
 

 

October, 2016 

Santa Monica Amateur 
Astronomy Club 

The Observer 
UPCOMING CLUB MEETING:       
FRIDAY, OCTOBER 14,  7:30 PM 

INSIDE THIS ISSUE 

A very busy October! 

In the news... 

Roger Penrose on “the 
new physics” 

 

OUR MEETING SITE 

Wildwood School               
11811 Olympic Blvd.              
Los Angeles, CA 90064 

Free parking:  
Garage, SE corner of 
Mississippi &   
Westgate. 
 

 

Santa Monica 

 

Amateur Astronomy 

Club 

Our meeting: 

Updates on a whirlwind of big news stories! 

Your guide to upcoming astronomy events! 

A busy month for astronomy in LA... 

That’s FAST:  The Five-Hundred Meter 

Aperture Spherical Telescope, China’s 

giant new project, becomes the world’s 

largest filled radio dish. 



UPCOMING 

ASTRONOMY 

EVENTS: 

Saturday, October 15: InnovatED.LA 
 Wildwood School (our home) 

 10am - 4pm 

Exhibits, including the RECON telescope and other projects at our host school.  Couldn’t be more 

convenient!  More information at our club meeting on Friday the 14th. 

 

Sunday, October 16: Carnegie Open House 

 813 Santa Barbara Street, Pasadena 

 2-5 pm 

A chance to see the offices where Hubble, Shapley and others worked.  More than just office space, 

there will be solar viewing, a chance to mingle with astronomers and presentations on the Giant Ma-

gellan Telescope and other projects.  Normally, parking is a piece of cosmic apple pie, but there’s a big 

convention in town, so this year could be a bit tougher.  Not likely a problem if you can walk a bit.  

Arrive well before 2pm, to be sure you don’t miss out!  You can drive, or take the Gold Line to Lake 

Avenue, a short walk away.  Santa Barbara Street is just a few blocks north of the 210 Freeway, off of 

Lake Street.  Always a pleasant afternoon.  Free.  No RSVP needed—just show up.  See “OCIW/

CarnegieScience.” 

 

Thursday, October 20: DPS Public Lecture 

 Pasadena Convention Center 

 7:00—8:30 pm 

Alan Stern, Principle Investigator for the Pluto New Horizons Mission will be giving a public talk.  

There will be a little bit of (not very dark-sky) viewing afterward.  

 

Saturday, October 22: Pasadena Astronomy Festival 

 Pasadena Convention Center 

 2:00—8:00 pm 

Also in connection with the big astro convention in town.  (The convention itself requires some rather 

expensive registration, but feel free to look it up.)  Solar viewing while daylight permits; vari-

ous...astronomical...things.  Sounds like a fun day for the kids (and the kid in all of us). 

 

Friday, November 4 and Sunday, November 6:  LA Valley College Planetarium 

 Friday night: “ET: The Real Search”  8pm ~$5.00 

Seating is very limited—lots of LAVC students from the astronomy class populate the 50-seat plane-

tarium.  See me first if you have any interest.  I can waive the modest charge, and save a couple of 

seats.  (Editor, JL) 

 Sunday the 6th at 7:30 pm: “Astronomy and the Nobel Prize.”   

Same note as above, although seating is easier.  Free to all. 



Recommended (but very ambitious) reading: Roger Penrose’ s new 

book.  Penrose, who invented many of the mathematical methods used 

by his colleague Stephen Hawking, shares some of his ‘hesitations’ over 

string theory, inflation and higher dimensions.  By no means a simple 

nay-sayer, the ever-insightful Penrose exposes these highly popular 

theories to sophisticated, and delightful, criticisms. 

Just how did he come up with that strange title?  Just It was early one 

morning when his publisher called... 

 

What’s the problem with String Theory?  Penrose claims that he liked the string idea from the 

start—but when multiple dimensions arose, there was a problem:  The number of possible fields 

(such as electromagnetism) jumps almost catastrophically with the number of dimensions.  

Problem or not?  String theorists don’t seem too bothered by this, but Penrose is.  He also has 

issues with Cosmic Inflation—seemingly a well-supported theory—based on the properties of 

General Relativity.  Penrose is no ordinary ‘gadfly’; he’s one of the world’s leaders in relativity, 

and his objections will certainly be the subject of many a conversation! 



 

China has built FAST, the Five Hundred Meter Aperture Spheroidal Telescope.  This 

giant radio dish, now the world’s largest, sits in a natural depression in SE China.  It 

will study interstellar molecules to tell us more about how stars form, and pulsars, to 

help us keep time more accurately, reverting once again to the heavens.  FAST will also 

be able to search for ET, when the proper equipment is added later.  The dish, known 

in China as “Tainyan”, or “Eye of Heaven”, will be open to international scientists—and 

to tourists, who could be a challenge for the radio-quiet facility. 

Ironically, Tianyan is neither 500 meters, nor spherical.  Only 300 meters at a time is 

used, and the shape is turned to a paraboloid by applying pressure on the supporting 

cables.  Its working size closely matches the Arecibo dish, in Puerto Rico. 



