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A MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT 
 

We had a good meeting last month and now have a few new faces in the ranks.  John 
MacLean will be handling the Astronomical League as our ALCOR, replacing Doug 

Heatherly.  New member Tim Barrier is taking over as Treasurer from Tony Heiner.  Tom 
Segur is doing the annual audit again.  Thanks goes out to all of them for the work they 

have done and will be doing. 
 

It is Annual Dues time again.  Dues are $20.00 and can be paid at the meeting or mailed 

to SWFAS, Inc.  PO Box 100127 Cape Coral, FL 33910.  If you have any question about 
whether you have paid for 2017, contact me. 
 

Our planned speaker for this meeting was Luke Gommermann of the National Park 

Service/Big Cypress Swamp.  We met with him at the December observing night at Big 
Cypress and all things were a go, but he did mention he had applied for full time 

positions at parks out west (he and his wife spent the summers out west and down at 
Big Cypress in the winter, they had no home base.)  Well, as luck would have it, he was 

assigned to a full time position out in Moab, UT, starting the week he was to do our 
presentation.  We are working to get someone up to the meeting from Big Cypress 

Swamp to talk about the park and what it has to offer as well as some about the Dark 
Sky Park program. 
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The December Big Cypress observing event was great.  John MacLean, Phil Jansen, Mike 

McCauley and I went down and the skies were wonderful.  There were observers from all 
over south Florida there, some from Naples, Miami, Fort Lauderdale and other areas.  

They had a large public turnout.  The skies were nice and dark!  (The guys want to go 
back as soon as they can!)  Lots of people came to look through the scopes and then we 

did a lot of general observing ourselves.  John couldn’t get over M31! 
 

John MacLean has been working with the City of Cape Coral Parks and Recreation to get 

us officially in as using Seahawk Park.  We supplied a schedule of upcoming public nights 
that we would be out there, and they are going to publicize these too.  We have a letter 

acknowledging the dates and that we sometimes are out there observing on other 
nights.  We need to notify them when we go out, more of a formality, as they wanted to 

make sure we didn’t conflict with the RC flyers, but all that is required is emailing them.  
I will have copies of the letter at the meeting and information about who to contact 

when you are going to go out there on other nights.  The letter will help if there are any 
issues with park rangers or the police questioning you being present at the park, so I do 

recommend getting a copy and keeping it with you when you are there.  Thanks John for 

getting this done! 
 

I have put the full schedule of the public events in the newsletter and this will get 

updated as events are added.  (There are also club only events as indicated.)  We are 
starting into the heavier public observing season and really could use help at these 

events. 
 

The Charlotte County guys will have public observing at the Moore Observatory at the 

FSW Punta Gorda Campus the 1st Friday of each month, so the first one for 2017 will be 
Jan 6th.  
 

The 21st is a very busy date.  The Charlotte County guys are doing solar observing 
during the day.  I will be headed out to Fisheating Creek for a public observing session 

with the campers/ visitors to the park.  (Let me know if you are interested in helping, as 
I will probably need to get you setup with the park so you can come in free.)  This is 

also the next Big Cypress night.     
 

On the 28th, we will be out at Caloosahatchee Regional Park for a star party.  (We are 
alternating with Seahawk Park through May, then Seahawk through the summer and 

back to alternating in the fall.)  This way we can avoid the park closings and provide a 
more public accessible location for our star parties. 
 

Brian 
 

January Program – On Thursday January 5th. 2017 we will have a representative of 
the National Park Service/Big Cypress National Preserve as our speaker.  Big Cypress 

just earned official Dark Sky Park status.  Luke Gommermann was to speak, but he just 
got permanently assigned to a position in Moab, UT and is starting there the first week 

of January.  This was rather short notice for him and for us.  He will be missed at the 
events they do at Big Cypress.  His wife will be finishing off the presentations this 

season.  As part of the Dark Sky Park Program, they have to do observing events, so 
there will be someone taking this over.   
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Big Cypress Observing December 3rd 2016 

 

John MacLean took these shots of me and Mike McCauley setting up at Big Cypress 

 

