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SMCAS and PAS form 
binary pair!

(January merger only temporary, say scientists)
Astonished members of the San Mateo County Astronomical Society and 

their counterparts in the Peninsula Astronomical Society confirmed scientific 
observations that revealed the two groups have formed into a binary system. 

They will meet on January 9 at the Foothill Community College Building 
8400, Room 8402, to hear Dr. Chris McKay talk about the Mars Phoenix 
Mission. Members are assured that centrifigal forces will unbind the two 
societies, leaving them separate but equal once the new year gets fairly 
underway. To learn more about the meaning of it all, if any, come to the 

Foothill Community College on Friday, January 9, at 7:30. 

NOTE: this is the second Friday of the month, not the first. 
And repeating, this meeting will be held at the 
FOOTHILL COMMUNITY COLLEGE, 

on El Monte, west of the 280 Freeway. 
For more detailed directions, see the box on page 2.

MONTHLY STAR PARTIES
Crestview Park in San Carlos

Saturday January 17 & 24
See p 11 for directions

See p 9 bottom of calendar for rise & set times

Event H0rI
Founded in 1960, the San 
Mateo County 
Astronomical Society is a 
non-profit organization for 
amateur astronomers.  
Family memberships are 
open to the public, and 
visitors are cordially 
invited to the Society's 
meetings, which are held 
on the first Friday of the 
month, September through 
June. Detailed information 
about our events and 
membership can be found 
at www.smcas,com

Membership includes a 
monthly bulletin, 
discounted subscriptions to 
calendars and magazines, 
monthly star parties, use of 
our loaner telescopes, 
tours, field trips and guest 
speakers, plus an invitation 
to join our online 
discussion group.  To 
receive additional 
information, send a note to 
SMCAS@live.com or call 
(650) 862-9602.
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ANNOUNCEMENTS

Phoenix Mission finds Martian Water
(Scientists determine it’s similar to Earth’s, only colder)

    

  

      

     Dr. Chris McKay of NASA Ames will speak on the 
recently completed Mars Phoenix Mission, the first 
in NASA's Mars Scout Program, sent to the Mars 
North Polar region in an effort to find water ice and 
perhaps organic chemicals. Launched August 4, 2007, 
it landed successfully on May 25, 2008 using retro 
rockets instead of the cushioning balloons used on 
recent NASA missions.
     As a lander instead of a rover, it could not move 
once it set down. Data collecting ended on November 
10, when contact was lost due as expected, to the 
inability to charge the batteries during the Martian 
winter. But the lander performed experiments on soil 
samples for 5 months--some two months longer than 
expected. It also made observations on the Martian 
climate in the polar region.
     Dr. McKay will discuss the results of these 
experiments and the remarkable photographs taken of 
the surface of this previously unexplored region of 
Mars. Dr. McKay is one of NASA's most entertaining 
and charismatic speakers and is always a delight to 
have at our meetings, so don't miss this one!  
     Also, we warmly welcome our colleagues from the 
San Mateo Astronomical Society, whose January 
meeting was cancelled because of its proximity to the 
New Year's Holiday.
     Happy Holidays. --Ken Lum

Dr. Christopher R. McKay in Antarctica

Cassini view of Titan

NEW FEATURE
Chanan Greenberg, SMCAS Vice 
President and one of our top digital 
astrophotographers, offers a series of 
articles on how to produce magazine 
quality photos without spending a fortune. 
(P.9) Let us know what you think!

DIRECTIONS TO FOOTHILL VENUE
Take the El Monte Ave. exit west off Hwy 280; the first 
right turn is Foothill campus. Inside campus, go left at the 
fountains when you reach the perimeter road. Park in lot #8. 
Go to the back group of buildings in front of the parking lot. 
Enter the first building in front, go to the 3rd level and walk 
to Bldg. 8400 in the back. Rm. 8402 is in the middle of this 
building. NOTE: If the area around the fountains is blocked 
off, turn right instead to go around the campus via the 
Perimeter Road to come around to Parking Lot #8 from the 
back. Unfortunately, parking is $2.00 so don't forget to get a 
parking permit! The Foothill Security people do ticket those 
without a permit! Looking forward to seeing you all there!
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Get Ready - 2009 Has been Declared the 
International Year of Astronomy (IYA2009)

About IYA2009

The International Year of Astronomy (IYA2009) will be a global celebration of astronomy and its 
contributions to society and culture, highlighted by the 400th anniversary of the first use of an 
astronomical telescope by Galileo Galilei. The aim of the Year is to stimulate worldwide interest, 
especially among young people, in astronomy and science under the central theme "The Universe, Yours 
to Discover". IYA2009 events and activities will promote a greater appreciation of the inspirational 
aspects of astronomy that embody an invaluable shared resource for all nations.

