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ASNNE MISSION

ASNNE is an
incorporated, non -
profit, sc ientific and
educational
organization with
three primary goals:

1) To have fun
sharing ou r
knowledge and
interest with o thers.

2) To provide basic
education in
astrono my and
related sc iences to
all who are
interested.

3) To promote the
sc ience of
Astrono my.

 Feb. 2007

Member of NASA’s
Night Sky Network

Newsletter of the Astrono mical Society of Northern New England

inter has finally caught up with us,
so we should be prepared for
some long, cold nights this month.

There are two highlights this February, the
opposition of Saturn and Mercury’s greatest
elongation from the sun.
      Saturn will reach opposition on Saturday,
February 10. It will be opposite the sun in our
sky, which means that it will rise as the sun
sets and that it will remain in our sky all night
long. It will reach its highest point in the sky
of around 30 degrees up at local midnight. Af-
ter that it will start rising before sunset and
reach its highest point before midnight.
      The best time each year to look at a supe-
rior planet (one that orbits the sun outside of
Earth’s orbit) is at or near its opposition. The
planet is closest to Earth and at its brightest,
largest, and highest in the sky for the year at
that time. Saturn will be 762 milli on miles
away, which is just over one hour at the speed
of light, which travels at 186,000 miles per
second, or 670,616,629 miles per hour. Sat-
urn shines with a steady, golden light at zero
magnitude in the constellation of Leo the Lion
and covers 20.3 arc seconds of the sky. The
tilt angle of its rings is decreasing now, and it
will appear to have no rings at all for a while
in 2009. The last time Saturn looked like it
had lost its rings was in 1996.
      You can easil y see its largest moon,
named Titan, through a telescope. You may
also be able to see 4 more of its 47 current
moons through a good backyard telescope.
These are Tethys, Dione, Rhea, and Ence-
ladus, whose recently discovered ice geysers
provide the particles that make up the E-ring
around Saturn.
      We learned a great deal more about Titan
two years ago, when the Cassini mission
dropped the Huygens probe onto its surface.

What’s Up In February
 by Bernie Reim

Titan is the only moon in our solar system
with a dense atmosphere, about 10 times as
dense as ours. Rich in organic material, Titan
resembles the earth of about 3 billi on years
ago, before oxygen was introduced into our
system by bacteria that could photosynthesize
the sun’s energy to make sugars.
      Landing on a gravelly outflow wash on the
distant, alien shores of a dried lakebed with
rounded ice pebbles in a steady drizzle of
methane at 290 degrees below zero F., the
Huygens probe saw a surprisingly dramatic
landscape of channels formed by some kind of
flowing liquid, probably methane or ethane.
Cryo volcanoes erupt occasionally on Titan,
releasing the trapped heat of its still active in-
terior. They are still analyzing data from this
mission and the currently orbiting Cassini
mission wil l gather more data about Saturn
and its moons for another two years, solving
more mysteries about these enigmatic and dis-
tant worlds.

   “ Continued on page 3”

          The Golden Rule of Astronomy:“ If you own a telescope,
        you have a moral obligation to share the view!” John Dobson

Astronomical League
Member



SkylightsPage 2

Club Contacts

Off icers:

President:
David Bianchi
dbianchi@verizon.net

Vice President:
Ron Burk
ron.burk@yahoo.com

Secretary:
Joan Chamberlain
starladyjoan@yahoo.com

Treasurer:
Wes Brann
wbrann@maine.rr.com

Board of Directors:

Tim Brown
zawijava@maine.rr.com

Ian Durham
idurham@anselm.edu

Scott Kearney
scottydog1@verizon.net

Star Par ty
Co-ordinator :

Ron Burk
ron.burk@yahoo.com

Skylights Editor :

Paul Kursewicz
pkursewicz@verizon.net

Website Manager:

Jim Hatch
nerdfulthing@earthlink.net

NASA Night Sky
Network
Co-ordinator :

Joan Chamberlin
starladyjoan@yahoo.com

JPL Solar System
Ambassador :
Joan Chamberlin
starladyjoan@yahoo.com

Why don't we have a Total Lunar or
Solar Eclipse every month?

