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That title is a bit over the top, but while I was working at Sky & 
Telescope magazine from 1986 to 2008, I really did feel as if I were 
at the center of the universe. I don’t mean that egotistically, nor 

literally — as far as we know, of course, the universe has no center. I 
just mean that I was in a very special, very privileged position, smack 
in the middle of everything that was happening in astronomy.

Working at S&T means immersing oneself in the science and the 
hobby of astronomy, and interacting with both professional and 
amateur astronomers. It means drinking from a firehose of new 
discoveries from the top of Earth’s atmosphere to the edge of the 
visible universe, and getting to know the newsmakers personally. It 
means following what’s happening in the sky, both day and night, 
in the realms of naked-eye, binocular, and telescopic astronomy. 
It means reading everything you can get your hands on about 
astronomy, from websites to articles in the popular press to research 
papers in peer-reviewed journals. It means constantly balancing the 
sometimes competing interests of readers, authors, and advertisers. 
Perhaps most importantly, it means that everyone you call — even 
celebrities and Nobel Prize-winners — answers the phone!

I never set out to be a science writer or magazine editor. Like so 
many starry-eyed kids growing up in the 1960s, I wanted to be an 
astronaut. I knew this by the time I was 12, in 1968. That year I received 
a small telescope for my birthday, read my first astronomy book (by 

Isaac Asimov), got caught up in the excitement of the Apollo Moon 
missions, and was captivated by the movie 2001: A Space Odyssey. By 
my middle teens, though, I needed eyeglasses, and in those days any-
thing short of uncorrected 20/20 vision ruled out any chance of flying 
in space. I decided to become a space scientist instead.

During my sophomore year at Rice University, a NASA “meat-
ball” logo caught my eye as I passed a bulletin board in the physics 
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building. It was on a poster inviting undergraduates to apply for 
month-long internships with the Viking missions to Mars during the 
summer of 1976. The internship program was created by two scien-
tists: Tim Mutch of Brown University, whose name I didn’t recognize, 
and Carl Sagan of Cornell University, who, though not yet a house-
hold name (this was several years before Cosmos), was nevertheless 
well known to everybody who paid attention to astronomy and 
planetary science. I jumped at the opportunity and was ecstatic 
when I learned that I’d been accepted into the group that would 
report to the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in July, when the first of two 
landings was scheduled to occur. 

My four weeks at JPL were intensely exciting. We interns were 
treated like royalty, and we were in mission control with everyone 
else when the first pictures came in showing Viking 1’s footpads 
safe on the surface of Mars. By the time I left JPL I’d made many new 
friends and had gotten to know Carl Sagan and several other top 
Viking scientists. But of all the people I met that July, fellow intern 
Andy Chaikin would prove to be the most significant.

Fast-forward 10 years. I was a postdoc at the Harvard-Smithsonian 
Center for Astrophysics, where I’d completed my PhD the previous 
year. In graduate school I helped lay the foundation for the Spitzer 
Space Telescope’s main infrared camera, and I made one big discov-
ery: I enjoy teaching and writing more than I like doing research. This 
came to me while working for Harvard professors Owen Gingerich 
and David Latham, as a teaching fellow in their popular astronomy 
course for non-science majors. Owen, a renowned historian of sci-
ence, wrote regularly for Sky & Telescope, whose offices were just 
down the street. In addition to articles on historical topics, he con-
tributed to the magazine’s series of laboratory exercises for high-
school and college astronomy classes. He invited me to collaborate 
with him on a couple of those, and that’s how I learned that writing 
about astronomy and seeing my byline in print is as thrilling as see-

ing a student’s face light up with understanding when I explain an 
astronomy concept.

The phone rang, and when I picked it up, the caller identified 
himself as an editor at S&T who’d been referred to me by Owen 
Gingerich, who said I might be able to help answer some questions 
about an article he was editing. “What’d you say your name was?” I 
asked. “Andy Chaikin,” he replied. “Are you the same Andy Chaikin I 
met at JPL 10 years ago?” I asked. “Yes, so you must be the same Rick 
Fienberg I met 10 years ago!” I answered his editorial questions, and 
we set a date to meet for lunch to catch up.