 
Phil Jansen took this shot of our setup and others getting setup.   That’s John MacLean 

standing to the right.  The talk occurred down by the tree.   Once the presentation was 

over, people came down to us to observe.  As you can see, this is a nice site to setup at.  
The visitor center is beyond the tent. 
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Phil Jansen took this picture of the Moon, Venus and Mike McCauley.  We had Mercury 
too just over the palm trees.  As you can see, the skies were beautifully clear and dark. 
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Another nice shot of observing and the stars by Phil Jansen  
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In the Sky this Month 
We don’t usually pay much attention to Uranus and Neptune, but planetary observers 
don’t have Saturn or Jupiter until late at night. You have the opportunity to find the 

other gas giants this month, considering a close conjunction between Neptune and Mars 
early in the month. 
 

Moon:  
January – 1st Quarter - 5th; Full – 12th; Last Quarter – 19th; New – 28th.  
 

The Planets:  

Venus reaches greatest elongation from the sun on the 12th. We can observe it for a full 
4 hrs after sunset most of the month while its disc illumination drops from 57% to 40% 

and magnitude reaches a bright -4.7  
 

Mars continues moving eastward, now in Aquarius, upper left of Venus. It still shines a 
distinct red, shrinking in disk size to only 5.7” wide while decreasing magnitude to +1.1. 

 
Neptune is 8th magnitude, but may be easier to find as it closes to within 0.2o of Mars on 

night of Dec 31-Jan 1. It stays just to the lower right of Lambda Aquarius until passing 
right below that star March 1st (in case you are not observing on New Year’s Eve). Look 

for the light blue disc 2.2” in diameter. 
 

Uranus is 5.8 magnitude and located just below Zeta Piscium (a nice binary star 
separated by 23 arcsec) and moving gradually eastward. It’s a pale green disc 3.5” in 

diameter. 

 
Jupiter is high in the sky at dawn, having risen at midnight. 
  
Saturn joins Mercury at dawn this month.  
 

International Space Station: The ISS is visible in the evening skies over Ft Myers 
January 23rd – 29th with the best view at -3.1 magnitude on evening of the 27th.  

 
The Hubble Space Telescope appears in the evening from January 5th – 19th with 

brightest magnitude of +0.7 to +0.8 visible from 1/12th through 1/18th.    
See this link for specific times and routes for both:  http://www.heavens-above.com/ 
 

  

http://www.heavens-above.com/
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Southwest Florida Astronomical Society, Inc.   Event Schedule 2017 

Jan 6th, 2017 Public Observing Moore Observatory 

FSW, Punta Gorda 
Dusk 

Jan 12th, 2017 Club Observing at 

Becky’s.  

Naples.   6:30pm – Pizza Included. 

Call Becky – 407-738-8445 

Jan 21st, 2017 Solar Observing Harbour Heights Park  
Port Charlotte 

9am-12noon  

Jan 21st, 2017 Big Cypress Observing Big Cypress Welcome Center 
Ochopee (US 41) 

7pm  

Jan 21st, 2017 Fish Eating Creek 

Observing 

Fish Eating Creek Campground  
Palmdale  
(US 27/SR 29) 

Dusk  (Public must be 

registered campers/ visitors 

to the campground) 

Jan 28th, 2017 Monthly Star Party Caloosahatchee Regional Park Dusk (Arrive before gate 

closes, park fee) 

Feb 3rd, 2017 Public Observing Moore Observatory 

FSW, Punta Gorda 
Dusk 

Feb 10th, 2017 Big Cypress Observing Big Cypress Welcome Center 
Ochopee (US 41) 

7pm 

Feb 11th, 2017 STEMtastic/Edison Day 

of Discovery 

Harborside Event Center/ 
Centennial Park 

10am-3pm Solar 

Feb 18th, 2017 Solar Observing Gilchrist Park Punta Gorda 9am-12noon  

Feb 25th, 2017 Burrowing Owl Festival Rotary Park Cape Coral 10am-3pm Solar 

Feb 25th, 2017 Monthly Star Party Seahawk Park Cape Coral Dusk 

March 3rd, 2017  Public Star Party Rotary Park Cape Coral 7pm-10pm  

(3/4 is weather date) 

