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 As the Sun moves back to the South of us, itôs 

a good time to reflect on how this most important 

object in our sky appears to move.  As I write 

this, Lahaina Noon, the moment when the Sun is 

directly overhead, has just occurred for Oahu.  It 

takes only about two weeks for Lahaina Noon to 

sweep down from Kauai through the Big Island.  

(The term, from Hawaiian words meaning ñcruel 

Sun,ò was coined in a contest run by our own 

Bishop Museum in 1989.) 

     As most readers of the Astronews know, the 

Sun passes overhead at the Tropic of Cancer on 

the summer solstice and at the Tropic of  

Capricorn on the winter solstice.  What you may 

not be aware of, though, is that these locations are 

not fixed but move slowly over time.  In fact, 

even the names are rather outdated by now. 

     These circles of latitude, as well as the Arctic 

and Antarctic Circles, result from the tilt of 
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Earthôs axis with respect to its orbit around 

the Sun.  Itôs not necessary to know that, 

though, to recognize that the Sun stops 

moving north and starts moving south at the 

same place and time each year, so this con-

cept is quite old. 

     Now we know the cause of the  

phenomenon and also understand that the 

tilt of Earthôs axis, or its ñobliquity,ò varies 

on many time scales.  The main long-term 

cycle lasts 41,000 years and varies the tilt 

between 22.5° and 24.5°.  On average, this 

is now causing the Tropic circles to move 

toward the equator by about 15 meters per 

year.  However, an 18.7-year period of  

nutation, caused principally by the tides 

generated by the Sun and Moon, causes a 

range of motion of 300 meters over that 

period, and there are other smaller  

variations as well. 

     These subtle changes werenôt noticed 

when the tropics were named, and neither 

was the nearly 26,000 year period of  

precession as the Earthôs spin axis traces a 

circle on the sky.  When the Tropic of  

Cancer was named, the Sun was in Cancer 

at the summer solstice.  Astrologers of  

today still use a system that became fixed 

when the Sun entered Gemini on the sol-

stice, but today it occurs when the Sun is 

(just barely) in Taurus.  Most people who 

dabble in astrology donôt know this, so next 

time youôre with one when the Sun reaches 

the ñTropic of Taurus,ò point out Castor and 

Pollux in the sunset sky.  You might get an 

interesting reaction. 

Chris     

(Continued from page 1) 

The Astronews Page 2  

President  
Chris Peterson 

956-3131 

chrisp@higp.hawaii.edu 
 

Vice President  
Barry Peckham 

542-8658 

barry@liteboxtelescopes.com 
 

Secretary  
Gretchen West 

737-4742 

gwest002@hawaii.rr.com 
 

Treasurer  
Jim MacDonald 

261-2162 
jim.macd@hawaiiantel.net 

 

The Astronews Editor  

Carey Johnson 

216-1410 

quarkcsj@hotmail.com 
 

Board Members -at -Large  
John Gallagher 683-0118  

gallaghej002@hawaii.rr.com 

Harry Zisko 262-1947 

harryz@pobox.com 

Hawaiian Astronomical Society  
P.O. Box 17671  

Honolulu, Hawaii  96817  

HAS Webmaster  
Peter Besenbruch 

prb@lava.net 

 

School Star Party Coordinator 

Forrest Luke 

lukef003@hawaii.rr.com 

The Astronews is the monthly newsletter of the 

Hawaiian Astronomical Society. Some of the 

contents may be copyrighted. We request that 

authors and artists be given credit for their work. 
Contributions are welcome. Send them to the 

Editor via e-mail. The deadline is the 16th of 

each month. We are not responsible for  
unsolicited artwork. 

Presidentõs Message (cont.)  



Meeting Minutes                                            by Gretchen West 

Volume 56, Issue 8  Page 3  

HAWAIIAN ASTRONOMICAL SOCIETY 

GENERAL MEMBERSHIP MEETING 

July 1, 2008 

 

 President Chris Peterson called the July 1, 2008 meeting of the Hawaiian 

Astronomical Society to order at 7:31 p.m.  The meeting was held at the  

Atherton Halau of the Bishop Museum.  In attendance were twenty-four  

members and one visitor. 

 Hawaii Space Lecture Series - The next Hawaii Space Lecture Series will 

be on Tuesday July 22nd, 2008.  Dr. B. Ray Hawke, and Dr. Chris Peterson, 

both of the Hawaii Institute of Geophysics and Planetology, University of  

Hawaii will speak. The title of the lecture is ñFly Over the Moon with 

Kaguya.ò The lecture will begin at 7:30 pm in the NASA Pacific Regional 

Planetary Data Center, room 544, on the fifth floor of the P.O.S.T.  Building at 

the University of Hawaii at Manoa. For further information you can contact 

NASA PRPDC at 808-056-3132 or on the Web go to  

http://www.higp.hawaii.edu/prpdc 

 Phoenix Mission: President Chris Peterson reviewed for us the purpose for 

and processing techniques of the Phoenix Lander.  The pursuit of evidence for 

water ice in the northern regions of Mars is of central importance.  A heat  

analyzer will evaluate volatile compounds in Martian soil while a wet  

chemistry lab will test for factors such as pH and salinity.  Chris reviewed  

current images from the lander.   He also explained the physical change of a 

substance from a solid directly to a gas or the sublimation of water ice versus 

that of carbon dioxide.   Chris also discussed the revival of an earlier  

hypothesis regarding the origins of the smooth northern plains of Mars.  An 

impact by a giant object impacting Mars some 3.9 million years ago may have 

cause the smooth plains which are so different from the more southern rocky 

highlands.    

