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A MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT 
 

It’s been a busy month.  We had STEMtastic and the Burrowing Owl Festival, both of 

which were great successes.  Weather cooperated and we had some nice sunspots to 
show people.  I’d like to thank Tony Heiner, Tom Segur, Bill Geertsen, Ron Madl, Chuck 

Pavlick, Tim Barrier, John MacLean, Joe Dermody, Daniel Mullin.  (If I missed you or 
incorrectly listed you, I am sorry, we had a lot of people), but I do want to thank you all.  

These events were the best attended by helpful club members that we have had!   
 

I want to thank Bob Gossen for his generous donation from the sale of his equipment.   
 

Tony Heiner reported that they had observing events at Moore Observatory each 
weekend this past month! 
 

We have been getting some requests in for Science Nights and class visits.  I could use 

some help with these, as the daytime ones I cannot do.  Unfortunately, many of the 
Science Nights get planned for times between 5-8pm and with the time change, these 

are occurring before it gets dark.   We have Venus and if the timing is good for the 
moon, we can show that.  Currently requests are in for:  Mar 15th 6:00-7:00 Franklin 

Park Elementary, Mar 23rd 5:30-7:30 Orangewood Elementary.  Kristy Lavis has asked 
about having someone come out and do an Ask the Astronomer event during the day at 

Gulf Middle School.  If you are interested in helping with these, let me know by the 
meeting so I can report back to them. 
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This Friday night (the 4th) is the Rotary Park Star Party.  With the advertising that went 

on at the Burrowing Owl Festival there this past weekend, this should be well attended 
by the public.  I plan to be there by 6:00pm and we will be setting up to the east of the 

main building.  I can use all the help I can get, we could have hundreds attend.  
Unfortunately Jupiter will just barely be rising by the end of the event, but we will have 

the Moon, Venus, Mars and the winter sky objects like Andromeda Galaxy, the Double 
Cluster, the Pleiades and the Orion Nebula.  (Saturday is weather date.) 
 

The 25th we have our club star party scheduled for Caloosahatchee Regional Park as well 
as the dark sky observing down at Big Cypress (the last event of the season there). 
 

Mike McCauley has lined up Jim Farrell from WINK News Weather to be our speaker for 
the April 6th meeting.  Since all our observing is weather dependent, this should be an 

interesting presentation. 
 

Along with the Burrowing Owl Festival this past weekend, we also had our club star 

party at Seahawk Park.  Tim Barrier, Phil Jansen, Mike McCauley and I were out there.  

Tim has some visitors as well as getting some visitors who found out about it from the 
Cape Coral Parks and Rec Calendar.  We did have Cape Police check on us, so it is 

important that if you want to observe from there that you get a copy of the letter from 
CC Parks and Rec that lets people know we are allowed there after hours, especially if 

you are going on nights other than the scheduled event nights.  While we were there, 
Phil took some nice shots.  I was surprised by what he was getting with just 30 second 

exposures.    
Brian 

 
Orion Nebula  Phil Jansen  2/25/17 -  30 Sec Exposure 
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STEMtastic/Edison Day of Discovery 2/11/17 - Centennial Park 
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Burrowing Owl Festival  2/25/17  Rotary Park Cape Coral 
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Program this Month  
Fellow Amateur Astronomers: 
 

In lieu of a guest speaker, the March meeting of the South West Florida 
Astronomical Society will feature two recorded lectures by Professor David 

Meyer, Professor of Physics and Astronomy at Northwestern University.  The topics of 
Dr. Meyers' lectures will be two observing favorites:  The Andromeda Galaxy (M31) and 

the Pleiades (M45).  These two, 30 minute lectures, are part of his 18 lecture course 

entitled "A Visual Guide to the Universe" published by The Great Courses.  Please join us 
on Thursday, March 2nd, at 7:30pm, at the Calusa Nature Center and Planetarium for 

our monthly meeting and these two informative and enjoyable lectures. 
 

Michael J. McCauley 
Program Coordinator 

SWFAS   
 

Photos by Tony Heiner Comets and Gary McFall’s Penumbral eclipse 

 

 
  

Tony Heiner 

Gary McFall 
Tony Heiner 

Tony Heiner 
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In the Sky this Month 
 

Moon:  
March – 1st Quarter - 5th; Full – 12th; Last Quarter – 20th; New – 28th.  
 

