
 

 

 November, 2015 

Santa Monica Amateur 

Astronomy Club 

The Observer 
UPCOMING CLUB MEETING:       

FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 13 7:30 PM 

INSIDE THIS ISSUE 

Our annual club 

banquet! 

The bizarre case 

of KIC8462852 

Enceladus 

Rosetta’s comet 

OUR MEETING SITE: 

Wildwood School               

11811 Olympic Blvd.              

Los Angeles, CA 90064 

Free parking in garage, 

SE corner of Mississippi 

&Westgate. 

REMINDER:  December 

is our club election 

month.  Please consider 

contributing! 

 

Santa Moncia 

 

Amateur Astronomy 

Club 

    New Cassini images show Saturn’s satellite Enceladus 
in unprecedented detail.  Cassini has just passed within 
30 miles of the surface, to study the jets coming from 
this active world.  Analysis of their composition may tell 
us about conditions in what is now thought to be a glob-
al, subsurface ocean. 

Club Members Will Speak On:     

Rosetta’s Comet: A New Paradigm 

The Bizarre Case of KIC8462852 

Enceladus Revealed! 

ANNUAL CLUB BANQUET! 

When? Saturday, Nov. 14   6 pm 

Where?  Billlingsley’s 

Who?  All club members welcome!  See 

inside! 
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It’s been another 365.24219 days, and you know what that means—

another year has gone by.  And THAT can only mean one thing... 

 

Time for the  Santa Monica Astro Club’s 34th Annual Club 

Banquet 

WHERE?   

Billingsley’s Restaurant 

11326 W. Pico Boulevard, Los Angeles, 90064 

Billingsley’s is just a short hop west of where the 405 Freeway crosses 

over Pico Boulevard, and that’s just west of the famous “Pico and Sepul-

veda” intersection (we still don’t know why it’s famous).  It’s on the 

south side of Pico.   Parking lot; may be valet because of metro con-

struction, but still free (plus tip?).  Menu available on line. 

WHEN? 

6pm, Saturday, November 14 

WHO? 

Hopefully, you. 

PLEASE...Just so we have an idea of how many to expect, RSVP with 

Robert at astrorlozano@verizon.net or at (310) 450-1944.  Last minute 

decision?  Just show up!  We’d rather have you there! 

 

Billingsley’s has a wide variety of food 

choices—from steak and salad to sand-

wiches and lighter fare.  This is one of the 

last of the old-time classic venues. 
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Update :  The Rosetta Mission to Comet P67 Churyumov-Gerasimenko 

New results are in from ESA’s Rosetta 

probe—and it turns out that this comet is 

71% porous!  Radar hasn’t detected any 

large caverns inside, and it should be able to 

see spaces greater than about 30 feet across.  

Still, with 71% porosity, there probably are 

both large pore spaces among the solid inte-

rior blocks, and micropores in the snowy 

matrix between them on the comet’s interi-

or.  It looks as if this comet really did come 

from a collision of two smaller bodies, as 

you might suspect from its appearance. 

What about those jets?  (Above.)  Some 

turn on and turn off quickly, and we now 

know that  many of the jets are con-

trolled by thermal cracking.  Some parts 

of the comet vary by more than 100oF as 

they go from sun to shade. 

These cliffs (right) on the comet’s neck 

are almost a kilometer high—that’s 

about 3,000 feet.  With only 1/10,000 

earth’s gravity, though, you could step 

off this cliff, land at a walking 

pace...and just keep on walking! 

Sinkholes, like the one in this image (below, left) 

seem to be the source of many jets, which emerge 

from the walls.  Three-meter sized boulders line 

many of these sunken walls.  Molecular oxygen has 

now been discovered in the jet material.   All of this 

has astronomers deliriously excited!   The implica-

tions are dramatic!  

SHAMELESS TEASER: Want to know why? Drop 

by the meeting, and hear all about it! 



The Bizarre Case of KIC8462852:  WTF?? 

