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Note: Unless otherwise noted, all pictures are of the 7 amp hour version 
 
Available from: OPT, Digitec Optical, Hands 
on Optics, Astronomics and more... 
Price: 7amp hour - $59.95, 17 amp hour - 
$94.95 
 
Power – ya just gotta have it.   Drives, fans, 
computers, heaters, rare even is the dob 
owner who does not need something.  It’s also 
a sad fact of life today that many of us have to 
travel to get to dark skies, and even if we are 
lucky enough to be able to observe from home, 
odds are we are still going to want to head out 

from time to time if only to a star party to get together with friends.   
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Power Tank Hots Power Tank Nots 
• Two 12V dc outlets 
• Red cover for built in 

flashlight 
• Shoulder strap 
• 3, 6, and 9 volt outlets 

for accessories 
• 7 amp hour version is 

8.5 lbs 

• 800,000 candle 
power (55 watt) spot 
light is sure to make 
you instantly 
unpopular at star 
parties 

• More expensive than 
“jump start” batteries 

• 17 amp hour version 
is HEAVY – 19 lbs, 
12oz 

mailto:tomt@cloudynights.com
http://www.optcorp.com/
http://www.digitecoptical.com/
http://www.handsonoptics.com/
http://www.handsonoptics.com/
http://www.astronomics.com/
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In the past, power hungry astronomers used to run cords to the cigarette lighters in our cars, 
and hope that we didn’t drain the battery.  If we did, hope that someone else was close enough 
to give us a lift.  The ones with heavy requirements bought Marine or Deep Cycle batteries and 
made their own portable power stations. 
 
Fortunately, there’s another solution. 
 
For a few years now, the small portable 
“jump start” battery has been available in 
the automotive section of your favorite 
‘mart (Walmart, K-mart, Automart, etc..).  
These batteries are usually available in 
two flavors – a 7 and 17 amp hour 
versions.   Usually, they have one or two 
cigarette lighter sockets, jumper cables 
and perhaps a flashlight.   The 7 amp hour 
version usually weighs around 8-10 lbs 
and the 17 somewhere around 20 lbs.  
You may need/want  to by a socket splitter 
(usually available at Radio Shack) to 
convert the one outlet to two or there, but 
they tend to work pretty well. 
 
I’ve tried to avoid the ones with the jumper cables attached, simply because I don’t need the 
extra bulk, and until recently was pretty happy with my Great Land 7 amp hour camping power 
supply that I picked up at Target for $30 on close out.   When that died, I found myself hoping to 
get one specifically designed for astronomy with out having to pay an arm and a leg. 
 

Well, my hopes were answered.  Sort of.  The 
Celestron Power Tank (and Orion Dynamo) were 
released a couple of years ago, but they really 
aren’t designed with the astro user in mind.  Why 
do I say this?  Well…. Let’s just say that the 
800,000 candle spotlight, while great if you like to 
shine for deer, will make you instantly unpopular 
at star parties.  Does anyone really need a 
flashlight this bright?  I’d suggest removing the 
bulb before taking this one where other astro 
folks are going to be.  Additionally, they show 
vestigial remnants of their other incarnations as 
jump start batteries.  The 7 amp hour version has 
positive and negative posts on the back to which 
you can connect jumper cables and start your 

car, while the 17 amp hour version does not even try to hide its heritage and has the cables built 
in. There are a few other differences between the units as well – the 17 amp hour version 
includes an AM/FM radio (not stereo, sorry), and the flashlight is removable. Both units are 
available from Orion or Celestron. 
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To figure out what size you need you should take a look at what you want to run in the field, with 
an eye to figuring out how many amps it draws per hour.  IE – If you run a goto SCT, you can  
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figure on a .7 - .8 amp hour draw (see the table for some 
common draws, otherwise check with the manufacturer).  
This means that a 5 hour observing session will draw 
about 3.5 to 4 amps off the capacity of your battery.  
Now some folks figure that this means you can probably 
get through two sessions (10 hours) with this scope 
before the battery runs dry, and you can – BUT it’s not 
healthy for the battery to be drained dry.  With typical 
gel-cell batteries you only want to discharge about half 
the charge on a regular basis.  (With Deep Discharge or 
Deep Cycle batteries, you can drain these dry with no 
adverse affects, but the cost of the battery is significantly 
higher.)  Similarly, you want to be sure to discharge the 
battery on a fairly regular basis, and don’t charge it after 
every session. Certain types of batteries begin to 
develop a memory, and eventually, this type of use will 
shrink the overall capacity of the unit.  For more 
information on this, see John Crilly’s excellent Portable 
Power Primer .  Additionally, you should be aware that 
the power ratings assigned to these units are typically 
valid only under moderate temperatures.  If you do much 
cold weather observing you will quickly discover that batteries tend to discharge quicker, and 
these units are no exception.  Additionally, most units are only guaranteed to deliver peak power 
for a certain amount of time – while not dead, power output may drop and this might cause 
issues with more sensitive devices.  For the average user, this won’t really be an issue. 
 
I recently purchased the 7 amp hour version from Digitec Optical for my every day light to 
moderate power requirements (cooling fan and occasional dew gun use). 
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The 7 amp hour Celestron Power Tank is a nicely sized unit.  Not nearly as heavy as the 17 
amp hour,  it can typically get me through several sessions with out a recharge  - as I noted 

    

Choosing Your Battery Size: 
You want to run a fan and RA drive for 
your 6” eq mounted newt, and your 
observing sessions typically run for 5 
hours. You would be able to recharge after 
every session if necessary. 
 
• Fan = .1 amps (runs for 3 hours), RA 

drive = .3 amps (runs for entire 
session) 

• Typical observing session is 5 hours. 
 
