
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

The Mason-Dixon Astronomer 
Westminster Astronomical Society Inc. of Maryland 

     January 2010    Vol. 27   No. 1 
www.westminsterastro.org  

 

In This Issue: 

 
Pages 1, 3  

Star Points 

 

Page 2  

President‟s Message 

 

Pages 4-5 

“WASI Observing”  

 

Pages 6-8 

Help for Beginners:  

Book Review 

 

Page 9 

Reaching Out… 

 

Page 10 

The 2012 

Doomsday Scare 

 

Page 11 

Regarding  Heroes, 

American Culture & 

the Space Program 

 

Page 12 

January Meeting  

 

Pages 13-14 

NASA‟s Space 

Place 

Star Points for January 2010  

“The Great January Comet” 
by Curtis Roelle 

 

 

One hundred years ago this month, the world was anticipating the predicted return of 

Comet Halley.  To everyone‟s surprise, however, a new, unpredicted, and 

unexpectedly bright comet appeared in the cold daytime sky, and eventually continued 

on into the frigid January night before fading away.   

 

Although Comet Halley had been observed and recorded for more than 20 centuries, 

apparently no one recognized that it was actually the same comet making regular 

appearances every 76 years as it orbited the sun.  The first to do so was Sir Edmund 

Halley, a contemporary of Sir Isaac Newton, who predicted successfully that the comet 

would return in 1758.   Then it returned again, 76 years later, in 1835.  So, as the year 

1910 dawned, the confidence in, and anticipation of, yet another fantastic return was 

high.   

 

This was the backdrop for the arrival of the “Great January Comet” (a.k.a. “Great 

Daylight Comet”) of 1910.  Three miners at a South African diamond mine were the 

first to glimpse the comet at sunrise, and they spent 20 minutes watching it. According 

to Gary W. Kronk‟s “Comets: A Descriptive Catalog,” a report was sent out incorrectly 

stating that Comet Halley had been visually recovered at last.  

 

In fact, Halley had already been recovered photographically on September 11, 1909, 

but it would not become a naked-eye comet until the spring of 1910.  And when it 

finally did appear, it would be sporting a huge, 90-degree tail!   Regarding the 

unexpected January Comet, it didn‟t take astronomers long to realize that the new 

comet could not possibly be Halley.   

(Continued on page 3) 

January Meeting:  Wednesday, January 13, 2010, at 7:30 p.m. 

 

Annual Business Meeting and Election of Officers 

(Please see page 12) 

 

WASI Observing 
 

WASI Observing Weekend:  Friday, January 8 and/or Saturday, January 9.   

 



 

 

 

 

Last month I wrote about spending time with Becky‟s parents, and being able to drive 

30 minutes in any direction in farm country and under clear, dark skies.  I didn‟t mention, 

though, where we were going or how long we were going to be there.  The “where” was 

Decatur, Illinois, and the length of time was for two weeks. 

  

As we prepared to get ready for our trip, we watched, as did everyone else, as the snow 

began to fall on Friday, December 18, and kept on falling until Sunday, December 20.  

We packed the van inside the garage on that Saturday.  Sunday I spent the morning 

clearing the snow from our driveway and sidewalks.  Our hope was to leave on Monday 

morning, the 21st.  We needed to be in Decatur by Tuesday night because an ice storm was 

predicted to hit Decatur on Wednesday. 

  

It turned out that we made it to Decatur around 10:30 p.m., EST, thankful that the ice that 

was predicted turned out to be rain.  Whew!  It rained on the 23rd and 24th, but on 

Christmas Day it turned cold and started to snow around 10:00 a.m.  It was a light, 

powdery snow.  It snowed off and on until Sunday the 27th.   

 

They‟d cleared the roads and the night was clear, so I took Garrett out to the country as the 

sun was setting.  I thought we could go and see the nearly full moon and a few other things 

in the sky before it got too cold.  He enjoyed looking at the moon through the binoculars, 

but because it quickly got very cold on the plains, we didn‟t continue using the binoculars.  

Instead, I pulled out a blanket and some hot chocolate, and we sat on the seat of the car, 

bundled up, looking at the stars.  I used my laser pointer to show him several constellations 

in the sky and told him a few of the stories that I remembered about them.  He really 

seemed to enjoy that...as I found out later when he asked if he could look through my 

telescope when we get back home. 