Before you write that indignant letter to the editor, “WTF” stands for “Where’s the 

Flux”, and it’s in the title of a very prestigious paper to the journal Nature.  The Kepler 

spacecraft has spent the last four years, and more, staring at 150,00o stars in a patch of 

the sky in Cygnus, looking for regular drops in the brightness of these stars, which 

might signal transiting exoplanets.  It has now got thousands of candidates, and the 

light curves generally look something like this: 

A regular, repeatable dip gets 

chalked up as another planet 

find.  Naturally, there will be a 

few unusual outliers, whose 

light curves are more challeng-

ing—but a “citizen science” pro-

gram that allowed people out-

side the scientific community to 

scan and catalog the light curves 

turned up something that has 

the internet—and the astronom-

ical community—all abuzz! 

Of the thousands of stars observed and categorized, there is one that 

stands out as utterly unlike anything else ever seen:  KIC 8462852.  Con-

trast this light pattern with what we expected to see: 



 

The Bizarre Case of KIC8462852, continued 

These light dips are totally erratic, so the culprit isn’t a planet.  But what is it? 

A surrounding cloud of dust? 

 But that should be warmed by the star, producing an infrared excess.

 We see no such signal. 

A series of giant starspots? 

 But the signals are completely erratic, and don’t even come close to 

 matching the star’s rotation period. 

Gravity darkening of the star, combined with surface features? 

 But again, this doesn’t match the bizarre pattern of the dips. 

 There’s one set ~800 days into the observations, and another set       

 ~ 1500 days in.  These are complex patterns of dips, unlike anything 

 previously seen. 

A swarm of comets passing in front of the star? 

 This is considered one of the leading hypotheses—but astronomers 

 admit  that there’s a huge problem with this scenario:   Some of  the 

 dips block 20% of the star’s light!  How can even the densest swarm of 

 tiny comets do that? 

A collision and breakup of planets in the system? 

 Blocking 20% of the light is still a problem—even a giant Jupiter 

 doesn’t do anything like that! 

A bizarre stage in stellar evolution? 

 But between the dips, the star looks completely normal.  It’s a Main 

 Sequence star, modestly brighter than our sun, but otherwise quite

 similar.  Hardly a candidate for ‘strangest star seen’. 

A dust cloud surrounding a nascent star? 

 But this star doesn’t seem to be young at all. 

 

KIC8452852 has defied every “reasonable” attempt to explain it, leaving as-

tronomers gleefully admitting that they’re somewhat baffled... 



 

The Bizarre Case of KIC8462852:  Conclusion? 

 

The cometary hypothesis might look somewhat like this: 

But this hypothesis, like all others, doesn’t neatly fit the observa-

tions.  So, what’s left? 

Here it is!  Try this idea: 

No, the original paper in the Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society 

did NOT mention space aliens—-but the authors of that paper, and other astrono-

mers, have openly discussed what such a “project” would look like, and how to 

test for it.  In fact, the Kepler Satellite SHOULD be able to see these! 

SHAMELESS TEASER #2: Why did astronomers anticipate such a crazy hypoth-

esis?  What is happening right now with KIC8462852?  Are they REALLY check-

ing for alien “Dyson Sphere” constructions around this F3V, 1,400 l.y. distant 

star?  This, too, will be a topic at our upcoming meeting. 



The South Polar Region of Saturn’s moon, Enceladus (above, and below).  

The Cassini Probe made a daring run through the plumes of Enceladus, pass-

ing through at 19,000 mph (relative to the surface) just 30 miles above the ice 

of this 300-mile-wide body.  There are hydrocarbons here, including formal-

dehyde.  Analysis is ongoing, and more results may be out later this week.  

Stay tuned!  (This picture is taken at local night, by the light of Saturn!) 

Analysis of the libration, or twisting 

of Enceladus under the influence of 

gravity, indicates that the ice may be 

an average of 15 miles thick, under 

which there could be a 15 mile-deep 

ocean.  More about this at our meet-

ing! 



