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An Astronomer Like No Other



Paul Boltwood 1943-2017

• Good friend to many long-time members

• Smart, determined, and the ultimate 
perfectionist

• Excelled in building things:
– Observatory

– Telescope

– CCD Camera

– Software

• Put all the above to very good use!



Observatory

• Project started 1989, completed 
1992 – including all equipment

• Extremely well thought-out design

• Attention to small details:
– Ventilation through the walls

– Tarp attaches to roof and rolls off

– Integrated warm room with cot

• 7” Starfire Refractor

• Later he built a 16” Netwonian



CCD Camera

• Pioneer in CCD imaging

• Incredibly ambitious for the day
– Thomson TH7883 chip

– Vacuum chamber

– TEC cooling nearly 100C

– Operated at -72C year-round

– Filter wheel, shutter wheel, focuser

– Optical interfaces

• Later switched to Apogee AP7



Electronics



Software

• Paul built his own acquisition and 
data reduction software

• Incredibly powerful, able to handle 
large amounts of data

• Implemented a package to 
read/write FITS file format standard

• That software later became an 
important part of MaxIm DL



Observations

• July 3, 1989 Paul and Rob Dick 
videotaped 28 SGR being occulted 
by Saturn’s rings

• Paul wrote custom software to 
reduce observations

• Spectacular results

• Unfortunately he could not interest 
professional astronomers in his data



Blazars and Seyfert Galaxies

• Paul was eventually able to join 
professional collaborations

• Paul did extensive data collection on 
OJ 287 and 3C 66A

• Of > 100,000 images, about 60,000 
were photometric observations

• He did his own data reduction for 
blazars



OJ 287

• OJ 94 collaboration with 40 
professional astronomers

• He produced more observations 
than the rest of the team

• Featured in a book:
Cosmological Enigmas: Pulsars, 
Quasars, and Other Deep-Space 
Questions by Mark Kidger



Comet Hyakutake

• Paul’s work was featured in 
the 1997 video Comet 
Odyssey

• Comet Odyssey was 
produced by Peter Ceravolo, 
Jon Buchanan, and myself



Sky & Telescope Deep Field Challenge

• 1999 challenge to take the deepest 
amateur image ever

• Imaged from suburbia!

• Total exposure time:  20 hours

• Magnitude 24.1 
(later – better processing 24.5)

• About an hour on Keck…





Commercial Astronomical Ventures

• MaxIm DL FITS package

• Boltwood Cloud Sensor
– IR cloud detection

– Rain detector counts individual drops

– Weather sensors for wind, humidity, 
temperature

– Daylight detection

– Automatic observatory shutdown

– Automatic observatory startup!

– Used worldwide, including Mauna Kea



Awards and Recognition

• 1991 RASC Ottawa Observer of the Year

• 1994 RASC Ottawa Observer of the Year

• 1995 RASC Chant Medal

• 2000 ASP Amateur Achievement Award

• 2003 RASC Ken Chilton Prize

• Asteroid 8785 Boltwood