 Anniversaries - June 30th marked the fourth anniversary of the Cassini  

Mission.  A new two-year mission, the Cassini Equinox Mission will image the 

Southern Hemisphere of Saturn.  June 30th, 2008 is also the 100th anniversary 

of the Tunguska Event, which occurred over the skies of Siberia.  It has been 

theorized that a 50km stony meteorite exploded above the ground that day, 

devastating the surrounding forests and wildlife.   

 Aloha to Bishop Museum Friends - The Hawaiian Astronomical Society 

would like to extend our warmest aloha to Carolyn Kaichi who is leaving the 

Bishop Museum staff due to employee layoffs.  We have enjoyed working with 

Carolyn on a variety of projects and know that wherever she may go, our best 

wishes go with her.  We welcome a renewed association with Mike  

Shannahan, also of the Bishop Museum, who will be assuming the  

responsibilities with the museumôs Planetarium.  

(Continued on page 4) 
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 School Star Party Report - Forrest Luke reports that we do not have any 

scheduled schools star parties until September. 

 Visitors: President Chris Peterson greeted one visitor, Tom Bone, to the 

meeting this month.  We hope to see Tom at some of our upcoming star parties 

and help him become more familiar with telescopes and the night sky.  

 N.A.S.A.  Night-Sky Network - A recent teleconference reviewed the up-

coming Shuttle mission to rehabilitate the Hubble Space Telescope.  Chris  

Peterson presented a presentation reviewing the service mission that will up-

date the wide field cameras and improve the HST sensitivity through the use of 

new spectrographs. The telescopeôs thermal insulation will be replaced as 

well.  Night-Sky Network coordinator and At-Large Board member, John  

Gallagher presented a short overview of a second teleconference regarding the 

upcoming August 1st solar eclipse.  NASA scientists will be positioning them-

selves in China for the event.  John reacquainted members with the sizes of 

umbra and penumbra as they move across the Earthôs surface.  

 Photo Op - Steve Chun displayed his most recent image of the Moon which 

he has had framed.  

 Upcoming Kauai Trip - Vice President Barry Peckham informed members 

of a September 27, 2008 trip to Kauai which some of the amateur astronomers 

will be undertaking.  The trip is not a club event.  It is recommended that plans 

and reservations be made as soon as possible. If anyone interested in going is 

asked to coordinate with Barry.  

 Book Review - Barry Peckham reviewed a Time/Life book on ñAdvanced 

Star Watching.ò  Barry pointed out that anyone who chooses to buy books on 

astronomy really needs to have the opportunity to review the book up close and 

personal.  The Time/Life book, despite its title, had little in it to enhance the 

abilities of the more advanced star watcher.  So, buyers beware!!! 

 The meeting was adjourned at 8:53 p.m. and refreshments were served. 

  

Respectfully Submitted, 

Gretchen West, Secretary, H.A.S. 

Did you know? 

 

Adopted by HAS on July 6, 2004.  No laser in excess of 5 mw output shall be 

used by any person at any event sponsored by HAS.  This restriction also  

applies to HAS members participating in events sponsored by other  

organizations such as schools, scouting groups, churches, etc which include 

HAS as a participating organization. 
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Death of a Supergiant 
 

 By all outward appearances, the red supergiant appeared normal. But below the 

surface, hidden from probing eyes, its core had already collapsed into an ultra-dense 

neutron star, sending a shock wave racing outward from the starôs center at around 

50 million kilometers per hour. 

 The shock wave superheated the plasma in its path to almost a million degrees 

Kelvin, causing the star to emit high-energy ultraviolet (UV) radiation. About six 

hours later, the shock wave reached the starôs surface, causing it to explode in a 

Type IIP supernova named SNLS-04D2dc. 

 Long before the explosionôs visible light was detected by telescopes on Earth, 

NASAôs Galaxy Evolution Explorer (GALEX) space telescope captured the earlier 

pulse of UV light ð scientistsô first glimpse of a star entering its death throes. 

 ñThis UV light has traveled through the star at the moment of its death but be-

fore it was blown apart,ò explains Kevin Schawinski, the University of Oxford astro-

physicist who led the observation. ñSo this light encodes some information about the 

state of the star the moment it died.ò 

 And thatôs exactly why astronomers are so excited. Observing the beautiful neb-

ula left behind by a supernova doesnôt reveal much about what the star was like be-

fore it exploded; most of the evidence has been obliterated. Information encoded in 

these UV "pre-flashesò could offer scientists an unprecedented window into the in-

nards of stars on the verge of exploding. 

 In this case, Schawinski and his colleagues calculated that just before its death, 

the star was 500 to 1000 times larger in diameter than our sun, confirming that the 

star was in fact a red supergiant. ñWeôve been able to tell you the size of a star that 

died in a galaxy several billion light-years away,ò Schawinski marvels. 

 ñGALEX has played a very important role in actually seeing this for a few rea-

sons,ò Schawinski says. First, GALEX is a space telescope, so it can see far-UV 

light thatôs blocked by Earthôs atmosphere.  

 Also, GALEX is designed to take a broad view of the sky. Its relatively small 20

-inch primary mirror gives it a wide, 1.2-degree field of view, making it more likely 

to catch the UV flash preceding a supernova.  

 With these advantages, GALEX is uniquely equipped to catch a supernova be-

fore it explodes. ñJust when we like to see it,ò Schawinski says. 

 For more information, visit www.galex.caltech.edu, ñUltraviolet Gives View 

Inside Real óDeath Starô.ò Kids can check out how to make a mobile of glittering 

galaxies at spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/kids/galex_make1.shtml . 
  

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

under a contract with the National Aeronautics and Space Administration. 