March 3rd, 2017 Public Observing Moore Observatory 

FSW, Punta Gorda 
Dusk 

March 18th, 2017 Solar Observing Bayshore Live Oak Park 
Port Charlotte 

9am-12noon  

March 25th, 2017 Monthly Star Party Caloosahatchee Regional Park Dusk (Arrive before gate 

closes, park fee) 

March 25th, 2017 Big Cypress Observing Big Cypress Welcome Center 
Ochopee (US 41) 

8pm 

April 7th, 2017 Public Observing Moore Observatory 

FSW, Punta Gorda 
Dusk 

April 15th, 2017 Solar Observing Ponce DeLeon Park 
Punta Gorda 

9am-12noon  

April 24th, 2017 Monthly Star Party Seahawk Park Cape Coral Dusk 

May 5th, 2017 Public Observing Moore Observatory 

FSW, Punta Gorda 
Dusk 

May 20th, 2017 Solar Observing Harbour Heights Park  
Port Charlotte 

9am-12noon  

May 27th, 2017 Monthly Star Party Caloosahatchee Regional Park Dusk (Arrive before gate 

closes, park fee) 

June 2nd, 2017 Public Observing Moore Observatory 

FSW, Punta Gorda 
Dusk 

June 24th, 2017 Monthly Star Party Seahawk Park Cape Coral Dusk 

July 22nd, 2017 Monthly Star Party Seahawk Park Cape Coral Dusk 

Aug 19th, 2017 Monthly Star Party Seahawk Park Cape Coral Dusk 

Sept 23rd, 2017 Monthly Star Party Seahawk Park Cape Coral Dusk 

Oct 21st, 2017 Monthly Star Party Caloosahatchee Regional Park Dusk (Arrive before gate 

closes, park fee) 

Nov 18th, 2017 Monthly Star Party Seahawk Park Cape Coral Dusk 

Date Event Location           Time/Note  
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Dec 16th, 2017 Monthly Star Party Caloosahatchee Regional Park Dusk (Arrive before gate 

closes, park fee) 
 

All events are Weather Permitting.  If it is cloudy, we may not setup at all.  There may 
be no way to provide advance notice of cancellation.   
 

Monthly Star Parties:  These are held at either Caloosahatchee Regional Park (CRP) off SR78  
7 miles east of SR31 or at Seahawk Park in Cape Coral.  Other than park fees noted, these are 

free and open to the public. 
 

CRP has a gate that closes at dusk, you can check the county’s website for current gate closing 
times and the status of the park’s Northside entrance as that is where we observe from. (They 

may close the area if there are issues with the trails.)  There is a parking fee of $1/hr or $5/day 
at CRP.  Park in the main Northside parking lot.  We sometimes setup down the dirt road that 
goes to the east.  That area is grassy and may not be level, so one should walk on the dirt road 

as much as possible and watch their step. 
 

Seahawk Park is in North Cape Coral off Wilmington Blvd.  (Nelson Rd or Chiquita Blvd are the 
nearest cross streets.)  There is a brown sign in the center median at the entrance to the park.  

(GPS may not get you to the park, as some of the local roads have been closed.)  You will make 
a big J hook before getting to the parking area.  Seahawk Park is utilized by the Radio Controlled 

Planes and they have priority.  They are usually done by sunset but may be there before sunrise.  
Park in the lot and transport your equipment to the concrete staging area before the runway.  
This park is handicap capable as there is level concrete leading from parking to the staging area. 
 

Big Cypress:  The Big Cypress Visitor Center is located off US41 5 miles east of SR29 about 25 
miles east of Naples.  Big Cypress has earned a Dark Sky Park designation.  They hold observing 
events down the road that extends south of the Visitor Center during the winter months.  This is 

a real dark sky site.  One of their events this year is timed to a full moon with a penumbral 
eclipse, so that night will not be dark.  Their observing events are free. 
 

Solar Events:  We have daytime solar events where one can safely look at the Sun.  Things 

such as sunspots and prominences may be visible.  These are free unless tied to another event 
that may have an entrance fee. 
 