(.1 )(3)+ (.3)(5) = 1.8 amps per session 
 
Choose the 7amp hour version, fully 
charge the unit, and then you may run it for 
about two sessions before it indicates a 
need for recharging.   
 
If you have particularly heavy loads, be 
sure to divide the load across several 
batteries. 

http://www.cloudynights.com/howtos2/power.htm
http://www.cloudynights.com/howtos2/power.htm
http://www.digitechoptical.com/
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above, my requirements are pretty light - the dew gun hardly ever gets run, and the fan draws .1 
amp, and is run for 3-4 hours every session.  One nice thing about the Power Tank is that it 
does have a battery indicator on the side: Fully Charged and Charging, are handy when the 
unit’s plugged into the wall for charging, and Needs Charging and Ready To Use can tell you if 
the unit needs to be plugged into the wall or not. 
 
The 55 watt halogen spotlight scares the heck out of me.  I’m 
deathly afraid that I’m going to be observing with a bunch of 
friends, go to tear down, and hit that button by accident.  This 
would be followed by me being torn into teeny tiny pieces. The 
simple fix is to remove the halogen bulb, and I recommend 
doing this at the first opportunity.   The “regular” flashlight 
(located above the spot-light-o-death) does have a red cover 
but for my tastes is still a bit too bright for normal field use.  
You might be able to get away with using this one for cleaning 
up, but I’d recommend checking first.    This unit shows it’s 
automotive background again, as the “red” light has multiple 
modes – blink and always on.  There are three multi-volt 
outputs on the front of the unit - one is rated at 3V/1A, one at 
6V/1A, and the other at 9V/1A.  The two car accessory ports 
are also located on the front, rated for 12V/10A output, and 
both have slide down covers.  (I guess it’s no longer politically 
correct to say “cigarette lighter outlets”). 
 
They include both a wall wart style charger for charging off standard AC and a car accessory 
port charger (with built in storage) for charging off DC.   (If you are charging via DC, you would 
be well advised to have the car running at the time…) The DC charge cord can double as a 
spare power cord for your scope if you happen to forget yours. 
 
When charging the manual recommends (yes, there is actually a manual) that you recharge 
your power tank in a well ventilated area. 

 
As I noted above, I think the standard 
flash with the red cover is still too bright 
for use as a red flashlight in the field, and 
the unit also has one other gotcha.  The 
battery indicator lights can be somewhat 
distracting as well.  Whenever the unit is 
on either the Ready To Use or the Needs 
Charging light will be lit.  I tend to like it 
dark.  There is an easy solution to this 
problem – simply cover the LED’s with a 
small piece of electrical tape. 
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So why buy this instead of a “jump start” 
unit from your local wally world?  Well – 
Personally, I don’t like to have the jumper 
cables on the side of the unit (Outside of 
the additional mass, I‘m somewhat 
scared I’m going to accidentally short out 

    

Some Common Loads (approx) 
Goto SCT (Nexstar GPS/LX200) 
Small goto scope (ETX/Nexstar) 
12v DC muffin fan 
Drive   
Dew Gun  
Laptop (DC)  
Dew Strip for 8” SCT  
Dew Strip for 14” SCT 
Diagonal mirror heater  
12V to 18V booster 
12VDC -> 120VAC inverter 
CCD’s –  

• Meade 416  
• ST237 
• 7XE, 8XE, 9XE, 10XE 
• SXV-H9  
• MX5c  

 

0.7-0.9 amps 
0.6 amps 
0.1 amps 
0.1 – 0.3 amps (per axis) 
10 – 14 amps 
1-3 amps 
1.6 amps 
4.75 amps 
0.5 amps 
2-3 amps 
10% - 20% loss 
 
2 amps 
1.2 amps 
0.5 amps 
<1 amp 
0.7 amps 
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Fewer features for less money – a jump start battery 
might be a viable alternative… 

the battery), and since my power requirements are 
so minimal, I can usually get by with the less 
expensive unit 7 amp hour unit.  There really isn’t 
*that* much of a cost difference between this unit 
($60), and the 7 amp hour “jump start” batteries.  
Plus the Celestron had a few features that the ones 
at my wally world lacked – (multi-volt outlets, 
shoulder strap, and flashlight).  Because of these 
features, this unit is now my primary power source. 
However, I’ve also picked up one of the 17 amp 
hour “jump” start batteries (shown at right) for the 
times I want to be sure I have enough juice. Star 
parties where I might need to run my dew 
equipment (or will have friends mooching my dew 
gun), and may be a couple of sessions between 
charges and the main applications I foresee.  This 
“jump start” unit is not without its limitations.  The 
biggest and most obvious drawback is that there is 
only one outlet, but there are far more features on 
the Celestron Power Tank.  However, it cost me no more than the Celestron 7 amp hour Power 
Tank and has significantly more capacity.  It is a fine “star party” battery for those extended 
sessions.  (I made sure to get a unit with a manual off switch and cover for the jumper cables.) 
 
If you are thinking about ordering a battery via the internet, be sure to check with your retailer on 
shipping costs.  These are heavy devices and shipping may significantly add to the price.   
 
One final note: Be certain to determine if your equipment can be run off a 12V DV supply.  While 
most commonly available equipment can, some requires a slightly different voltage, (18V is also 
somewhat common) and you may need to purchase a converter or make other arrangements.  
As always it’s best to independently determine what your specific needs are. 
 
With some equipment today you are completely dead in the water without power.  Consider that 
if you have a NexStar 5 or 8, you can’t really even push the OTA around manually.  How 
important is power to your observing? Keep this in mind when choosing your battery size, as 
well as the number of units you want to have on hand.  
 
For most visual observers, a 7 or 17 amp hour Power Tank is probably all they will need.  
 
 

Discuss this Article in the CloudyNights Forums
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