  

Stephen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

President’s Message for January 2010 

by Stephen Reisinger 
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     Edmund Halley and the Czar 
 

Edmund Halley, one of the most famous astronomers in history, is best remembered as being the first 

man to predict the return of a comet.  But he made other significant contributions as well, according 

to Sir Patrick Moore in his book Passion for Astronomy.  For example, Halley was in touch with 

most of the leading scientists of the day, including Isaac Newton;  and Moore claims that Newton 

would never have published his Principia without Halley‟s insistent urging. 

 

Halley was a kindly, jovial man with a strong sense of humor, says Moore.  He was healthy 

almost to the last, and his last action, only minutes before he died, was to call for a glass of 

wine – and drink it.  This is the backdrop for the following story: 

 

Halley was quite unlike the austere Astronomer Royal, John Flamsteed, who 

commented acidly that Halley „swore and drank brandy like a sea-captain,‟ which he 

probably did.  When the fearsome Czar of Russia, Peter the Great, came to England to 

learn about shipbuilding, he struck up a friendship with Halley, and it is said that on 

one occasion, after a far from teetotal evening, the Czar climbed into a wheelbarrow 

and Halley pushed him through a hedge.  This may or may not be true, but certainly the 

Greenwich records contain Halley‟s receipt for a damaged wheelbarrow…   

 

(Passion for Astronomy, W.W.Norton & Company, New York NY, 1991,  pp. 104-105.) 

Star Points, Cont. 
 

 

As the month of January progressed, the unidentified comet stayed near the sun during 

daylight and, according to Kronk, looked like “a snowy-white object with a tail one degree 

long.”  By month‟s end, though, the January Comet had moved into the night sky.  Even with 

interference from moonlight, the comet remained very bright, with a tail 18 degrees long.  

Then, as the moon faded, darkening the sky over the next few days, the tail seemed to grow to 

two or three times that length.  The January Comet faded over the next few months, and was 

last seen in July.  It is expected to return – in four million years!    

 

The Great January Comet was one of the brightest of the 20
th
 century.  According to a list of 

the twenty brightest comets of the 20
th
 century compiled by comet expert John Bortle, the 

January comet was the third brightest (the two brighter comets appeared in 1965 and 1927).   

 

Among the brightest comets of the 20
th
 century, my favorites include Hale-Bopp (1997), 

Hyakutake (1996), West (1976), and Bennett (1970).  Honorable mention goes to Halley 

(1986), Kohoutek (1973), and to one not on the list, IRAS-Araki-Alcock (1983).  So far in 

this century, the best comet I‟ve seen has been Comet McNaught (2007), the brightest comet 

in more than 40 years.  Apparently, it was even brighter than the Great January Comet of 

1910.  Unfortunately, by the time it reached its peak brightness, Comet McNaught – the 

“Great Comet of 2007” – was no longer visible from our northern latitude. 

 
ñStar Pointsò by Curtis Roelle appears in the Carroll County Times on the first Sunday of each 

month.  Visit the website at http://www.starpoints.org or send e-mail to StarPoints@Gmail.com. 
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There were no reports from the December observing weekend – I was out 

of town that weekend and was unable to attend.   

 

                    January Observing Weekend 
 

Our January observing weekend is Friday and/or Saturday, January 8 

and 9.  I'll be on an airplane returning from a business trip on the 8th, 

but will try to make the 9th if the weather cooperates.  Note that the 9th 

is also a planetarium show, and the public may want to look through 

our telescopes before and after the show if we get good weather. 

 

           Regional Star Parties 

 
The 2010 dates for many of the mid-Atlantic regional star parties and related events 

are now available: 

 

* Winter Star Party, Key West, FL:  February 9-13  http://www.scas.org/wsp.html  

 

* Northeast Astronomy Forum (NEAF), Suffern, NY:  April 17-18  

http://www.rocklandastronomy.com/neaf/  

 

* Star Gaze, Queen Anne, MD:  April 15-18  http://www.delmarvastargazers.org/ 

 

* Cherry Springs Star Party, Cherry Springs State Park, PA:  June 10-13 

http://www.astrohbg.org/CSSP/Information.html   

 

* StarQuest, Greenbank, WV:  July 7-10  http://www.greenbankstarquest.org  

 

* Mason Dixon Summer Star Party ("Frills"), Wellsville, PA:  July 9-11  

http://masondixonstarparty.org/ 

 

* Almost Heaven Star Party, Spruce Knob, WV:  Sept 3-7  http://www.ahsp.org/  

 

* Black Forest Star Party, Cherry Springs State Park, PA:  most likely 

September 6-8  http://www.bfsp.org 

 

* Mason Dixon Summer Star Party ("No Frills"), Wellsville, PA:  Oct 8-10 

http://masondixonstarparty.org/ 

 

We had a nice group of WASI members and friends at several of the star parties in 2009.  