The Moon does not orbit the Earth
along the ecliptic (the plane formed by
the Earth's orbit around the Sun). The
orbit of the Moon is til ted. Think of
the Moon's orbit as a tilted hula hoop
in space. The Moon moves along this
tilted hoop every month. Most of the
time, the Moon is above or below the
ecliptic (which is where the Earth's
shadow falls). Because of this, a Lunar
or Solar Eclipse does not occur.

A lunar or solar eclipse occurs only
when the path of the Moon crosses a
node (the points where the Moon's or-
bit intersects the ecliptic) or the point
in sky where the Earth's shadow falls.
If you hold the hula hoop around your
waist, the node would be the two
points, where the hoop passes your
waist. Notice that the hoop is above or
below your waist most of the time. To
demonstrate this, place a flat ring like
those found on clothing racks in stores
indicating sizes, or a donut-shaped
ring on the hoop. This ring represents
the Moon and can be moved along the
hoop to show the monthly movement
of the Moon around the Earth.

Check out web site
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecliptic#Ec
liptic_and_equator to learn more about
the ecliptic.

This article was published in the Celestial
Observer newsletter - - Editor

Have you every wondered what our Sun
would look li ke from Alpha Centauri
(nearest star system to our Sun)? I was
cleaning out one of my cabinets and
found the following on a sheet of paper.
- - Editor

The View from Alpha Centauri
author/source unknown

      The Sun appears as a 0.5 magnitude star to
an observer at Alpha Centauri.  This means
that the Sun would be a littl e fainter than Pro-
cyon (magnitude 0.34) and a littl e brighter
than Altair magnitude 0.75), as these stars ap-
pear from the Earth.  Now let's look at the po-
sition of our Sun in the night sky from Alpha
Centauri
      According to the computer program EZ
Cosmos, the right ascension of Alpha Centauri
is 14 hours 39.6 minutes and its declination is
-60 degrees 50.1 minutes.  We know that the
Sun's Coordinates would be on the opposite
side of the celestial sphere.  Why?  Because as
we travel directly to Alpha Centauri, we're
traveling directly away from the Sun.
      From Alpha Centauri, the Sun's right as-
cension would be 2 hours 39.6 minutes, and its
declination would be 60 degrees 50.1 minutes.
This means that the Sun would appear inside
the boundaries of the constellation we call
Cassiopeia and it would be the brightest star in
Cassiopeia.
      From Earth, Cassiopeia has a famili ar "W"
shape.  According to the computer program
CircumSpace, the "W" shape is only slightly
distorted from Alpha Centauri.  Here is a dia-
gram that shows how the "W" of Cassiopeia
would appear from Alpha Centauri and the po-
sition of the Sun in the constellation.

BARLOW BOB'S CORNER:
The Hula Hoop

Sun
Cassiopeia
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Moon Phases

February 2
Full

February 10
Last Quarter

February 17
New

February 24
First Quarter

Moon Data

February 2

Saturn 0.9T south

of Moon

February 3

Regulus 1.1T south

of Moon

February 7
Moon at apogee

Spica 1.3T north

of Moon

February 11

Antares 0.7T north

of Moon

February 12

Jupiter 6T north

of Moon

February 14

Mars 4T north

of Moon

February 19
Moon at perigee

Venus 2T south of

Moon (noon EST)

What’ s Up “ Continued from page 1”

