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Dr. Bart De Pontieu, Research Scientist, Lockheed-Martin Solar 
Physics Lab, will discuss the reason the solar surface, at a few 

thousand degrees, is only hot enough to fry eggs the size of Mars, 
but the coronal atmosphere above the surface is millions of 

degrees hotter. The interface between surface and corona is a 
fascinating new field of study. To learn more about it, come to the 

Science Center on Friday, September 2 at 7:30 pm. 
 

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. 
 

  Table of Contents: 
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Dancing Waters: A display put on every Thursday 
evening by the biggest star in the entire solar 
system! 
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Crestview Park in San Carlos 

Saturday 9/24/2011 
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SPEAKER:               Dr. Bart De Pontieu, Research Scientist, Lockheed Martin Solar Physics Lab 

TOPIC:                    The Solar Interface Region             

TIME:                         7:30 pm  September 2nd 

WHERE:                    The CSM Planetarium  Bldg 36, Parking Lot 5    

.                                    Free and open to the public 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Bart De Pontieu is a research scientist at the Lockheed Martin Advanced Technoogy 
Center's Solar and Astrophysics Lab (LMSAL) in Palo Alto, CA. His work has focused on 
understanding the connection between the Sun's surface and its atmosphere by studying the 
Sun's chromosphere and transition region using ground-based and space-based imaging 
and spectroscopy, as well as numerical simulations. He is a member of the teams working 
on the NASA TRACE spacecraft and NASA/JAXA's Solar Optical Telescope (SOT) 
onboard the Japanese Hinode satellite. He is also a co-Investigator of the AIA instrument 
to be launched onboard NASA's Solar Dynamics Observatory (SDO). 
 
De Pontieu received his Masters in Physics from the University of Ghent, Belgium, and his 
Ph. D. in Physics from the University of Ghent and the Max-Planck-Institute for 
extraterrestrial Physics, Garching, Germany. 

It's been a mystery for more than half a century: why, in the short distance from the Sun's surface to its corona, or 
outer atmosphere, does the temperature leap from a few thousand to a few million degrees? The answer might lie in hot 
jets of plasma erupting from the Sun's surface.  
 The Sun's outer atmosphere or corona is heated to millions of degrees, considerably hotter than its cool surface or 
photosphere. The exact physical mechanism driving coronal heating remains unknown. During the past few years, 
recently built instruments like the Japanese Hinode satellite, the Swedish Solar Telescope in Spain and NASA's Solar 
Dynamics Observatory (SDO) combined with advanced numerical simulations have revealed a new window into how the 
Sun's atmosphere is energized. These results directly challenge current theories and highlight the importance of the 
interface region between the photosphere and corona for understanding how the solar atmosphere is heated.  

Dr. De Pontieu will present some of these results and describe how NASA's recently selected Interface Region 
Imaging Spectrograph, which is being built by Lockheed Martin's Solar and Astrophysics Laboratory in Palo Alto, in 
collaboration with NASA Ames, Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory (SAO), Montana State University, Stanford 
University and the University of Oslo, will be able to address many of the outstanding issues and problems. 

Cool sun, hot corona. How come? 
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Although SMCAS has not  had meetings during the summer, we have had a very busy summer and are planning 
an active fall. Here is a summary of the club activities: 

 The SMART Project 

Thanks to your generosity, SMCAS and CSM were able to send CSM student and a SMCAS member Luis 
Alvarez to the Haugton-Mars Project Research Station (MMPRS). This is the project that Dr. Pascal Lee 
described to us at our November 2010 meeting. Luis spent three weeks there scouting out a site for the SMART 
telescope and assisting the scientists who were conducting experiments under simulated Mars conditions. (see 
the photographs on pages 4 and 5) 

ANNUAL INSTALLATION-OF-OFFICERS BANQUET  

Our annual banquet was held at the Waterfront Restaurant in Redwood City on July 16. Attendees had a great 
time dining in the beautiful surroundings. After the banquet, we played a TV news clip from KTVU (Channel 2) 
that described the SMART project and mentioned SMCAS as a sponsor. This was followed by Mike Ryan 
sharing his video and photos from the last Space Shuttle launch.  

Hidden Villa Star-B-Que 

Our annual Hidden Villa Star-B-Que was a success.  We had a great meal featuring Hamburgers and sausages 
provided by SMCAS, and a wonderful selection of pot luck items brought in by members.   

The dinner was followed by the AstroWizard show which was enjoyed by all, especially kids. 

Following the show, the astronomers in attendance provided telescopes for the public to view the wonder of the 
night skies. Unfortunately, this was cut short when low clouds drifted in. 