The IYA2009 activities will take place at the global and regional levels, and especially at the national 
and local levels. National Nodes in each country have been formed to prepare activities for 2009. These 
Nodes establish collaborations between professional and amateur astronomers, science centres, 
educators, and science communicators.
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Superstar Hide and Seek
by Dr. Tony Phillips

It sounds like an impossible task: Take a star a hundred times larger in diameter and millions of 
times more luminous than the Sun and hide it in our own galaxy where the most powerful 
optical telescopes on Earth cannot find it. 

But it is not impossible. In fact, there could be dozens to hundreds of such stars hiding in 
the Milky Way right now. Furiously burning their inner stores of hydrogen, these hidden 
superstars are like ticking bombs poised to ‘go supernova’ at any moment, possibly unleashing 
powerful gamma-ray bursts. No wonder astronomers are hunting for them.

Earlier this year, they found one.
“It’s called the Peony nebula star,” says Lidia Oskinova of Potsdam University in 

Germany. “It shines like 3.2 million suns and weighs in at about 90 solar masses.”
The star lies behind a dense veil of dust near the center of the Milky Way galaxy.  

Starlight traveling through the dust is attenuated so much that the Peony star, at first glance, 
looks rather dim and ordinary.  Oskinova’s team set the record straight using NASA’s Spitzer 
Space Telescope. Clouds of dust can hide a star from visible-light telescopes, but Spitzer is an 
infrared telescope able to penetrate the dusty gloom.

“Using data from Spitzer, along with infrared observations from the ESO’s New 
Technology Telescope in Chile, we calculated the Peony star’s true luminosity,” she explains. 
“In the Milky Way galaxy, it is second only to another known superstar, Eta Carina, which 
shines like 4.7 million suns.”

Oskinova believes this is just the tip of the iceberg.  Theoretical models of star formation 
suggest that one Peony-type star is born in our galaxy every 10,000 years.  Given that the 
lifetime of such a star is about one million years, there should be 100 of them in the Milky Way 
at any given moment.

Could that be a hundred deadly gamma-ray bursts waiting to happen?  Oskinova is not 
worried.

“There’s no threat to Earth,” she believes. “Gamma-ray bursts produce tightly focused 
jets of radiation and we would be extremely unlucky to be in the way of one.  Furthermore, there 
don’t appear to be any supermassive stars within a thousand light years of our planet.”

Nevertheless, the hunt continues. Mapping and studying supermassive stars will help 
researchers understand the inner workings of extreme star formation and, moreover, identify 
stars on the brink of supernova.  One day, astronomers monitoring a Peony-type star could 
witness with their own eyes one of the biggest explosions since the Big Bang itself.

Now that might be hard to hide.
Find out the latest news on discoveries using the  Spitzer at www.spitzer.caltech.edu. 

Kids (of all ages) can read about “Lucy’s Planet Hunt” using the Spitzer Space Telescope at 
spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/kids/spitzer/lucy.

This article was provided by the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, California Institute of Technology, under a 
contract with the National Aeronautics and Space Administration.
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NOTE: for their bimonthly newsletter, go to: http://spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/educators The newsletter is all about 
the many useful and free resources on The Space Place website that can be helpful to classroom and home school 
teachers, after-school program directors, museum and library program directors, and other informal educators.

   

Scope City, 350 Bay Street, San Francisco, offers a huge selection of 
telescopes, accessories and more.  They also offer a $25 merchandise 
discount to new SMCAS members. Obtain a receipt from SMCAS 
Treasurer showing you have paid your dues for the current year. To 
arrange for your discount, contact Sam Sweiss at Scope City, in the 
store, at 415-421-8800, or email  sanfrancisco@scopecity.com.
Check them out at http://www.scopecity.com

To boost tourism now that 2008 Olympics 
have ended, China leaders plan solar 
eclipse for July 22, 2009
If any members are thinking about chasing this long-duration TSE, better start planning now. Tours are 
already starting to book up. One tour of interest in terms of itinerary and price, has the following website: 
http://www.eclipse-chasers.com/esafari/default.htm. Rick Brown has been an eclipse chaser since 1991, and 
reporter Jake Silverstein accompanied his group to Turkey in 2006, writing up the trip in the June/July 2006 
issue of Seed Magazine. Other tours are also worth checking out, and can be found by Googling China 
Eclipse 2009 Tours. NOTE: Anyone interested in booking with Rick needs to contact him. He has some 

The “Peony Nebula” star is the second-brightest found in the Milky Way Galaxy, after 
Eta Carina. The Peony star blazes with the light of 3.2 million suns..
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