Rotary Park Star Party:  This is a free public star party held at Rotary Park at the south end of 

Pelican Blvd in South Cape Coral.  Park to the west of the main building and walk to where we 
are setup to the east of the main building.  If the weather is bad, we will try again the next 

night. 
 

Moore Observatory, FSW Punta Gorda Campus:  The campus is located off Airport Rd just 
east of I-75.  Go to the right around the lake and park.  The observatory is located down the 

path along the lake.  Besides the telescope in the observatory, additional scopes may be setup 
around the observatory.  This is a free event. 
 

Star Party Etiquette:  Bright white flashlights are not welcome.  We use red flashlights to 
preserve our night vision.  At the parks, please use just your parking lights if possible.  As there 

may be cords and tripod legs that are hard to see in the dark, we ask that all children be well 
behaved and cautious around the telescopes.  If you need help in moving around in the dark, 

just ask.  Someone will be happy to guide you with a red light.  If you have a telescope and 
need help with it, just ask.  Someone will be glad to show you how to use it.  
  

Golden Rules to Telescope Observing:  Move your eye to the telescope, don’t try to move 

the telescope to your eye!  Ladders/chairs are there for your support, the telescopes do not 
provide support and should not be touched. 
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Minutes of the Southwest Florida Astronomical Society – December 1, 2016 
submitted by Don Palmer, secretary 

The regular monthly business meeting of the Southwest Florida Astronomical Society 
was called to order at 7:28 pm by president Brian Risley in the Calusa Nature Center 

Planetarium. 

Thirty-two people were present, including two new members. 

The business meeting was suspended for the presentation of the program by Dr. Ken 

Watanabe of FGCU on Terrestrial Gamma ray Flashes.  He presented the history and 
results of gamma ray observing, current research, and future planned observations. 

The business meeting resumed at 8:26 pm. 

The past events listed in the printed agenda were reviewed. 

Upcoming events listed on the printed agenda were discussed. 

The annual PO Box rental of $130 is due.  Bruce Dissette made a motion, seconded by 
Joe Senich to authorize payment.  The motion carried on a voice vote. 

A discussion was held regarding the monthly star party location.  For both convenience 
of location and avoiding the rainy season closures at Caloosahatchee Regional Park 

(CRP), it was proposed to have the January, March, and May star parties at CRP, and the 
February, April, and June through October star parties at Seahawk Park in Cape Coral, 

returning to an alternating schedule when conditions at CRP allow.  Joe Senich made a 
motion to that effect, seconded by Chris Rasmussen.  The motion carried on a voice 

vote. 

Tom Segur volunteered and was accepted to conduct the annual audit of club finances. 

Mike McCauley made a motion, seconded by Joe Senich, for Don Palmer to continue as 

club secretary for 2017.  The motion carried on a voice vote. 

Tim Barrier volunteered to serve as club treasurer for 2017.  This was approved by a 

voice vote. 

Bill Francis made a motion, seconded by Joe Senich, for Bruce Dissette to continue as 
vice president.  The motion passed on a voice vote. 

Joe Senich made a motion, seconded by Bruce Dissette for Brian Risley to continue as 

president.  The motion passed on a voice vote. 

Bruce Dissette made a motion, seconded by Joe Senich for John MacLean to be  

Astronomical League Coordinator.  The motion passed on a voice vote. 
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Chris Rasmussen volunteered to serve as newsletter editor and was approved by a voice 

vote. 

Newsletter editor Ron Madl reported he appreciates receiving photos of club events.  
They should be maximum size of 1920 x 1080 pixels.  E-mail them to Ron or to Brian 

Risley. 

Ron Madl made a motion, seconded by Chris Rasmussen, to approve the minutes of the 

November 3 meeting as contained in the December Newsletter.  The motion carried on a 
voice vote. 

Treasurer Tony Heiner reported a November balance of $1523.58.  Ron Madl made a 

motion, seconded by Tom Segur, to approve the report.  The motion passed on a voice 
vote. 

Equipment Coordinator Brian Risley reported the Nexstar 6, CPC 800, Celestar 8, and 
the 6 and 8 inch Dobsonians are available for checkout when not in use for scheduled 

events. 

Program Coordinator Mike McCauley is looking for suggestions for program ideas. 

