https://phys.org/tags/launch+window/
https://sites.wustl.edu/xcalibur/2016/09/04/test-with-x-ray-gun/
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The game is worth the candle because the balloon will carry the
telescope to 125,000 feet, above 99 percent of Earth's atmosphere, the
layer of light-scattering gases that blankets the Earth and makes it hard
for astronomers (and astrophysicists) to see properly.

The telescope is trying to catch the "stratospheric turnaround," a shift in
high-level winds that should carry the balloon and its cargo first west,
and then east. If the winds are favorable, the telescope will be aloft for
16 hours and nobody will get any sleep.
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https://phys.org/tags/telescope/


 

The Columbia Scientific Balloon Facility has a high-definition web cam
 that will allow you to see what's happening in the Fort Sumner hangar.
Sign up to get email alerts to catch the launch itself. Once the balloon is
aloft, you will be able to watch its trajectory here.
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http://www.ustream.tv/channel/nasa-educational
https://phys.org/tags/balloon/
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