It would be great to keep up that momentum in 2010. 

WASI Observing for January 2010 
                              Steve Conard, Observing Chair 
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    Mars 
 

Mars comes to opposition in late January, and it is of reasonable size for viewing 

until late February.  Take advantage of this opportunity.  Mars oppositions only 

occur every 26 months.  Following Mars is Saturn, rising around 10:30 p.m. in 

mid-January.  

 

 

Asteroid Occultations 
 

The Elektra asteroid occultation listed here for December had clear skies, but unfortunately 

turned out to be negative for our area.  I attempted to observe it from the Astronomical 

Society of Harrisburg's Naylor Observatory.  Unexpected negatives can be caused by slight 

errors in the asteroid orbit or errors in the star's location it is to occult.     

 

There are two outstanding asteroid events around the first of the year: 

 

07 Jan  21:13  Juewa over 9.3 mag star (100%) – South edge of shadow over Carroll County 

28 Jan  21:37  Emma over 11.8 mag star (100%) – Center line through Carroll County 

 

The Juewa event is one of the best 2010 events for Carroll County, and can be observed 

visually with a modest-sized telescope. 

 

The stated percentage is the estimated chance for a pair of properly located stations to have 

one or more detections.  The geographic location is for the maximum chance of detection.  

Both of these have a reasonable chance of occurring anywhere in Carroll County.   

 

 

Coming Next Month… 
 

Next month you'll be hearing from a new observing chairman in this space.  While I've very 

much enjoyed my time in this position, I'm hoping that a new person with new ideas is able to 

reinvigorate the club's observing activities.  Let's give the new observing chairman our full 

support! 
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Book Review: 
 

   The Year-Round Messier Marathon  

   Field Guide 
                 by Pam Lubkans 

 

By Harvard C. Pennington 

Willman-Bell, Inc., Richmond VA, 1997 

Hardback (8.5x11”), 196 pages 

$24.95, new 

 

Beginners genuinely interested in astronomy often run into problems early on, and give up 

after a series of non-starter observing sessions.  “As hobbies go, observational astronomy 

can be pretty intimidating,” writes Perry W. Remaklus in the preface to the book.  

Starhopping, for example, doesn‟t come easily to many of us, and it‟s extra hard in light-

polluted skies.  The stars that we‟re trying to “hop from” or “hop to” simply don‟t show up 

in our finder scopes.   

 

After spending years as a casual observer, the book‟s author, the late Harvard C. 

Pennington, relates that he “got serious” about astronomy.  Earlier, he‟d seen the Owl 

Nebula (M97) and the Whirlpool Galaxy (M51) in someone else‟s 13” Coulter telescope, 

and now he himself wanted to find and observe them in his own telescope.  His report:   

 

I looked and looked and searched and searched.  I tried starhopping, 

scanning, and using setting circles – all to no avail.  I simply chalked up 

my failure to inexperience…  Then I hit on the idea of using geometry.  

Actually, I was „reinventing the wheel.‟  It turns out that a large number 

of people use this method, but it hasn‟t been written about very much. 

 

The “Geometric Eyeball”   

Every telescope user utilizes geometry to “get into the ballpark” of his/her celestial targets.  

Those using larger scopes, especially, must perform “rough sighting” before employing the 

traditional finder scope.  Most do this either by “sighting over the telescope tube” or by 

“sighting over the finder scope.”  Some of us don‟t particularly like to do this – or do 

poorly at this, too – hence the widespread use of Telrads by novices, experienced amateurs, 

and professionals alike.  Some of WASI‟s most experienced observers, for example, use 

either Telrads or “red-dot finders” (similar to Telrads in several ways). 

 

The Telrad finder was invented by Steve Kufeld in the late 1970‟s.  It is a one-

power sight that projects a series of red circles onto the sky.  The outer circle 

spans 4° of sky, the middle circle spans 2°, and the inner circle spans ½° of sky.   