Crestview Star Parties 

We held several successful Star Parties at Crestview Park throughout the summer. There were good number of 
telescopes and a nice group of general public guests that attended these events. 

If you have never attended a Star Party, you should consider coming out to one. At these events, club members 
bring out their personal telescopes and share views of Planets, star clusters, galaxies and various nebulae. It is a 
good place to learn about telescopes, especially if you are considering purchasing one. You can also get help 
setting up your own telescope and advice on how to find astronomical objects. 

Meetings 

Meetings will resume on September 2.  We have a great list of speakers lined up for the rest of the year, starting 
with Dr. Bart De Pontieu discussing The Solar Interface Region at the September 2 meeting. 

Astronomy Day 

We are planning an Astronomy Day, possibly combined with a Family Science Day, on November 5. This will 
be in conjunction with the Bay Area Science Festival. November 5 is the date for a Bay Area-wide Star Party 
and it should get good publicity. We are planning a very exciting speaker for that evening, so you should 
reserve the date for yourself and your family. 

 
Ed Pieret, President               San Mateo County Astronomical Society 
(650)862-9602     SMCAS@live.com   
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Solar System Size Surprise 
by Dr. Tony Phillips 

 
News flash: You may be closer to interstellar space than you previously thought. 
A team of researchers led by Tom Krimigis of the Johns Hopkins University Applied Physics 

Laboratory announced the finding in the June 2011 issue of Nature.  The complicated title of their 
article, “Zero outward flow velocity for plasma in a heliosheath transition layer,” belies a simple 
conclusion: The solar system appears to be a billion or more kilometers smaller than earlier estimates. 

The recalculation is prompted by data from NASA’s Voyager 1 probe, now 18 billion 
kilometers from Earth. Voyagers 1 and 2 were designed and built and are managed by NASA’s Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory. Aging but active, the spacecraft have been traveling toward the stars since 1977 
on a heroic mission to leave the solar system and find out what lies beyond.  

To accomplish their task, the Voyagers must penetrate the outer walls of the heliosphere, a great 
bubble of plasma and magnetism blown in space by the solar wind. The heliosphere is so big, it 
contains all the planets, comets and asteroids that orbit the sun. Indeed many astronomers hold that the 
heliosphere defines the boundaries of the solar system. Inside it is “home.” Outside lies the Milky Way. 
For 30+ years, the spacecraft have been hurtling toward the transition zone. Voyager 1 is closing in. 

Much of Voyager 1’s long journey has been uneventful. Last year, however, things began to 
change. In June 2010, Voyager 1 beamed back a startling number: zero. That’s the outward velocity of 
the solar wind where the probe is now.  

“This is the first sign that the frontier is upon us,” says Krimigis. 
Previously, researchers thought the crossing was still years and billions of kilometers away, but 

a new analysis gave them second thoughts. Krimigis and colleagues combined Voyager data with 
previously unpublished measurements from the Cassini spacecraft. Cassini, on a mission to study 
Saturn, is nowhere near the edge of the solar system, but one of its instruments can detect atoms 
streaming into our solar system from the outside. Comparing data from the two locations, the team 
concluded that the edge of the heliosphere lies somewhere between16 to 23 billion kilometers from the 
sun, with a best estimate of approximately 18 billion kilometers.  

Because Voyager 1 is already nearly 18 billion kilometers out, it could cross into interstellar 
space at any time—maybe even as you are reading this article. 

“How close are we?” wonders Ed Stone, Caltech professor and principal investigator of the 
Voyager project since the beginning. “We don't know, but Voyager 1 speeds outward a billion miles 
every three years, so we may not have long to wait.” 

Stay tuned for the crossing. 
For more about the missions of Voyager 1 and 2, see http://voyager.jpl.nasa.gov/. Another 

Voyager project scientist, Merav Opher, is the guest on the newest Space Place Live cartoon interview 
show for kids at http://spaceplace.nasa.gov/space-place-live. 

 
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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            This artist's concept shows NASA's two Voyager spacecraft exploring a turbulent region of space  
            known as the heliosheath, the outer shell of the bubble of charged particles around our sun.  