The business meeting was adjourned at 9:22pm. 
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The pioneering women who helped us picture the stars 

From Cosmos – Dec 15, 2016 

A little background on history of a group of Harvard women astronomers in late 1800s 
who did pioneering work in mapping stars, developing the categorizing system used 

today based on color and temperatures, and laying the foundation for Hubble’s work that 

identified galaxies and the expanding universe.  (RLM)  

 

Edward Pickering and female staff — including Margaret Harwood, Arville Walker, Ida 

Woods, Florence Cushman, Annie Cannon and Evelyn Leland — circa 1911.               
HARVARD UNIVERSITY ARCHIVES 

Long before the Hidden Figures “human computers” of NASA – the black women 

mathematicians whose pioneering work in the 1950s made America’s Space Age 
possible – came “the Ladies of the Harvard Observatory” whose work laid the basis for 

how we classify stars today. 

These women in the early years of the 20th century maintained and analysed early 

images of the stars recorded on delicate glass negative plates under the direction of 
then-director of the Harvard College Observatory, Edward Pickering. 

https://cosmosmagazine.com/space/black-lives-that-mattered-to-nasa-hidden-figures
https://cosmosmagazine.com/space/black-lives-that-mattered-to-nasa-hidden-figures
https://cosmosmagazine.com/space/black-lives-that-mattered-to-nasa-hidden-figures
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edward_Charles_Pickering
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The women’s work is documented in a new book by Dava Sobel called The Glass 

Universe: How the Ladies of the Harvard Observatory Took the Measure of the Stars. 

One of the astronomers, Williamina Fleming, began work as Pickering’s maid but went 
on to identify hundreds of stars, while Henrietta Swan Leavitt’s observations about the 

luminosity of stars would shape later ideas about the expanding universe. 

 

The stars of the Small Magellanic Cloud appear as black dots on this negative plate. 

HARVARD UNIVERSITY ARCHIVES 

  

https://www.amazon.com/Glass-Universe-Harvard-Observatory-Measure-ebook/dp/B01CZCW45O
https://www.amazon.com/Glass-Universe-Harvard-Observatory-Measure-ebook/dp/B01CZCW45O
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Did Betelgeuse Swallow Its Companion? 
By: Kelly Beatty from S&T 

The red supergiant marking Orion's shoulder seems to be spinning too fast. Did 

it get a boost when merged with a smaller companion star 100,000 years ago? 

 
Orion, the Hunter, is a hallmark of northern winter skies. The red supergiant star Betelgeuse 
marks one of his shoulders.  Akira Fujii 

This much is clear: Someday Betelgeuse will explode as a supernova. It's roughly 650 

light-years away — and when it goes, it'll be spectacular. 

But astronomers can't estimate when that might happen, because virtually everything 
known about this star is uncertain. Its surface temperature, mass, luminosity, and even 

its distance aren't pinned down very well. 

Those loose ends have nagged at J. Craig Wheeler, a colorful theorist and supernova 

specialist at the University of Texas, who has long been "obsessed with the uncertainty 
in the evolutionary state of Betelgeuse." But to narrow the date range for the star's 

eventual demise, he needs tighter constraints on its basic characteristics. Wheeler and 
an international team of undergraduate students have mounted an effort called the 

"Betelgeuse Project" to try to do that, and their results appear in an article published 
December 19th in the Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society. 

Best guesses, as put forward earlier this year by Michelle Dolan (University of Notre 

Dame) and others, are that Betelgeuse has 19 times the Sun's mass (somewhat larger 

than previously assumed), 126,000 times its energy output, a surface temperature of 
3500 kelvin, and a diameter of at least 1.2 billion kilometers — big enough to gobble up 

everything to the outer fringe of our asteroid belt and maybe even Jupiter too. 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/author/kelly-beatty-2/
http://www.as.utexas.edu/~wheel/
http://www.as.utexas.edu/~wheel/
https://arxiv.org/abs/1611.08031
https://arxiv.org/pdf/1406.3143v2.pdf
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/wp-content/uploads/Orion-Betelgeuse-Rigel.jpg
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Astronomers first determined the diameter of Betelgeuse in 1920, but it wasn't until 

1995 that the Hubble Space Telescope recorded the supergiant star's swollen disk. 
A. Dupree / R. Gilliland / NASA / ESA 
 

These guesstimates are all tied to how far away the star is, and for now we don't 

know that more accurately than to about ±25%. Another complication is that astronomers can 

resolve the disk of Betelgeuse (it's about 0.05 arcsecond across) — but, again, the true value is 
uncertain. 
 