 

The human eye is an excellent judge of geometry, and most of us apply geometry – 

estimating angles and distances – every time we drive a vehicle, play a sport, or spot a 

slightly crooked picture on a wall.  Many of us find a Telrad extremely helpful, and very 

easy to use.   

Help for Beginners }  
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Pennington already owned a Telrad finder at the time he devised his method (“reinventing 

the wheel”) because he tells us that he drew the 4° outer circle of his Telrad finder onto a 

SkyAtlas 2000.0 star chart, and noted the relationship of the circle to the nearby stars in the 

atlas.  Later, outside, he matched the geometrical relationships that he‟d observed in the 

atlas to those that he saw projected onto the sky by the Telrad.  To his delight, his method 

worked amazingly well.  In his first attempt he was able to find, with considerable ease, 

each of the five targets he‟d chosen, including the formerly elusive M97 and M51.  He 

enjoyed several hours of observing that night, going back and forth among the five targets.   

 

Regarding Pennington‟s “reinventing the wheel” comment, Telrad inventor Steve Kufeld had 

created the Telrad in the late 1970‟s to be used exactly as Pennington was rediscovering a 

decade later.   

 

Pennington eventually wrote a book on the “geometric method” in order to help others having 

trouble locating targets in the sky.  The task took him several years, and he died shortly before 

completing it.  

Gcjn dmp Acegllcpq} 

This chart of Ursa Major shows the elements of the geometric method.  The dashed lines show the 

geometric relationships.  The “tick marks” show distances in halves, thirds or quarters of relative distance.  

The large circles represent a Telrad’s outer, 4-degree target ring.  The chart, taken from page 53, has been 

considerably reduced in size for inclusion in the MDA.  It is also “busier” and more complicated than any 

of the other charts in the book.  Pennington prepared it simply to demonstrate “the method.”   
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In the Messier Marathon Field Guide Pennington 

addresses many topics of interest to the beginner, 

including distinguishing the different types of finder 

scopes, aligning the finder, calibrating a finder, 

calibrating an eyepiece, and dealing with inverted and/or 

reversed images.  He explains how to work with an 

equatorial mount versus an altazimuth mount, and how to 

“move the sky.”  He provides many tips on learning the 

night sky, identifying what he calls “signpost stars” 

within “signpost constellations.”  He explains nebulas, 

globular clusters, open clusters, and galaxies.  And more.   

 

Each Messier object is referenced with a large, 

uncluttered sky chart containing a 4° Telrad circle, an 8x50mm finder image, a sketch of 

the object, data on visual magnitude and size, tips for recognizing the object and 

distinguishing it from nearby objects, and a “blurb” containing pertinent information.  The 

charts were checked by Wil Tirion, and the sketches were made by George R. Kepple (of 

The Night Sky Observerôs Guide – Kepple & Sanner).   

 

Regarding the Messier Marathon itself, Pennington “introduces” Charles Messier, recounts 

the history of the founding of the Messier Marathon here in the United States, teaches us 

how to plan and prepare for a Messier Marathon, and provides “sequence charts” for each 

M-object (where to go next in order to “bag” all available targets for any given month of 

the year).   

 

Pennington declares that his biggest objective is to help the beginner “achieve early 

success” and gain confidence, a confidence that will fortify him/her for all the big, 

worthwhile challenges yet to come.   

 

The Year-Round Messier Marathon Field Guide comes with a promise:  “If a beginner 

uses this book on practically any clear night during any month of the year, he or she will 

almost certainly see at least 25 or 30 deep-sky objects [M-objects] before midnight.”  As is 

the case with most endeavors, results will be better when one prepares diligently – even 

with the help of such an excellent book. 

 
Credits: 

Book cover image courtesy of www.amazon.com. 

Telrad images courtesy of http://www.company7.com/telrad/products/telrad.html. 

. 

Note:   

Various sky atlases provide acetate overlays that include the Telrad pattern.  Among these are the 

SkyAtlas 2000.0 and Uranometria. 

 

Gcjn dmp Acegllcpq} 

The Telrad finder and mounting plate.  

The plate contains a sticky tape – no 

drilling necessary – and it mounts equally 

well to small and large scope tubes.  

Price is about $40.00. 
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Westminster Astronomical Society Outreach 

  by Skip Bird  
 

 

With the year 2009 winding down as I write this, I would like to send out a slightly different 

outreach report this month.   