      Our first planet, Mercury will reach great-
est eastern elongation from the sun at 18 de-
grees, on February 7. It will be visible about 7
degrees below and to the right of Venus in the
western evening sky about 40 minutes after
sunset. Called inferior planets, since they orbit
inside of Earth’s orbit, both Mercury and
Venus go through phases like the moon. They
are both nearly full , in a waning gibbous phase
early this month, but Mercury changes faster
and will be reduced to a thin sliver in the wan-
ing crescent phase by the middle of this
month. Venus, at minus 3.9 magnitude is 3
magnitudes, or nearly 16 times brighter than
Mercury at minus 0.9 magnitude.
       Mercury is a very interesting littl e planet
which still harbors many mysteries. Not that
much is known about our first planet, since we
have only sent one mission there, Mariner 10
back in 1974. However, another mission
called Messenger has already been launched
on August 3rd of 2004, and wil l swing by
Mercury in 2008 and 2009, but will not settle
into its orbit until March of 2011. This space-
craft will t ell us many new things about this
puzzling planet, including why it has such a
high density, its geologic history, the nature
and cause of its weak magnetic field, the struc-
ture of its core, and where its tenuous atmo-
sphere came from.
      Mercury is only 3,000 miles in diameter,
which is smaller than two of the moons in our
solar system, Ganymede around Jupiter and
Titan around Saturn. Since it is the closest
planet to the sun, Mercury orbits at the fastest
speed of any of our 8 planets. It orbits at
around 30 miles per second, compared to 18.6
mps for Earth and 5 mps for Pluto, which has
been demoted to an icy dwarf planet last sum-
mer.
      That rapid revolutionary speed around the
sun makes one year on Mercury last only 88
days. The strange thing is that it rotates so
slowly that one day equals 59 earth days. That
locks it into a 3 to 2 ratio, doing only 3 rota-
tions for every 2 orbits around the sun. If you
could walk around on Mercury, you could ac-
tually see the sun rise about half way up, then
reverse itself and set before rising again, all i n
the same Mercurian day.
      The coldest it gets on Mercury on the side
away from the sun is minus 300 F., which is as
cold as Titan, nearly one billi on miles from the

sun. The hottest it gets is 800 F on the side
facing the sun, which is as hot as all of Venus
always is, due to its thick atmosphere and run-
away greenhouse effect.
       Jupiter and Mars are stil l the morning
planets and they continue to climb a littl e
higher into our sky each morning.

Feb. 2. Full moon is at 12:45 a.m. EST. This
is also called the Hunger, Snow, Storm, or
Wolf Moon. The moon passes just one degree
north of Saturn this evening.

Feb. 3. On this day in 1971, Apollo 14 landed
on the moon. This was the third of 6 lunar
landings and the last one that did not use a lu-
nar rover.

Feb. 4. Clyde Tombaugh was born on this day
in 1906. He discovered Pluto on February 18
of 1930.

Feb. 7. The moon is at apogee, or farthest
from Earth for the month at 251,651 miles.

Feb. 10. Last quarter moon is at 4:51 a.m. Sat-
urn is at opposition.

Feb. 12. Jupiter is 6 degrees north of the moon
this morning.

Feb. 14. The slender waning crescent moon
passes 4 degrees south of Mars this morning.

Feb. 15. Galil eo was born on this day in 1564.
He discovered many amazing things with his
early telescopes in 1609 and 1610 that we
know take for granted. These include the 4
largest moons in their constant orbits around
Jupiter, the rings of Saturn, sunspots, craters
on the moon, and many more discoveries.

Feb. 17. New moon is at 11:14 a.m.

Feb. 19. The moon is at perigee at 224,586
miles from Earth. The waxing crescent moon
passes 2 degrees north of Venus this evening.
Nicholas Copernicus was born on this day in
1473. He was the Polish priest that developed
the heliocentric theory stating that all the plan-
ets orbit the sun. That was later proven by
Galil eo, but not acknowledged until l ater.

Feb. 24. First quarter moon is at 2:56 a.m.



SkylightsPage 4

Principal
Meteor

Showers in
2007

January 4
Quadrantids

Apr il 22
Lyrids

May 6
Eta Aquarids

July 30
Delta Aquarids

August 12
Perseids

October 9
Draconid

October 21
Orionids

November 9
Taurids

November 18
Leonids

November 26
Andromedids

December 14
Geminids

December 22
Ursids

Note: Dates are
for maximum

Club I tems For Sale

Our club has merchandise for sale at:
www.cafepress.com/asnne

  $ OO�PRQH\� UDLVHG�JRHV�WR�RXU�RSHUDWLQJ� I XQG�

Any design can be put on any item.
Just let our President, David Bianchi, know.

SHOP CATEGORIES

               Postage · Apparel · Housewares
 Hats & Bags · Stickers, Buttons & Magnets

                                                                                                        Got any News?
Skylights welcomes your Input.