And don't expect the European Space Agency's Gaia astrometry mission to pinpoint this 

star's distance. Betelgeuse is too bright for the spacecraft's sensitive sensors. Gaia can 
use a small filter to dim the light of stars brighter than magnitude 3, explains project 

scientist Timo Prusti, but the stars' centers still saturate. The "extremely challenging" 

analysis and reduction of these small images will take time, Prusti says, with "quite 
some patience needed." 
 

Another key characteristic is how fast Betelgeuse's bloated outer envelope spins. The 
blue- and redshifting of its spectrum (one limb is moving toward us, while the one on 

the opposite side is moving away), combined with a tilt to our line of sight of about 20°, 
yields a rotation speed along the equator of about 15 km per second. In its youth 

Betelgeuse must have spun much faster, perhaps as fast as 250 km/s. But like a 
spinning figure skater who flings her arms outward to slow down, the swelling of 

Betelgeuse as it became a red supergiant and the gradual loss of angular momentum via 
outflowing stellar winds have slowed the rotation rate dramatically. 
 

Betelgeuse is Spinning (Too) Fast 
 

Now, 15 km/s might not seem all that fast, but for comparison the Sun's equator crawls 

along at just 2 km/s. Having modeled the star's evolution with various masses and spin 
rates, Wheeler and his student team find the 15 km/s spin to be a particularly 

http://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/0004-6256/135/4/1430/pdf;jsessionid=031992AE6F4FAB0CDA4FAD8682C3B337.c4.iopscience.cld.iop.org
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/astronomy-news/gaia-mission-maps-billion-stars/
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/wp-content/uploads/size-of-Betelgeuse.jpg
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challenging constraint that only fits "at a very special, short-lived point in the evolution" 

lasting a mere 1,000 years. Given that this soon-to-die star is perhaps 8 or 8½ million 
years old, it's highly unlikely we're seeing it at such a short blip in its lifetime. 
 

According to Wheeler's team, one "out" could be that Betelgeuse formed as part of a 
binary system and that it gobbled up a 1-solar-mass companion while ballooning to its 

present size. 
 

“Suppose Betelgeuse had a companion when it was first born," he muses in a University 

of Texas press release. "And let’s just suppose it is orbiting around Betelgeuse at an 
orbit about the size that Betelgeuse is now. And then Betelgeuse turns into a red 

supergiant and absorbs it — swallows it." 
 

Actually, this hypothesis isn't far-fetched. Most beefy stars, those in spectral 

classes O or B, do form as binaries, and there's a 1-in-5 chance that the massive, 
solitary stars seen today are actually mergers of two paired suns into one. 

 
This 2012 infrared image of Betelgeuse by the orbiting Herschel telescope shows shells of matter 
on one side of the star.  Leen Decin / ESA 
 

There might even be circumstantial evidence for Betelgeuse's gluttonous act. We've 
known for two decades that this star is surrounded by a double-rimmed shell of matter 

that lies about 7 arcminutes away. Some astronomers think it's a shock front created as 
the star plows through the interstellar medium. But Wheeler calculates that the shell is 

just about where it should be if Betelgeuse had "burped" while devouring its companion 
roughly 100,000 years ago. 

The next step for the Betelgeuse Project will be to be to probe the star's interior using a 
technique called asteroseismology. This might reveal, for instance, whether a relatively 

dense, undissolved remnant of the sacrificial companion lies within the star's enormous 
volume. Stay tuned!  

http://mcdonaldobservatory.org/news/releases/20161219
http://mcdonaldobservatory.org/news/releases/20161219
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/astronomy-news/betelgeuse-is-making-waves/
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/wp-content/uploads/Betelgeuse_Decin_Herschel.jpg
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Big Science in Small Packages 

By Marcus Woo 

About 250 miles overhead, a satellite the size of a loaf of bread flies in orbit. It's one of 

hundreds of so-called CubeSats—spacecraft that come in relatively inexpensive and 
compact packages—that have launched over the years. So far, most CubeSats have 

been commercial satellites, student projects, or technology demonstrations. But this 
one, dubbed MinXSS ("minks") is NASA's first CubeSat with a bona fide science mission. 