  

First, I would like to thank again ALL the people who have helped this year (31 of you), and 

ALL the people who have taken upon themselves to do some kind of outreach on their own 

(9 of you).  Astronomy as a hobby is strengthened as you let others know the passion and the 

love you feel for your "hobby."  

  

WASI members have reached out to, and spread the spread the word to (but who's counting), 

over 18,873 people throughout this past year.  We have done at least 170 events, covering 

over 500 hours.  These events included reaching out to the National Federation for the Blind 

students, the Multiple Scoliosis Foundation, inner-city students and their families, President 

Obama and staff, thousands of Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts, and other groups and individuals 

too many to name.  People within these groups that took that “one little look” at something 

astronomy-related may someday become a member of an astronomy club, vote "For" more 

science, shield their yard light, or just gaze up at God's amazing universe and think back to 

that moment when someone gave of their own time to share astronomy with them.  

  

Each of us does "outreach," either as a hobby or against it.  Every time someone asks, or you 

mention astronomy, you are doing outreach. Your answer, your excitement or lack thereof, 

your equipment set up and ready to go (or gathering dust in the basement), all are doing 

outreach.  There‟s a nice thing about America:  you choose what kind of outreach you want to 

do, and others can choose the kind they want to do; and you can do it almost whenever and 

wherever you please. 

 

So thanks again to EVERYONE for their astronomy outreach, no matter which kind it is.  

May you have a wonderful new year and clear skies. 

  

Sincerely, 

Skip (the Outreach Fanatic) 

P.S. Definition of "fanatic":  Someone who will not change the subject or change his mind. 

  

Pc_afgle Msrë 
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         From NAS A ã to Us ã with JMTCë 
 
Help for astronomers soon to be besieged with questions _`msrë 

 

 

 The Great 2012 Doomsday Scare  
by P. Lubkans 

 
Have you been asked yet?  If not, gr npm`_`jw umlçr `c jmle `cdmpc wms ugjj `c*
especiajjw gd wmsçpc _lwufcpc ugrfgl 03 feet of a telescope.  The question is 
èUfat do you think of the 2012 end -of-the-world -thing?  Do you rfgli grçq emgle
to happen?  Rfcwçpc q_wgle that ëY`j_f `j_f `j_f[ëé 

 
NASA is doing us a big favor by maintaining a web page providing responses to 
such questions:  http://www.nasa.gov/topics/earth/features/2012.html .  A 
sample quotation from the NASA page:   

 
Q: What is the origin of the prediction that the world will end in 
2012? 
A:  The story started with claims that Nibiru, a supposed planet 
discovered by the Sumerians, is headed toward Earth. This 
catastrophe was initially predicted for May 2003, but when 
nothing happened the doomsday date was moved forward to 
December 2012. Then these two fables were linked to the end of 
one of the cycles in the ancient Mayan calendar at the winter 
solstice in 2012 --  hence the predicted doomsday date of 
December 21, 2012. 

 
The NASA web page also gives links to other valuable resources.  For example,  
last  November Sky & Telescope magazine published an excellent treatment of the 
èK_w_l _lejcéthat is driving rumors of the impending catastrophe  (èThe Great 
2012 Doomsday Scare*é `w C,A, Ipsnn, Sky & Telescope magazine, November 2009, 
pages 22-26).  Sky Publishing and NASA are teaming up on this issue and are 
making  Ipsnnçq _prgajceasily available on the NASA website to anyone with a 
computer.  The link for the article is http:// www.nasa.gov/topics/earth/features/2012 -
guest.html .   
 
Furthermore, i f you  want to refer a  serious inquirer  to the facts , but have 
forgotten the  links, you can simply tell him/her rm èemmejcé rfc umpbq
èL?Q?é _lb è0./0,é(Try it, it works!)  

 
Other links are also available from the NASA 2012 web page for  
ü the NASA Astrobiology Institute: " Nibiru and Doomsday 2012," and  
ü Bad Astronomy: " The Planet X Saga: The Scientific Arguments in a Nutshell ." 

 
Thanks, NASA.  We needed that!   
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All,  

Just watched an interesting documentary on BBC America entitled "Being Neil Armstrong." 

 

The journalist traces Armstrong from his birthplace through Apollo to the present, and also 

interviews friends and fellow astronauts from Apollo 7 and Apollo 9 (one was Rusty 

Schweigert), all with the aim of elucidating the reason for Armstrong's general refrain from 

public appearances and giving autographs, etc. 

