
 

 

January, 2016 

Santa Monica Amateur 

Astronomy Club 

The Observer 
UPCOMING CLUB MEETING:       

FRIDAY, JANUARY 8 (7:30 PM) 

INSIDE THIS ISSUE 

January sky and 

lecture events... 

Pluto continues! 

Happy New Year 

(but which year?) 

 

OUR MEETING SITE: 

Wildwood School               

11811 Olympic Blvd.              

Los Angeles, CA 90064 

Free parking in garage, SE 

corner of Mississippi 

&Westgate. 

 

COVER ILLUSTRATION:  

Trouvelot lithograph, total 

solar eclipse, January 29, 

1878. 

 

 

Santa Monica 

 

Amateur Astronomy 

Club 

January Speaker:  

Matt Ventimiglia, Griffith Observatory 

Matt’s Topic: Eclipse Science and Travel.   

In addition to telling us about the science and the history of 

solar eclipses, Matt will share some of his own eclipse adven-

tures, and he'll talk about upcoming eclipses--including the 

2017 eclipse that's starting to generate a lot of excite-

ment.  This will be the first one North America has seen in 

quite a while, and people are already making plans.  From lore 

and science to adventure and safe eclipse viewing, Matt will 

share his expertise and experience at our January meeting. 
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Above:  Total solar eclipse of March, 2015, seen from Svalbard, Norway.  You can safely look at it 
with the unaided eye ONLY during totality, when the sun’s surface (photosphere) is COMPLETELY 
covered, and its beautiful outer atmosphere (corona) emerges.  The vast, arching magnetic loops 
of the corona channel the rarefied gas into graceful patterns.  Question: Can you tell if this is near 
solar maximum or solar minimum just by looking? 
 

About our speaker: 

Matt Ventimiglia has travelled to all seven continents and both 

geographic poles to experience natural wonders both terrestrial 

and celestial.  He has seen ten total solar eclipses, two transits 

of Venus, two transits of Mercury, and numerous total lunar 

eclipses—and he plans to head to the upcoming total solar 

eclipse in Indonesia in a few months. 

Matt has a  Bachelor of Arts in Physics (University of Colorado, 

1978), Master of Arts in Cinema (University of Southern Califor-

nia, 1984), Master of Science in Geology (California State Univer-

sity Northridge, 2010), and is currently working on a Master of 

Arts in History (California State University Northridge, to be 

completed in 2017). 

He can, at times, be found at Griffith Observatory, bringing the 

stars to Los Angeles, and doing astronomy outreach across 

Southern California. 
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Talk at the UCLA Meteorite Gallery: 

Remember our outstanding meteorite and Solar System talks by UCLA Geochemist Alan 
Rubin?  Dr. Rubin and the department host talks at the new Meteorite Gallery in the 
UCLA Geology Building. 

They write: 

The Meteorite Gallery (Geology room 3697) is open with a docent present every Sunday 
from 1 till 4 with the exception of the last two Sundays in the calendar year. And it is 
open every work day from 9 till 4 but without a docent.  It is not open Saturdays. 

We remind you that our website address is:  http://meteorites.ucla.edu/  . There, 

you can find a map of our corner of the UCLA campus and instructions for parking in 
structure 2. 

This month the speaker at our Gallery Event is Professor John Wasson.  His topic is: 
“Iron meteorite structures and their formation.“  

John is a recently retired Professor of Geochemistry and Chemistry but still working his 
usual hours writing papers and (together with Alan Rubin) managing the Meteorite Gal-
lery and the Meteorite Collection. 

He will speak on Sunday, 10 Jan 2016 at 2:30 pm in Slichter 3853 at UCLA (near the 
Gallery). 

Summary:   John will discuss the sequence of processes that formed the metallic struc-

tures of iron meteorites: 1) melting; 2) cooling and crystallization to form coarse, high-

temperature phases; and 3) continued cooling to produce new, relatively fine phases re-

sulting in the final, often very beautiful structures.  The talk will be illustrated with nice 

photos of octahedral patterns and other striking structures. 

ABOVE: A nickel-iron meteorite.  The beautiful crystal structure, made visible by etching, is 

called a Widmanstatten Pattern. Under the high initial temperatures and very slow cooling 

conditions in the centers of large meteoroids, iron and nickel can form two different homoge-

neous alloys— kamacite (with 5 to 15% Ni) and taenite (with up to 50% Ni.). Octahedrite me-

teorites have a nickel content  intermediate between the norm for kamacite and taenite, which 

leads to the precipitation and growth of kamacite plates  in the taenite crystal lattice.   

Iron-nickel meteorites come from parent bodies that must have been large enough to differ-

entiate, with metals sinking to the core, and rocky material forming a lower density mantle.  