Over pizza in Harvard Square, Andy mentioned that he was plan-
ning to take a 1-year leave of absence to write a book about the 
Apollo astronauts. (A Man on the Moon was published 8 years later 
— and was worth the wait!) I asked if S&T would hire a replacement 
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while he was out, and he said he thought so. I didn’t wait to see a 
job posting; I mailed my résumé to the magazine and asked Owen 
to follow up with a letter of recommendation. Within days I was 
summoned to an interview with editor in chief Leif Robinson, pub-
lisher Bill Shawcross, and senior editor J. Kelly Beatty. They seemed 
to like me, and they were impressed that Owen recommended me 
strongly, but because I didn’t have a fat file of clips to show them, 
they weren’t prepared to offer me a job just yet. Instead, they gave 
me an assignment: go to NASA’s Goddard Space Flight Center and 
the new Space Telescope Science Institute, interview the scientists 
planning the forthcoming space telescope’s “first light” observa-
tions, and write an article. They’d pay for my trip, and if they liked my 
article, they’d hire me.

They liked my article, and in September 1986 I started work as an 
assistant editor. Andy must have been really productive, because the 
magazine hired two people to replace him: me and Stuart Goldman, 

who had recently graduated from the University of Maryland with 
degrees in astronomy and journalism. Andy had told me that work-
ing at S&T was like going back to college, because you’re constantly 
learning and constantly having to prove yourself. I think Stuart had 
an easier first few months than I did, because he had more editing 
experience and had worked at his college newspaper. I didn’t even 
know standard proofreaders’ marks.

One of the first manuscripts I was given to edit was an essay by 
none other than Carl Sagan. Knowing that he had won a Pulitzer Prize 
for one of his books, I was at first afraid to touch his text. But I did see 
a few passages that I thought could be improved with minor changes, 
so I mustered some courage and marked it up. In those days, before 
everyone had email, we sent edited manuscripts to authors via regu-
lar mail, and that’s what I did with Carl’s. A few days later my phone 
rang, and that now-famous voice was on the other end. He accepted 
all my changes, thanked me for strengthening his essay, and gave me 
a confidence boost that made me feel lighter than air.

Working at S&T was not just like going to college, but like going to 
a college with a superstar faculty. Leif, Bill, and Kelly were legends, as 
were Dennis di Cicco, Roger Sinnott, and Alan MacRobert. Working 
alongside these guys, and learning from their many decades of 
collective experience at the magazine, was a remarkable privilege. I 
still marvel at how accommodating and welcoming they were to a 
rookie with as little experience as I brought to the table when I first 
showed up.

The magazine’s parent company, Sky Publishing Corp., produced 
astronomy books and software, too, and I soon got involved in some 
programming projects. This led to me asking questions about how 
books and products were being marketed, how our customer-ser-
vice department worked, and other aspects of our operations. The 
more I learned, the more questions I asked and the more I ques-
tioned the answers.
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Sky was then an employee-owned company. All its stockhold-
ers were current or former employees, and all the members of its 
board of directors were employees too. My growing interest in all 
aspects of the business led to my being elected to the board in 
1990, and soon thereafter, we were faced with a major challenge. 
Bill announced that he was going to leave the company in October 
1991, after sending our 50th-anniversary issue to the printer. Bill’s 
father and brother had died young, and he figured he might too, so 
he wanted to retire while he could still count on having at least a few 
years to pursue his many other interests. (As it turned out, Bill lived 
until 2012, when he died at the age of 77.)

I assumed that Leif, as the next most senior person on the staff, 
would take the reins of the company, but he said he wasn’t at all 
interested. As the board prepared to convene for its annual meeting, 
with Bill’s retirement looming, I asked Bill who he thought should 
take over as head of the company. His reply shocked me: “You!” Less 
than 24 hours later, the board elected me president and chairman.

I had to climb a steep learning curve when I started working at 
S&T, but now that curve was nearly vertical! Bill had told me that 
running the company was only a quarter-time job, leaving plenty of 
time for writing and editing, but that was true only because he ran 
the company the way it had always been run — like a “ma ‘n’ pa” fam-
ily business. Yet the world was changing, and we had to change with 
it. Our systems were antiquated, and there weren’t many people at 
Sky who had ever worked anywhere else, so there was little motiva-
tion to do anything new or different.

In my years running Sky, we underwent a lot of change, start-
ing with the president managing the business full time. We hired 
people with lots of expertise in every aspect of book and magazine 
production and marketing. We invited more employees to become 
stockholders, and we brought in outside board members to advise 
and guide us. We completed our switchover from manual paste-up 

to desktop publishing and went fully electronic with editing, design, 
layout, and illustration. We redesigned S&T and went full color to 
compete more successfully on the newsstand. We launched our first 
website, then redesigned and relaunched it. We changed printers, 
paper suppliers, newsstand distributors, and subscription-fulfillment 
vendors, then changed some of them again. Virtually all these 
changes saved us money even as they improved our products and 
services. We must have been doing something right, because our cir-
culation and advertising numbers kept going up and up, as did our 
product sales.