Launched in December 2015, MinXSS has been observing the sun in X-rays with 

unprecedented detail. Its goal is to better understand the physics behind phenomena 
like solar flares – eruptions on the sun that produce dramatic bursts of energy and 

radiation.  

Much of the newly-released radiation from solar flares is concentrated in X-rays, and, in 

particular, the lower energy range called soft X-rays. But other spacecraft don't have the 
capability to measure this part of the sun's spectrum at high resolution—which is where 

MinXSS, short for Miniature Solar X-ray Spectrometer, comes in.  

Using MinXSS to monitor how the soft X-ray spectrum changes over time, scientists can 
track changes in the composition in the sun's corona, the hot outermost layer of the sun. 

While the sun's visible surface, the photosphere, is about 6000 Kelvin (10,000 degrees 

Fahrenheit), areas of the corona reach tens of millions of degrees during a solar flare. 
But even without a flare, the corona smolders at a million degrees—and no one knows 

why. 

One possibility is that many small nanoflares constantly heat the corona. Or, the heat 
may come from certain kinds of waves that propagate through the solar plasma. By 

looking at how the corona's composition changes, researchers can determine which 
mechanism is more important, says Tom Woods, a solar scientist at the University of 

Colorado at Boulder and principal investigator of MinXSS: "It's helping address this very 
long-term problem that's been around for 50 years: how is the corona heated to be so 

hot." 

The $1 million original mission has been gathering observations since June.  
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The satellite will likely burn up in Earth's atmosphere in March. But the researchers have 

built a second one slated for launch in 2017. MinXSS-2 will watch long-term solar 
activity—related to the sun's 11-year sunspot cycle—and how variability in the soft X-ray 

spectrum affects space weather, which can be a hazard for satellites. So the little-
mission-that-could will continue—this time, flying at a higher, polar orbit for about five 

years.  

  

Astronaut Tim Peake on board the International Space Station captured this image of a CubeSat 
deployment on May 16, 2016. The bottom-most CubeSat is the NASA-funded MinXSS CubeSat, 

which observes soft X-rays from the sun—such X-rays can disturb the ionosphere and thereby 
hamper radio and GPS signals. (The second CubeSat is CADRE — short for CubeSat investigating 

Atmospheric Density Response to Extreme driving - built by the University of Michigan and 
funded by the National Science Foundation.) Credit: ESA/NASA 
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Tim Barrier  Mike McCauley Maria Berni 

barrier.tim@gmail.com mmccauley13@comcast.net (239-940-2935) 

(239-887-8864)  (860-982-5022) 
 

Viewing Coords./Fakahatchee: Viewing Coord/Caloosahatchee: WebsiteCoordinator: 

Chuck Pavlick Bruce Dissette Bill Francis  

cpav4565@gmail.com bdissette@centurylink.net  Bill_Francis@hotmail.com  

(239-560-1516) (239-936-2212) (239-233-0958) 

Tony Heiner 

verahei@aol.com Equipment Coordinator: Club Historian: 

(941-629-8849) Brian Risley Danny Secary   

 swfasbrisley@embarqmail.com asecary@gmail.com 

 (239-464-0366) (239-470-4764) 
 

Astronomical League Calusa Nature Center Newsletter Editors:  

Coordinator: (ALCOR): Planetarium Director: Ron Madl 

John MacLean Heather Preston rmadlksu@gmail.com  

john.maclean@comcast.net heather@calusanature.org (785-410-2911) 

(239-707-3365) (239-275-3435) Chris Rasmussen 

  neontwister@yahoo.com 

                     (239-281-2352) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Southwest Florida Astronomical Society, Inc. 

P.O. Box 100127 

Cape Coral, FL 33910 

 

 
www.theeyepiece.org 
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