 Here are some suggestions:

Book reviews -- I tems for sale -- New equipment -- Ramblings --
 Star parties -- Observing -- Photos.
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By Paul Kursewicz

      Some day people may be li ving on Mars.
Thus as a matter of consequences, chances are a
meteoroid would hit close enough that they would
hear an impact about every 10 to 20 years.
      The below picture was acquired on Feb. 26,
2006. The single small crater of about 74 feet in
diameter is surrounded by light and dark-toned
ejecta. The crater is located in Arabia Terra.

      Last month, I wrote an article for Skylights
titled: “Space Rocks Hit the Moon.” In that article
I mention that Bil l Cooke (head of NASA's
Meteoroid Environment Off ice) says, meteoroids
are smashing into the Moon a lot more often than
anyone expected. Well, the observed cratering
rate on Mars appears consistent with that of our
Moon.
      This news comes via the M ars Global
Surveyor . It began orbiting Mars in 1997. The
camera on board photographed about 98 percent
of Mars in 1999, and about 30 percent in 2006.
The newer images show 20 fresh impact craters,
ranging in diameter from 7 feet to 486 feet. These
were not present seven years earlier.
      Most of the new impact craters on Mars
appear dark, which may suggest the impacts
removed light-colored dust.  The remaining few
craters  have light-toned ejecta, indicating that the
impacting meteorite excavated to a depth where a
light-toned material was present.

Present-Day Impact Cratering On Mars:
http://www.msss.com/mars_images/moc/2006/
12/06/craters/index.html

This set of images shows before-and-after narr ow-angle camera views of an impact site. The
before image was acquired on Feb. 24, 2002. The after image was acquired on March 13, 2006.

Image credit: NASA/JPL

Image credit: NASA/JPL/Malin
Space Science Systems
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colorful auroras across the sky.  And though the pulsar would
only appear as a tiny dot in the sky (the pulsar itself is only 20-40
km across), it would be enshrouded in a hazy glow of li ght
emitted by radiation particles as they curve in the pulsar's strong
magnetic field.

Wasted beauty? Maybe. Beichman points out the positive: "It's
an awful place to try and form planets, but if you can do it there,
you can do it anywhere."

More news and images from Spitzer can be found at
http://www.spitzer.caltech.edu/ .  In addition, The Space Place
Web site features a cartoon talk show episode starring Michelle
Thaller, a scientist on Spitzer.  Go to
http://spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/kids/li ve/ for a great place to
introduce kids to infrared and the joys of astronomy.

This article was provided by the Jet Propulsion Laboratory,
California Institute of Technology, under a contract with the
National Aeronautics and Space Administration.

Deadly Planets
By Patrick L. Barry and Dr. Tony Philli ps

About 900 light years from here, there's a rocky planet not
much bigger than Earth.  It goes around its star once every
hundred days, a trifle fast, but not too different from a standard
Earth-year. At least two and possibly three other planets circle
the same star, forming a complete solar system.

Interested?  Don't be. Going there would be the last thing you
ever do.

The star is a pulsar, PSR 1257+12, the seething-hot core of a
supernova that exploded milli ons of years ago.  Its planets are
bathed not in gentle, li fe-giving sunshine but instead a
blistering torrent of X-rays and high-energy particles.

"It would be li ke trying to live next to Chernobyl," says
Charles Beichman, a scientist at JPL and director of the
Michelson Science Center at Caltech.

Our own sun emits small amounts of pulsar-like X-rays and
high energy particles, but the amount of such radiation coming
from a pulsar is "orders of magnitude more," he says.  Even for
a planet orbiting as far out as the Earth, this radiation could
blow away the planet's atmosphere, and even vaporize sand
right off the planet's surface.

 Astronomer Alex Wolszczan discovered planets around PSR
1257+12 in the 1990s using Puerto Rico’s giant Arecibo radio
telescope.  At first, no one believed worlds could form around
pulsars—it was too bizarre.  Supernovas were supposed to
destroy planets, not create them.  Where did these worlds come
from?

NASA’s Spitzer Space Telescope may have found the solution.
Last year, a group of astronomers led by Deepto Chakrabarty
of MIT pointed the infrared telescope toward pulsar 4U
0142+61. Data revealed a disk of gas and dust surrounding the
central star, probably wreckage from the supernova.  It was just
the sort of disk that could coalesce to form planets!