Pictured above: 

The Simonians, longtime members, with Tim Thompson, long-time speaker.  (Tim’s the one 

with the badge—and, oh yes, the beard.)  Vicken Simonian and his wife are at right.  New family 

member and proud grandparents at left.  Gregory Simonian isn’t in the picture, and we haven’t 

seen him for a while—but here’s why: He has finished his undergraduate degree in astrophysics  

at Caltech, and is now working on his Ph.D. at Ohio State University.  We wish him—and the 

rest of this wonderful family—the very best. 

At the Carnegie Observatories Open House! 



At the UCLA Explore Your Universe event! 

Above:  Our intrepid webmaster and young scientist ‘extraordinaire’ Ben 

Wolman.  Ben was explaining Kelvin-Helmholtz instability at the UCLA 

Event.  You might want to ask him about it at the meeting! 

 

Below: Our host, Joe Wise, at the DAWN Mission exhibit at UCLA.  Joe has 

guided the educational outreach component of this highly successful NASA/

JPL Mission, and has opened up countless young minds to the wonders of 

science and exploration. 



At the Jet Propulsion Laboratory  Open House! 

Robert, with a model of Enceladus (above) and in Mission Control (below).  

Yes, it was crowded beyond belief at the entrance.  Combine temperatures in 

the upper 90’s, record-setting crowds and the city’s removal of the lab’s East 

Parking Lot, and you have a recipe for  challenged earthlings.  But once inside, 

there was so much to do and learn—and some of the ‘attractions’ were remarka-

bly free of lines, especially later in the day.  There was no problem at all getting 

into the “Solar System Exploration” exhibit hall—always a blast—or the mind-

bending “Universe” area.  The “Earth Sciences” site was a whirlwind of exciting 

projects and scientists eager to talk about them.  And, for the first time ever, 

‘outworlders’ were allowed right onto the main floor of  the Spaceflight Opera-

tion Facility, aka ‘mission control’.  By 4pm, there was barely a line to get into 

this world-famous location, the very hub of our robotic reconnaissance of our 

Solar System. 



At the Starlight Festival, Oak Canyon! 

At the Starlight Festival (Oak Canyon Park, off Kanan Road), club members 

were able to get a picture of the moon, taken with their cell phones mounted 

on a telescope.  (Here’s mine—ed.) 

The Szeghy family won a telescope at the big drawing.  Congratulations!  The 

kids were already using it before the crowds went home, looking at the moon 

with their own eyes. 

P.S. Where were these cool events publicized?  In the October Bulletin, that’ s where!  That, and 

the Yahoo Group! 

Join the email group—and, next time, join us at the events! 



And finally...All Things Must Pass 

Above: Jim, Rita, Jed, Robert and Jason. 

Below:  With the owners and the staff. 

 

 

Our venerable after-meeting 

hangout, DiVita’s Restaurant, has 

closed.  After something like 40 

years, the owners are happily retir-

ing—but we’re all a bit senti-

mental.  It isn’t easy to find family 

–owned places these days, where 

the food is prepared from home 

recipes and the servers feel like a 

part of the family. 

It’s even harder to find a place like 

that open past midnight on a Fri-

day!—but DiVita’s was that kind of 

place.  Every second Friday of the 

month, the owners would make 

sure that their cars were moved so 

we had enough spaces to park, and 

we could always count on our own 

table in the back. 

There aren’t a lot of places like that  

along Wilshire Boulevard any 

more... 

A special thank you to the owners 

and the staff of DiVita’s, who have 

shown us such hospitality over the 

years.  We wish everybody well. 



A Parting Shot: 

 

Hard to believe—it’s the 15th anniversary of the International Space Station.  

People have been living on it since November, 2000.   

It’s also the 17th anniversary for the hardware itself, with the launch of the 

first module, Zarya, on a Russian rocket in November, 1998. 

Many of us can recall how the space station would get brighter every time we 

saw it pass overhead, with the addition of modules and solar panels. 

Today, the Shuttles that helped build it are, of course, retired to museums 

(such as our California Science Center, with the Endeavour)—but the astro-

nauts are still teaching us how to live and work in space. 

Astronaut Scott Kelly took this amazing shot of the Earth and Milky Way from 

the ISS on August 9, 2015. 