The Mars Curiosity rover is exploring Murray Buttes, in Gale 

Crater.  Join us at our October meeting to hear more about 

this! 

The MAVEN orbiter 

has been circling Mars 

for over a year now, 

closely scrutinizing 

the composition and 

mass loss of the Mar-

tian atmosphere.  

MAVEN showed that 

much of the Martian 

atmosphere is forever 

lost to space.   

Terraforming just got 

a bit tougher... 



Mars is soon to get another visitor!  Alas, 

the Schiaparelli probe will only last for a 

few days—but it could give us new insights 

into surface processes.  Arrival: October 19. 

More at our meeting... 



The Dawn Mission, now moving to its next target, has left us 

with a wealth of information on Ceres.  Ahuna Mons, it turns 

out appears to be a giant cryovolcano.  And giant it is:  At 

13,000 feet, it’s almost as tall as Mt. Everest—base to height, 

that is.  (Everest is 15,000 feet, measured that way.) 



“There’s one fewer space probe in the heavens…” 

Rosetta ended its spectacular twelve year mission 

with a ‘controlled crash landing’ on its comet, 

67P/Churyumov-Gerasimenko on September 30.  

The probe snapped images all the way to its icy 

landing.  This is one of the last panoramas. 

How cool is that?  (Rosetta will tell us!) 



Could it be?  Plumes spotted off of Jupiter’s satellite 

Europa?  The Hubble Space Telescope spied these hints 

of material.  Perhaps we won’t have to drill and melt 

our way down to the ocean after all… 

(And a daunting task it would have been!) 

Europa’s ocean…. 

easier than we 

thought? 

 

(Can’t say yet…) 



STAR REPORT for OCTOBER and early NOVEMBER 2016 

 

Moon is above Saturn and Venus on Nov. 2nd 

 

Mercury  -  mag. -1.1 very low in the East at sunrise now but lost from view later on in October 
as it reaches Superior Conjunction (behind the Sun) on the 27th. It meets Jupiter on the 11th at 
sunrise. 

 

Venus  -  increases from -3.9 to -4.0 low in the Western at sunset (it will get higher in Novem-
ber). On the 30th Saturn is just to its upper right in the Southwest and higher yet and to the 
South. It passes from Libra to Scorpius this month. 

 

Mars  -  decreases from mag. +0.1 to +0.4 and is 1/3 of the way down from the West of the me-
ridian in Sagittarius at sunset. It passes 7 deg. South of the waxing crescent Moon on Oct. 8th. 
Mars will enter Capricorn on Nov. 8th.  

 

Jupiter  -  mag. -1.7 just above the Eastern horizon at sun rise in Virgo. It passes just Souoth of 
a waning crescent Moon on the 28th. It will be less than a degree South of Mars on the 11th. 

 

Saturn  -  mag. +0.6 in Ophiuchus Northeast of Antares and is 1/3 of the way up from the West-
ern horizon at sunset. It gets lower and harder to spot at the end of the month and falls into 
twilight in November. Mars moves between Saturn and Antares on Oct. 28th. 

 

Uranus  -  mag. +5.7 in Pisces and 1/3 of the way down in the West from the meridian at sun-
rise and low in the East at sunset and so provides a good opportunity for viewing with binocu-
lars as it's out all night long. It reaches opposition on the 5th. 

 

Neptune  -  fades from +7.8 to +7.9 in Aquarius and is 1/3 of the way up from the Western hori-
zon at sunset. 

 

Minor Planets 

Pluto  -  mag. +14.29 in Sagittarius;  1 Ceres  -  mag. +7.5 in Cetus;  2 Pallas  -  mag. +9.79 in 
Aquarius;  4 Vesta  -  mag. +8.10 in Cancer 

 

Meteor Showers 

Orionids best at predawn from the South on Fri. & Sat., Oct. 21 and 22 at 15/hr. from Comet 
Halley 

Taurids best at late evening from the South, on Sun., Nov. 9 at 3/hr. from Comet Encke  

 

Time Change  -  Daylight Savings Time ends on Sunday, Nov. 6th and Pacific Standard Time 
begins. Turn your clocks back from 2 a.m. to 1 a.m.  

 

Star Report, courtesy of Don and Lynne Berry.  (Full 
report available at our meeting!) 



White Dome geyser erupting in Yellowstone. 

Sun erupting 93,000,000 miles away. 

(From “Astronomy Picture of the Day”) 

Yellowstone National Park is situated over one of the 20 or so mantle plumes 

arising from deep within the earth.  Some of these—like the Hawaiian hot 

spot and the Iceland hot spot—could conceivably be coming from the core-

mantle boundary itself.  Yellowstone’s hotspot, while very extensive, may be 

shallower—caused by a lessening of the overlying pressure.  These mantle 

plumes are still somewhat mysterious, and are the subjects of considerable 

ongoing research. 