The Planets:  

Venus will rapidly drop out of the western evening sky this month. It starts at a bright  

-4.8 magnitude dimming to -4.1 by the 21st while its crescent shrinks from 17% 
illumination to only 2%. On March 25th it passes 8o north of the sun as it does once in its 

8 year cycle offering rare observing opportunities. It is far enough north that it rises 

before the sun in the morning of the 15th. For a few days around the 22nd you can 
observe Venus as both a morning and evening star on the same day.  

 
Mercury climbs into view by mid-month rising as Venus sinks in the evening sky. Both 

planets will be visible about 5o above the horizon 30 minutes after sunset on the 18th. 
 

Uranus is 5.9 magnitude and located just 2.2o  left of Mercury on March 25th. 
 

Mars still shines a distinct red, dimming to +1.4 magnitude.  It sets about 3 hrs after 
sunset.  

 
Jupiter is high in the sky at dawn and rises around 9:30 pm early in the month. It is 

located a few degrees from Spica. 
  
Saturn is high in the sky at dawn. It is in western Sagittarius and rises well after 
midnight.  

 
International Space Station: The ISS is visible in the evening skies over Ft Myers 

March 24th – 27th with the best view at -3.3 magnitude on evening of the 27th.  
 

The Hubble Space Telescope appears in the evening from March 1st – 9th with 
brightest magnitude of +0.6 visible when it passes directly overhead on March 3rd.    

See this link for specific times and routes for both:  http://www.heavens-above.com/ 
 

 

Annual Dues 
 

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 or Tim Barrier. 

  

  

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

March 1st, 2017 Herons Glen Star Party Heron’s Glen, N Ft Myers Dusk 

March 2nd, 2017 Monthly Meeting  Calusa Nature Center & 

Planetarium 

7:30pm 

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 6th, 2017  Monthly Meeting  Calusa Nature Center & 

Planetarium 

7:30pm 

April 7th, 2017 Public Observing Moore Observatory 

FSW, Punta Gorda 

Dusk 

April 15th, 2017 Solar Observing Ponce DeLeon Park 

Punta Gorda 

9am-12noon  

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

May 4th, 2017  Monthly Meeting  Calusa Nature Center & 

Planetarium 

7:30pm 

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 1st, 2017  Monthly Meeting  Calusa Nature Center & 

Planetarium 

7:30pm 

June 2nd, 2017 Public Observing Moore Observatory 

FSW, Punta Gorda 
Dusk 

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

July 6th, 2017  Monthly Meeting  Calusa Nature Center & 

Planetarium 

7:30pm 

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

August 3rd, 2017  Monthly Meeting  Calusa Nature Center & 

Planetarium 

7:30pm 

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

Sept 7th, 2017  Monthly Meeting  Calusa Nature Center & 

Planetarium 

7:30pm 

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

Oct 15th, 2017 Ding Darling Days Ding Darling National Wildlife 

Refuge - Sanibel 

Solar Observing/Displays 

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 

Dec 16th, 2017 Monthly Star Party Caloosahatchee Regional Park Dusk (Arrive before gate 

closes, park fee) 
 

  

Date Event Location           Time/Note  
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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. 

 

Minutes of the Southwest Florida Astronomical Society – February 2, 2017 will 

appear later.  
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Dwarf star hosts seven 

possibly habitable planets 
 

All bunched in close together, orbiting a tiny star, a newly 

discovered cluster of rocky planets has only just begun to 

yield its secrets.  

Richard A. Lovett reports. 
 

 
The TRAPPIST-1 star, an ultra-cool dwarf, has seven Earth-size planets orbiting it. 
NASA/JPL-CALTECH 

 
Scientists using a combination of ground and space-based telescopes have found 

a compact solar system containing not one or two, but seven rocky planets with masses 
similar to that of Earth. 
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“This is the first time that so many Earth-sized planets have been found around the 

same star,” says Michaël Gillon, an astronomer at the University of Liege, Belgium, who 
is lead author of a paper announcing the discovery today in Nature. Previously, he says, 

astronomers have found never found more than two or three such planets in a single 
system. 

He adds that at least three of these planets are the right distance from their sun to have 

liquid water. Indeed, it is possible that all seven might host liquid water on at least parts 
of their surfaces, depending on the composition of their atmospheres. 