 

In short, it turns out that two key events may have forced his hand.  The first was a side 

discussion with Charles Lindbergh several months after Apollo 11, where a fellow astronaut, 

IIRC from Apollo 7, overheard Lindbergh warning Armstrong about the travails of fame that lay 

ahead, and to avoid this, as well as to no give autographs because of what Lindberg and his 

unfortunate son, who was born the same year as Armstrong, went through.  Basically, it brings 

out throngs of idiots!  (My interpretation.)  The second was the result of not taking this advice 

for nearly two decades, when he learned that people were selling them [his autographs] online. 

 

So the journalist's take on Armstrong's reclusiveness stems not directly from his laconic 

demeanor, but more by his chance meeting with an equally famous American hero, and by the 

consequences of not heeding that advice right away.  A very interesting documentary! 

 

Another aspect of this episode brought about an epiphany of sorts for me.  The journalist (whose 

name escapes me right now as it's past my bed time) made a comparison between generational 

heroes that resonates with me and my continual frustration with why our space program is stuck 

in LEO [Low Earth Orbit].  He remarked something to the effect that Armstrong's heroes 

(as were those of most of his and the next generation) were all aviators who influenced him, 

whereas the journalist's heroes (he appeared to be in his 30s) were all "rock stars."  

 

There may be something to this.  In the 40 years since Apollo, when most of us were young 

kids, our heroes were real heroes.  Mine ranged the gamut of my interests from Caesar, 

Alexander, Napoleon and Patton to Newton, Einstein and Bohr, to Goddard, von Braun, 

Yeager, Sheppard, etc.  Sure, I love rock and roll, but have never idolized my favorites to the 

extent of hero worship, and never wanted to be one.  Even more salient is the superstar status 

of sports "heroes."  These have all supplanted real American heroes and may be the root as to 

why we are losing our edge as a space-faring nation.  People just don't care or identify with 

these "old" people.  Just look at the space program since Apollo.  Any real names stick out or 

resonate with the masses?  With you? 

 

I dare say that unless NASA returns to it roots with a "Mercury 7" type PR, with an American 

"can do" and can-do-it-alone attitude for the still-in-doubt Mars program, much less a return 

to the moon, we can kiss that goodbye and watch the Chicoms do it.  Once we're beaten, 

whatever air is left in the space balloon will likely escape completely. 

Plucked from the Cyberflusheré 
 

               A posting to the WASI Yahoo Group on Thursday, December 10, 2009 at 10:33 PM  

               (reprinted here with permission, and with minimal editing) 

 

The BBC Documentary on Neil Armstrong  
by Thomas R. Lipka 
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Annual Business Meeting and Election of Officers  
Wednesday, January 13, 2010, at 7:30 p.m.  

 
 
ñThere are changes coming.  Good changes.  I hope to 
see a FULL house at BBNC next Wednesday!!!!ò   

 ï Er ich Bender  
 
The following is a copy of the new ballo t that we will be using at the 

meeting.  We will be voting by secret ballot.  
 

Official Voting Ballot  
For Club Officers  

Instructions: fill in the name of person desired next to position  

Fold and insert into ballot box  

 

President______________________  
The President organizes and conducts all club activities, including the monthly meetings. Motions may not be 

proposed or seconded by the President. The President may call meetings of the Executive Committee and make 

appointments to non-elected and vacated offices. The President represents the Society at regional or national 

conferences when in attendance. The President shall not serve more than two consecutive terms.  

1st Vice -President_______________  
The Vice-President fills in for the President during the President's absence. In addition, the Vice-President is 

the spokesperson of the society, and is responsible for public relations.  This includes informing the news 

media of meetings, events, and phenomena of interest to the public.  

2nd Vice -President____ __________  
The Second Vice-President is responsible for the internal programming related to the club events and awards.   

Secretary______________________  
The Secretary is in charge of corresponding with potential members as well as other organizations, and records 

and files the minutes of each meeting.  In addition to corresponding with current members and keeps the 

current member and reports it to the treasurer. 

Treasurer______________________  
The Treasurer is responsible for funds in the treasury and the society's finances. The Treasurer shall collect 

dues and pays bills from the treasury. A written treasury report shall be prepared at the request of any member 

of the Executive Committee. Any member may request an oral treasury summary. The Treasurer shall prepare 

an annual written treasury summary for inclusion in the February Newsletter. 