Collisions fragment these meteoroids, and if fragments of their metallic cores reach earth, we 

get a glimpse of what goes on in the centers of the building blocks of the Solar System—and a 

hint of the elements that populate our inner Solar System. 

https://mail.elcamino.edu/owa/redir.aspx?SURL=MlSlhq-wibwezDBWDzeNxd8FhtcohOP-STNyrTDB_v9N_VHoIhbTCGgAdAB0AHAAOgAvAC8AbQBlAHQAZQBvAHIAaQB0AGUAcwAuAHUAYwBsAGEALgBlAGQAdQAvAA..&URL=http%3a%2f%2fmeteorites.ucla.edu%2f
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iron
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iron
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nickel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homogeneous
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homogeneous
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alloys
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Octahedrite
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meteorite
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meteorite
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kamacite
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taenite


 

If you get up early enough on January 9—and if there’s enough of a break in 

the weather—you might see this spectacle.  Whether you’re using a tele-

scope, binoculars or simply your own eyes, this should be quite a sight.  (El 

Nino permitting…)   

See Sky and Telescope for more information.  You can listen to their pod-

cast.  Also, check out the Griffith Observatory Sky Report on their website. 

Our speaker for February:  Tim Thompson 

Topic: To be announced, so stay tuned! 

 

Toward the end of the month, there’s another reason to get up early (even if 

you don’t have to):  All five “ancient” planets will be visible in one sweep of 

the morning sky.  Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn and even Mercury will be up 

at the same time.  You should be able to see this during the last days in Janu-

ary. 



On January 19—it’s the 20th if you are going by Greenwich 

Time—the dark limb of the waxing gibbous moon, which is 

81% illuminated, will approach and then occult Aldebaran, the 

bright star marking the eye of Taurus, the Bull.  Only four first 

magnitude stars—Aldebaran, Regulus, Antares and Spica—are 

close enough to the  ecliptic (within 6.5o) to be occulted by the 

moon, which has an orbit inclined 5.14o to the ecliptic.  These 

stars can also be occulted by planets—except for Aldebaran ; 

planets pass to its north. 

The action is centered on ~7 pm for us, with ingress somewhat 

on the early side.  Folks  from the southern tip of Baja to the 

shores of the Gulf of Mexico to the northern border of Florida 

may see a grazing occultation, which allows them to witness 

the effect of mountains and valleys on the lunar limb. 

With no atmosphere, the moon shuts off Aldebaran’s light ab-

ruptly—but not instantly.  As an orange giant star with an ex-

tended atmosphere, Aldebaran can take a tenth of a second or 

so to vanish. 

Sky & Telescope, as well as Griffith Observatory, are excellent 

sources of information for these events, and usually have up-

dates on what will actually be visible from our area. 

Occultation of Aldebaran by the Moon: January 19 (for us) 



 

 

WHAT ABOUT PLUTO? 

Who can resist adding a few more images of Pluto?  

Above: We’re now hearing about hanging valleys and other glacial features 

on Pluto, similar to those seen in Yosemite National Park—except with dif-

ferent kinds of ice.  Nitrogen seems to evaporate from the lowlands and 

condense on the highlands of Tombaugh Regio—where the nitrogen layer 

may be miles thick.  Nitrogen ice is softer, yet more dense, than water ice 

at 40 kelvins.  This is a wholly different kind of nitrogen cycle from what 

we know here on the warm, green earth! 

Pluto, for the holidays:  

Our favorite  _____ planet 

(insert choice on the line, or 

leave blank) is shown in 

three different infrared 

wavelengths.  Temperature 

and some compositional and 

topographical information 

can be gleaned from 

this...but maybe it’s just 

Pluto in holiday mode, for 

NASA’s New Horizons web-

site—a site well worth 

watching, as more than  half 

of New Horizon’s data has 

yet to be sent back to earth. 



 

NOW, IN COLOR—The edge of Sputnik Planum, now in striking color.  The sci-

ence behind the ‘frosting’ will follow sometime soon.  Meanwhile, there is a gen-

eral agreement that convection of nitrogen slush below the icy plain has created 

the polygonal patterns.  Pluto is currently in conjunction (Jan 5), meaning it is be-

hind the sun (by several billion miles).  The New Horizons probe is somewhere in 

that part of the sky as well.  Spacecraft generally spend some time out of direct 

communication with the earth during these periods. 



HAPPY NEW YEAR!   

It’s 2016—or is it? 
Where did anyone get the idea that this year is 2016?  We can 

trace our numbering system back to a Scythian Monk from 

what is now Romania:  Dionysius Exiguus, or “Dennis the 

Humble”.  Dionysius was born in about the year 470, and died 

in 544—that is, according to himself!  In Dionysius’ time, A.D. 

stood for “Anno Diocletian”.  Years in the West were measured 

from the time of the last widespread martyrdom of Christians 

under a Roman Emperor.  That emperor was Diocletian, and 

the year was the year “1”—until Dionysius decided otherwise. 

DIONYSIUS EXIGUUSDIONYSIUS EXIGUUSDIONYSIUS EXIGUUS   

Dionysius moved to Rome, eventually working for the curia—the administration of the Holy See.  