The planets circle an ultra-cool dwarf star called TRAPPIST-1, located about 40 light 
years away. They were detected because their orbits periodically pass between us and 

the star, dimming its light by a small amount. 

TRAPPIST-1 is a very tiny star, with a mass about 8% that of our sun. To put it in 
perspective, Gillon says, “If the sun is a basketball, then TRAPPIST-1 is a golf ball.” 

It’s also very dim, producing far less light than our sun. But that’s still enough to keep 
its family warm, because they huddle so closely to it that the inner six planets’ orbits 

range from 1.51 days to 12.35 days. (The outermost orbit has not yet been fully 
determined, but is probably about 20 days, Gillon says.) 

Among other things, this means that the planets are not only very close to their star, 

but are so close to each other that they are only a few million miles apart. 

“If you were standing on the surface of one of these planets you would have a wonderful 

view,” Gillon says, noting that the other planets wouldn’t just be dots in the sky, but 
would appear as large or larger than the moon, with readily discernable features. 

Because TRAPPIST-1 is so small, it doesn’t radiate a lot of visible light. 

“It’s thousands of times brighter in the infrared than in the visible,” says Sean Carey, 
manager of NASA’s Spitzer Science Center at Caltech/IPAC, in Pasadena, California. But 

that made it ideal for study with the Spitzer Space Telescope, which is designed to 
measure infrared light. 

Using Spitzer, scientists were able to take advantage of the planets’ close proximity to 

each other in order to observe how gravitational tugs between them produce variations 
in their orbits. 

That’s important, because it allows astronomers to calculate each planet’s mass. By 
comparing that to their sizes (determined by the degree to which they dim the star’s 

light when passing in front of it) this makes it possible to calculate their densities. “From 
that we can tell if they are gaseous, rocky, or even [rich in] water,” Carey says. 
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“We have preliminary observations of the masses of six of the planets,” explains Gillon, 

who notes that the measurements indicate not only that these planets appear to be 
rocky, like Earth, but that one of them also appears to be rich in water. 

The next step will be to measure more precisely how the seven atmospheres affect the 

light from TRAPPIST-1 as it passes through them on its way to us, then using that to 
look the spectroscopic fingerprints of important gases. 

Already, says Nikole Lewis, an astronomer at the Space Telescope Science Institute in 
Baltimore, Maryland, scientists using the Hubble Space Telescope have determined that 

two of the innermost planets in the system do not have atmospheres dominated by 
hydrogen or helium. “That’s great, because that’s one more step along the path in 

having habitable worlds,” she says. 

 
This chart shows, on the top row, artist conceptions of the seven planets of TRAPPIST-1 with their orbital 
periods, distances from their star, radii and masses as compared to those of Earth. The bottom row shows data 
about Mercury, Venus, Earth and Mars. 
NASA/JPL-CALTECH 
 

Eventually, Gallon says, the goal will be to measure levels of greenhouse gases in these 

planets, trying to figure out precisely what their surface temperatures might be. 

“We will even search for gases that might be produced by life,” he says, “such as 

oxygen, ozone, methane and a whole host of others.” Getting precise measurements, 
however, may have to await the launch of NASA’s next-generation James Webb Space 

Telescope, presently scheduled for October 2018. 
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Meanwhile, there are things to be learned by continuing to study the planets’ orbits. 

One interesting thing about these planets is that their orbits appear to be locked into 

resonances with each other — meaning their orbital periods form very simple numerical 
ratios. Such patterns, says Hal Levinson, a planetary scientist at the Southwest 

Research Institute in Boulder, Colorado, who was not part of the study team, are rare 
for exoplanet systems. 

Gillon’s team says this means the planets orbits have shifted, indicating that they were 
born farther out from their sun and later migrated long distances inward. Levison 

doesn’t think that that long-distance migrations necessarily occurred, but he agrees that 
the resonance indicates that orbits have shifted. “Migrating a little bit, I think, has 

definitely happened,” he says. 

Another thing that can be deduced from the planets’ orbits is that they probably lie so 
close to their star that they are tidally locked, meaning that one side will always face the 

star. Among other things, that means they could have a hot side, a cold side, and a 
temperate zone between the two. 

Being that close their sun, Levison says, also means that they could experience fierce 
tidal heating and be extremely volcanically active. If so, that could also affect how 

habitable they are, he says. 