All members in good standing are eligible to hold any office, 
no matter your experience.  
 

 

 

No report this month… 

 

Watch for Curt's report – next month – of WASI's 

very first elections…held in a pub!   

25 Years Agoé 
by Curt Roelle 
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  Sunglasses for a Solar Observatory 
    by Patrick Barry 

 

In December 2006, an enormous solar flare erupted on the Sun‟s surface.  The blast hurled 

a billion-ton cloud of gas (a coronal mass ejection, or CME) toward Earth, and sparked 

days of intense geomagnetic activity, with Northern Lights appearing across much of the 

United States.   

 

While sky watchers enjoyed the show from Earth's surface, something ironic was 

happening in Earth orbit.  At the onset of the storm, the solar flare unleashed an intense 

pulse of X-rays.  The flash blinded the Solar X-Ray Imager (SXI) on NOAA's GOES-13 

satellite, damaging several rows of pixels.  SXI was designed to monitor solar flares, but it 

must also be able to protect itself in extreme cases.  

 

That‟s why NASA engineers gave the newest Geostationary Operational Environmental 

Satellite a new set of sophisticated “sunglasses.” The new GOES-14 launched June 27 

and reached geosynchronous orbit July 8. 

 

Its “sunglasses” are a new flight-software package that will enable the SXI sensor to 

observe even intense solar flares safely.  Radiation from these largest flares can endanger 

military and civilian communications satellites, threaten astronauts in orbit, and even 

knock out cities‟ power grids.  SXI serves as an early warning system for these flares, and 

helps scientists better understand what causes them. 

 

“We wanted to protect the sensor from overexposure, but we didn‟t want to shield it so 

much that it couldn‟t gather data when a flare is occurring,” says Cynthia Tanner, SXI 

instrument systems manager for the GOES-NOP series at NASA‟s Goddard Space Flight 

Center in Greenbelt, Maryland. (GOES-14 was called GOES-O before achieving orbit). 

 

Shielding the sensor from X-rays also reduces the amount of data it can gather about the 

flare.  It‟s like stargazing with dark sunglasses on.  So, NASA engineers must strike a 

balance between protecting the sensor and gathering useful data. 

 

When a dangerous flare occurs, the new SXI sensor can protect itself with five levels of 

gradually “darker” sunglasses.  Each level is a combination of filters and exposure times 

carefully calibrated to control the sensor‟s exposure to harmful high-energy X-rays.  

 

As the blast of X-rays from a major solar flare swells, GOES-14 can step up the protection 

for SXI through these five levels.  The damaged sensor on GOES-13 had only two levels 

of protection – low and high.  Rather than gradually increasing the amount of protection, 

the older sensor would remain at the low level of protection, switching to the high level 

only when the X-ray dose was very high.  “You can collect more science while you‟re 

going up through the levels of protection,” Tanner says. “We‟ve really fine-tuned it.” 

  13 



 

 

Forecasters anticipate a new solar maximum in 2012-2013, with plenty of sunspots and 

even more solar flares. “GOES-14 is ready,” says Tanner. 

 

For a great kid-level explanation of solar “indigestion” and space weather, check out 

spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/kids/goes/spaceweather. 

 

This article was provided by the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, California Institute of  

Technology, under a contract with the National Aeronautics and Space Administration. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

X-9 class solar flare December 6, 

2006, as seen by GOES-13ôs Solar X-

ray Imager.  It was one of the strongest 

flares in the past 30 years. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  New MDA Editor Coming in February  
 

WASI members, this issue of the MDA will be my last.  I‟m grateful to each of you who 

contributed columns, articles, photos, reports, and "tidbits" to the newsletter over the past 

23 months.  You deserve much more recognition than you get for all your hard work in 

preparing your materials.  Your high-quality submissions have been a pleasure to publish.  

You, the contributors – and there are over two dozen of you – are the life-blood of the 

newsletter.  I wish I could adequately express how your caring and responsiveness turned 

the editorship of the MDA (which I took on with considerable apprehension) into a very 

satisfying experience.  Again, I thank you! 

  

I encourage you to keep up the great work for the new MDA editor, whom you‟ll soon meet, 

once the appointment is announced. 

                  – Sincerely, Pamela Lubkans  
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