As deadly as pulsar planets are, they might also be hauntingly
beautiful.  The vaporized matter rising from the planets'
surfaces could be ionized by the incoming radiation, creating

Caption:
Artist’s concept of a pulsar and surrounding disk of rubble
called a “ fallback” disk, out of which new planets could
form.
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Date Subject Location

Feb. 02, 7:30 PM The regular club meeting will be held at 7:30pm.
Topic: TBD.

NOTE: Beginner classes will be held from 6:30
PM to 7:15 PM.

Masonic Hall West Kennebunk, Me.

Feb. 16, Dusk Open Observing Session with rain/cloud date of
Feb. 17. New Moon 2/17

Starfield Observatory,
West Kennebunk, Me.

Mar. 02, 7:30 PM The monthly Club Meeting.
Topic TBD.

Masonic Hall West Kennebunk, Me.

Mar. 16, Dusk Open Observing Session with rain/cloud date of
Mar. 17. New Moon 3/18

Starfield Observatory,
West Kennebunk, Me.

Directions to ASNNE event locations

Directions to Masonic Hall

From I -95:
If coming southbound, take Exit 25 off of I-95. Come out to Rte. 35. Turn left at stop sign and turn right at
next stop sign. Proceed straight ahead and you will see a variety store on the left and the Masonic Hall will
be on the right.

If coming northbound, take Exit 25 off of I-95. Turn right at the stop sign and cross over I-95. Proceed
straight for about 1/2 mile. There will be a variety store on the left and the Masonic Hall will be on the right.

Directions to Star field Observatory

From Nor th:
Get off turnpike at exit 32, (Biddeford) turn right on Rt 111. Go 5 miles and turn left on Rt 35. Go 2 miles
on Rt 35 over Kennebunk River to very sharp 90 degree left turn. The entrance to the Starfield Observatory
site is at the telephone pole at the beginning of the large field on the left. Look for the ASNNE sign on the
pole.

From South:
Get off the turnpike at exit 25 in Kennebunk. After toll both turn right on Rt 35. Go up over the turnpike and
immediately turn right on Rt 35. About 4 miles along you will crest a hill and see a large field on your right.
Continue until you reach the end of the field. Turn right into the Starfield Observatory site at the last
telephone pole along the field. Look for the ASNNE sign on the pole. If you come to a very sharp 90 degree
right turn you have just passed the field.
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To join ASNNE, please fill out the below membership form. Checks should be made payable to:
Astronomical Society of Northern New England (A.S.N.N.E). For more details, please visit our website:

http://www.asnne.org

Astronomical Society of Northern New England
P.O. Box 1338
Kennebunk, ME 04043-1338

2007 Membership Registration Form

(Print, fill out and mail to address above)

Name(s for family): _______________________________________________________

Address: ________________________________________________________________
City/State: ______________________________ Zip code: ________________________

Telephone # _____________________________________________________________

E-mail: _________________________________________________________________

Membership (check one):
Individual $35 _____ Family $ 40 _____ Student under 21 years of age $10 _____ Donation________

Sky & Telescope ($32.95)_____      Astronomy ($34)_____

Total Enclosed____________

Tell us about yourself:
1. Experience level: Beginner____ Some Experience ____ Advanced______

2. Do you own any equipment? (Y/N) And if so, what types?

_________________________________________________________________________________
3. Do you have any special interests in Astronomy?

_________________________________________________________________________________
4. What do you hope to gain by joining ASNNE?

__________________________________________________________________________________
5. How could ASNNE best help you pursue your interest in Astronomy?

__________________________________________________________________________________
6. ASNNE's principal mission is public education. We hold many star parties for schools and the general
public for which we need volunteers for a variety of tasks, from operating telescopes to registering
guests to parking cars. Would you be interested in helping?
     Yes_____ No_____

 7. ASNNE maintains a members-only section of its web site for names, addresses and interests of
members as a way for members to contact each other. Your information will not be used for any other
purpose. Can we add your information to that portion of our web site?

     Yes_____  No_____