The Church of Alexandria—a great center of astronomical learning—had prepared tables for the 

dates of Easter well into the future.  Easter, in the Western World today, falls on the first Sunday 

after the first full moon that occurs on or after the Vernal Equinox. 

Sound tricky?  It’s actually much, much more complicated!  In Dionysius’ time, the Church of 

Alexandria was going by a completely different calendar than the Julian calendar used in Rome.  

However, at the First Council of Nicaea, Turkey, in 325 A.D. (to us!) it had been decreed that all 

Christendom should celebrate Easter on the same date—with no word as to how to achieve that. 

Dionysius, following this decree, reworked the tables into the Julian Calendar (now replaced by 

the Gregorian Calendar) and set the date of Easter for the next 95 years:  But why refer the years 

to the reign of a hated emperor, who persecuted the very people who were now celebrating the 

holiday? 

And so, “A.D.” would become “Anno Domini”, and would be counted from the birth of Jesus.  Of 

course, neither Dionysius, nor anyone today, is exactly sure when that happened.  Modern esti-

mates generally range from 2 to 7 B.C., based on mentions of Herod and a lunar eclipse.  Diony-

sius probably was off a few years, in part, because he didn’t realize that the reign of Augustus, in 

the old writings, was dated from the victory over Anthony and Cleopatra—but we still don’t 

know exactly how he decided that he was working in the year 525 Anno Domini.  While a few 

others similarly counted “A.D.”, Dionysius’ system caught on after it was used by the great Ven-

erable Bede for his History of the English People, in 731.  And the rest is...history. 

The year 1, of Diocletian’s purge, became 284 A.D., and today is 2016.  If you haven’t yet 

switched, happy 1732happy 1732happy 1732!  And if you’re really old style, happy 2769 AUChappy 2769 AUChappy 2769 AUC!  (Ab urbe condita, 

‘from the founding of the city’, meaning Rome, in 753 B.C.)  There are many other calendars 

around the world, of course—and the Eastern Church still uses a different calendar for Easter!—

but, any way you count it… Happy New Year. 



Oh...what about the month? 

The moonth—er, month—of  January is named (we are fairly sure) 

after Janus, the two-faced god of Rome’s archaic pantheon.  Janus 

presided over transitions, and therefore doorways and portals.  

(The person who comes through the door to clean up is the jani-

tor.) 

December means “tenth month” because the year began with the 

planting in March, until January and February were stuck in by 

Numa Pompilius, Rome’s second king.  Around 715 B.C., he made 

two 28-day months (it was a 354 day lunar calendar) from the 51 

“unformed days” of winter—but originally, February (“cleansing”) 

came first! 

The sun, six thousand years or so ago, spent its Vernal Equinox in 

Taurus, whose great horns morphed into the first letter of our 

modern alphabeta—er, alphabet. 

Temple of Janus, on a coin issued by Nero 

(alleged fiddle not included).  Oddly, the 

doors to the temple are closed... 

We all know that Quintilis became July.  The Roman Senate changed the name in 44 B.C. (not their number-

ing, of course!) to honor Julius Caesar, who had been assassinated that year.  Then, Augustus took Sextilis, 

allegedly to commemorate Cleopatra, who had committed suicide in that month.  But other emperors tried to 

get into the game, too.  At various times, our familiar months went through some frightening changes: 

January—AMAZONIUS   February—INVICTUS  March—FELIX 

April—NERO    May—CLAUDIUS  June—GERMANICUS 

July—AURELIUS   August—COMMODUS  September—TACITUS 

October—DOMITIAN   November—ROMANUS  December—EXSUPERATORIUS 

 

Imagine: “Thirty days hath Tacitus, Nero, Germanicus and Romanus...All the rest have 

31, save Invictus…!”  

“Kalends” referred to the first day of the month, or the few days leading up to the new moon, because they 

were “called out” (kalendae) by the Pontiffs in Rome. This announced how many days people had left to pay 

their debts!  Pontiff came from “pontifex”—they were also in charge of the bridges.  Before this, Roman Sena-

tors would sometimes delay the start of the new month to stay in office longer!  Semper eadem… 

“Ides” was the day of the full moon, back when the “kalendar” was still tied to the moon.  Beware! 

 

“Mapping Time”,  by 

E.G. Richards.  

Great book on this 

topic, and source of 

the little rhyme be-

low. 

On the Kalendar... 



Our December “holiday party” meeting…sorry 

if you missed it! 

Rita, with feast.  Actually, if you missed it, there may still be 

leftovers!  We had about that much food.  Thanks so much to 

everyone who brought goodies—many of which were home-

made originals. 

 

We’ll have to do a few more of these... 



And finally...speaking of eclipses... 

Our club trip to the eclipse of July, 1991 in Gua-

dalajara (top & upper left) and San Blas, Mexico.  

(Don and Lynne Berry, top; Dave Yantis, left.) 

...and to the August 1999 eclipse in France, below 