Image credit: NASA/JPL-Caltech. 
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2011 - PDT  Sept 24 Rise  Sept 24 Set  

Sun Equinox on 23rd 6:58 AM 7:03 PM 
Moon  3:44 AM 5:10 PM 
Mercury In the sun’s glare* 6:40 AM 7:01 PM 
Venus In the sun’s glare 7:50 AM 7:33 PM 
Mars In the wee hours 2:11 AM 4:29 PM 
Jupiter Late evening 8:40 PM 10:10 AM 
 12 AM on 25th, East on left g e J i c 
 Red Spot transit 11:02 PM 
Saturn Briefly after sunset 8:18 AM 7:52 PM 
Uranus Opposition on 25th 7:02 PM 7:12 AM 
Neptune Most of the night 5:35 PM 4:25 AM 
Pluto In the evening 2:15 PM 12:20 AM 
 
*Mercury is visible in the morning earlier in the m onth but is in the sun’s glare on the 
date of the star party.  
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After coming off HW92 at Hillsdale Blvd towards CSM, proceed up 
hill through the second and third sets of traffic lights until you come 
to the first stop sign, where you enter the campus, and continue 
straight. After the third stop sign, turn into the first parking lot on the 
right. This is now called Lot 5. The planetarium is directly ahead of 
you. Enter the building (36) through the door facing the parking lot. 
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Come out and bring the kids  
for a mind-expanding look at 

the universe!�
Bring your binoculars, telescopes,  
star guides, and lounge chairs for 
some informal star gazing at 
Crestview Park. Dress warmly and 
wear a hat. Visitors should park on 
the street or arrive before dark so that 
headlights don't affect the observers’ 
dark adaptation.  Bring small flash-
lights only, with the lens covered  
with red cellophane or red balloon. 
Please don't touch a telescope without 
permission. And parents, please 
watch your children. 
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Take Hwy 101 or El Camino 
to Brittan Avenue in San 
Carlos, and turn west (right 
from El Camino).  From El 
Camino, follow Brittan about 
2.3 miles to the intersection 
with Crestview Drive.   
From Alameda, go about 1.4 
miles to Crestview.  Turn 
right on Crestview.  A small 
sign saying "Crestview Park" 
is a half-block ahead on the 
right. Look to the left for the 
park entry road, a small street 
between houses #998 and 
#1000. If after dark, please 
park on Crestview near the 
park entrance and walk in the 
short distance, to avoid safety 
issues and disturbing the 
telescope setup and viewing. 

From Highway 280 to 
Edgewood Road. Go east 
(toward Bay) about 0.8 miles. 
Left on Crestview Dr.  Go 0.5 
miles uphill to the intersection 
with Brittan Avenue.  Go one 
short block to the park 
entrance on the left. 

Note: The park is residential, 
and adjacent to homes and 
backyards.  Before inviting 
noisy groups, please call Ed 
Pieret or Leroy Amen. 
 
For more information, call: 

            Leroy Amen: 573-0935 
Leroy’s cell: 504-5196 
Ed Pieret: 595-3691 
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Membership Application 
To join the San Mateo County Astronomical Society or to renew your membership please send dues by 
check payable to “SMCAS” to the address below.  Dues are $35 for a new member, $30 for Renewing 
members and $25 for students and seniors.   

SMCAS, at PO Box 974, Station A, San Mateo, CA 94403 
Check one: (  ) New member     (  ) Membership renewal     (  ) Address or info change 
NOTE TO EXISTING MEMBERS : do not fill in address etc. unless it’s changed! 
Name(s) __________________________________________________________ 
Address/City/Zip: __________________________________________________________ 
Phone(s) _________________Email____________________________ 
 

Meetings of the San Mateo County Astronomical Society are held the first Friday of the month (except in July and August) in the Planetarium at 
the College of San Mateo, located at 1700 West Hillsdale Blvd. in San Mateo.  Exit Hwy. 92 at West Hillsdale Blvd. and, proceed uphill through the 
second and third sets of traffic lights until you come to the first stop sign, where you enter the campus, and continue straight. After the third stop sign, 
turn into the first parking lot on the right. This is Lot 7. The planetarium is directly ahead of you. Enter the building (36) through the door facing the 
parking lot.  
 
Officers: President: Edmund Pieret; Vice-President: Chanan Greenberg; Secretary: John Fiske; Treasurer: Marion Weiler 
Board Members-At-Large: Bob Franklin, Ken Lum, Mike Ryan, Murad Hamidouche. 
Membership: open position  Newsletter: Dave Wolf, Ron Cardinale, Darryl Stanford, John Garis, Bob Fies.  
Program: Marion Weiler,  Publicity : open position; Reporter: open position 
Event Horizon Editor: Dave Wolf  NOTE: We welcome articles and photos submitted by the 15th of the month prior to publication.  
Contacts: 
     Website: http://www.smcas.com 
    Email:   SMCAS@live.com 
    Telephone: Ed Pieret at (650) 862-9602 
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