The 1990s were a heady time at S&T. Major stories included the 
launch, optical problems, and repair of the Hubble Space Telescope; 
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the discovery of the first planets around other stars; the crash of 
Comet Shoemaker-Levy 9 into Jupiter’s cloud tops; and the arrival 
of a new generation of giant ground-based telescopes. Amateur 
astronomy was transformed by CCD imaging and computerized tele-
scopes. And the whole world was transformed by the Internet and 
World Wide Web.

As 2000 approached, and as Leif started to make noises about 
retiring, I realized that I really missed working on the magazine. 
So I “demoted” myself as his successor. If there’s a brass ring for an 
astronomer-turned-science-writer, the top editorial job at Sky & 
Telescope is it. And I was lucky to grab it when I did. We had more 
readers, advertisers, and pages than ever before. This gave me the 
opportunity to introduce new columns and features and to expand 
our coverage of hot new areas of astronomy. We even launched a 
new magazine, Night Sky, to help the next generation of budding 

amateur astronomers solidify their interest in the science.
But only a few years into the new millennium, things began to 

look less rosy. Whereas in past decades you pretty much had to 
read S&T if you wanted to know what was going on in astronomy, 
now more and more people were telling us they could get every-
thing they need from the Internet. Readers began to desert us, and 
advertisers followed. For the first time any of us could remember, we 
ended a year in the red. The only publishers who seemed to be hold-
ing on were those who produced many different magazines. Every 
title has a bad year now and then, but if you publish a bunch of 
titles, bad years for some will be good years for others so on average 
you come out okay. Not so with S&T and Night Sky.

After much discussion and hand-wringing, we decided that the 
only way to ensure S&T’s survival was to become part of a bigger 
magazine-publishing operation. So, in 2006, we sold Sky Publishing 
to New Track Media. It was a shock to the system, forcing us to lay 
off numerous employees, to relocate from the buildings we owned 
to new rental space, to shutter Night Sky to focus our energy on 
S&T, and to serve new masters who were more concerned with the 
bottom line than with astronomy. But I never look back and wish 
we hadn’t done it. I am absolutely certain that if we’d tried to keep 
the magazine going ourselves, we’d have failed — powerful market 
forces were arrayed against us.

I continued at S&T for another couple of years, but I found myself 
working harder and harder with less and less to show for it. We were 
still losing readers and advertisers, even though — in my opinion, at 
least — the magazine was as good as it had ever been. Meanwhile, 
with no letup in the pressure to get the magazine out each month, 
the pressure to publish more and more online content was increas-
ing. Now, in addition to worrying about the next few issues of the 
magazine, we had to worry about what we’d post online today, 
tomorrow, and the day after that. I started to feel like a hamster on a 
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wheel. In early 2008, it dawned on me that I wasn’t having fun anymore.
I couldn’t afford to retire, so I started looking around for something else to do. I secured 

a visiting appointment teaching astronomy at a private high school north of Boston and 
supervising student research at the school’s state-of-the-art observatory. I was delighted 
when New Track announced that Robert Naeye would succeed me at S&T — Bob had 
worked for us some years earlier and had served as editor in chief of the ASP’s Mercury, so 
I knew he was up to the challenge of steering S&T through uncharted waters (and he has 
indeed proven himself in this capacity).

Six years later S&T, though smaller than it used to be, is still thriving — once again under 
new ownership, having recently been sold to an even larger multi-title publisher. I’ve found a 
new very special, very privileged position working for the American Astronomical Society, to 
which most professional astronomers in North America belong. I’m no longer at the center of 
the universe, but as I moderate press conferences at AAS meetings and see my former col-
leagues from S&T in the audience taking notes, I realize I haven’t strayed far from it.

About the Author
Rick Fienberg is the American Astronomical 
Society’s Press Officer and Director of 
Communications. He helped create the 
Galileoscope educational telescope kit for 
the International Year of Astronomy 2009, is 
a Fellow of the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science, and is the name-
sake of asteroid 9983 Rickfienberg, which the 
International Astronomical Union named in 
his honor. F

The author near the beginning and end of his career at S&T. 
[S&T: Dennis di Cicco (left), Craig M. Utter (right)]

http://astrosociety.org/get-involved/asp-membership/
http://astrosociety.org
http://www.astrosociety.org/meeting