Another problem that might be bad news for habitability, Levison adds, is that when 
they are young, stars like TRAPPIST-1 are very active and emit “a huge amount of X-

rays.” If the planets were close to their present orbits at the time, that means they 

would have gotten “really baked.” Of course, he notes, “it is true they may not have 
been where we see them today.” 

But whatever we eventually discover about it, he notes, “this is a cool system.” 
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This article is provided by NASA Space Place. 

With articles, activities, crafts, games, and lesson plans, 

NASA Space Place encourages everyone to get excited about 
science and technology.  

Visit spaceplace.nasa.gov to explore space and Earth 

science! 

Solar Eclipse Provides Coronal Glimpse 

By Marcus Woo 

On August 21, 2017, North Americans will enjoy a rare treat: The first total solar eclipse 

visible from the continent since 1979. The sky will darken and the temperature will drop, 
in one of the most dramatic cosmic events on Earth. It could be a once-in-a-lifetime 

show indeed. But it will also be an opportunity to do some science. 

Only during an eclipse, when the moon blocks the light from the sun's surface, does the 

sun's corona fully reveal itself. The corona is the hot and wispy atmosphere of the sun, 
extending far beyond the solar disk. But it's relatively dim, merely as bright as the full 

moon at night. The glaring sun, about a million times brighter, renders the corona 
invisible. 

"The beauty of eclipse observations is that they are, at present, the only opportunity 

where one can observe the corona [in visible light] starting from the solar surface out to 

several solar radii," says Shadia Habbal, an astronomer at the University of Hawaii. To 
study the corona, she's traveled the world having experienced 14 total eclipses (she 

missed only five due to weather). This summer, she and her team will set up identical 
imaging systems and spectrometers at five locations along the path of totality, collecting 

data that's normally impossible to get. 

Ground-based coronagraphs, instruments designed to study the corona by blocking the 
sun, can't view the full extent of the corona. Solar space-based telescopes don't have 

the spectrographs needed to measure how the temperatures vary throughout the 
corona. These temperature variations show how the sun's chemical composition is 

distributed—crucial information for solving one of long-standing mysteries about the 

corona: how it gets so hot. 

While the sun's surface is ~9980 Fahrenheit (~5800 Kelvin), the corona can reach 
several millions of degrees Fahrenheit. Researchers have proposed many explanations 

involving magneto-acoustic waves and the dissipation of magnetic fields, but none can 
account for the wide-ranging temperature distribution in the corona, Habbal says. 
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You too can contribute to science through one of several citizen science projects. For 

example, you can also help study the corona through the Citizen CATE experiment; help 
produce a high definition, time-expanded video of the eclipse; use your ham radio to 

probe how an eclipse affects the propagation of radio waves in the ionosphere; or even 
observe how wildlife responds to such a unique event.  

Otherwise, Habbal still encourages everyone to experience the eclipse. Never look 

directly at the sun, of course (find more safety guidelines here: 
https://eclipse2017.nasa.gov/safety). But during the approximately 2.5 minutes of 

totality, you may remove your safety glasses and watch the eclipse directly—only then 
can you see the glorious corona. So enjoy the show. The next one visible from North 

America won't be until 2024.  

For more information about the upcoming eclipse, please see: 

NASA Eclipse citizen science page 

https://eclipse2017.nasa.gov/citizen-science 
 

NASA Eclipse safety guidelines 
https://eclipse2017.nasa.gov/safety 

 
Want to teach kids about eclipses? Go to the NASA Space Place and see our article on 

solar and lunar eclipses! http://spaceplace.nasa.gov/eclipses/ 

  
Illustration showing the United States during the total solar eclipse of August 21, 2017, with the umbra (black oval), 

penumbra (concentric shaded ovals), and path of totality (red) through or very near several major cities.  Credit: 

Goddard Science Visualization Studio, NASA 

 

  

https://eclipse2017.nasa.gov/safety
https://eclipse2017.nasa.gov/citizen-science
https://eclipse2017.nasa.gov/safety
http://spaceplace.nasa.gov/eclipses/
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Club Officers & Positions:  

 

President:  Vice President: Secretary: 

Brian Risley Bruce Dissette Don Palmer 

swfasbrisley@embarqmail.com bdissette@centurylink.net swfas.sec@gmail.com  

(239-464-0366)   (239-936-2212) (239-334-3471)  
 

Treasurer: Program Coordinator: Librarian: 

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 

                     (423-505-4758) 
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