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Editor’s CornerEditor’s CornerEditor’s CornerEditor’s Corner    

�� ell, the June Griffith 
public star party was 
definitely drier than the 

May one.  Kudos to Mary Brown for 
checking to make sure things 
weren’t going to get wet !    

Again, the fact that we had to 
move the June general meeting 
date a week before it was 
scheduled to happen should be 
sufficient reason for everyone with 
email access to  join at least the  
LAAS Yahoo group announcements 
list.  We cannot possibly call, use 
regular mail, or even keep a 
separate email list to inform 
everyone of last minute changes 
like this, so PLEASE JOIN !  All you 
need is an email address we can 
reach you at.  The announcements 
list is only used for these sudden 
important messages, and so 
receives infrequent postings, but it is 
IMPORTANT that every LAAS 
member possible join that group. 

Articles, short news or story items, 
and photographs and images are 
welcome as long as they’re focused 
on LAAS interests. Articles need to 
be 1,500 words or less. Please submit 
only a few images at one time, with 
a caption for each.  Include such 
information as camera type, 
telescope or other equipment used, 
and exposure times, where 
pertinent. The deadline for 
submitting bulletin material is the 
10th of each month. If possible, 
please submit electronically to: 

BulletinEditor@laas.org 

(Continued on page 3) 
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New Members 
The new members approved at the last board meeting are: 

· Marshall Gatten 
· Thomas Phillips 
· Duncan Sinclair 
· David & Frances Smith 
· Rachel Algar 

Welcome to our club, and we hope you’ll enjoy your Astronomy with all of 
us !��  

Material may be sent to the LAAS address listed at the top of the column 
at left, but timely reception and publication canno t be guaranteed. ���

David Nakamoto 

Dr Barry Megdal took this one minute exposure of C2 009/R1 Comet 
McNaught just before dawn at Lockwood Sunday mornin g June 
13th.  He used an AP 160 scope with SBIG STL camera . 
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Is Pluto A Planet?  - 
A Tribute To Clyde Tombaugh. 

By Tre Gibbs 

Is Pluto a planet? There are apparently three answe rs depending on who 
you talk to:  Yes, No and Maybe.  So, what do YOU t hink?  Do you have an 
opinion on this recent controversy? But more import antly, why? What is 
your basis for your answer?  

The IAU (International Astronomical Union) in 2006 voted to downgrade 
Pluto from it's former 'Planetary' status.  Now, ma ny in the astronomical 
community not only disagree but have actually vowed  to ignore the IAU's 
recent decision.  Pretty intense stance, right? 

Why the intense feelings?  Why such harsh posturing  over a tiny object 
that’s almost four billion miles away from the Sun?   

In 1906, Percival Lowell, a wealthy 
Bostonian who founded the Lowell 
Observatory in Flagstaff, Arizona, 
began an extensive project in 
search of a ninth planet named 
"Planet X".   Something had been 
messing with Uranus' and Neptune's 
orbits and the only reasonable 
explanation was that yet another 
planet's gravity must be causing the 
chaos, so the search for "Planet X" 
was on.  Percival Lowell spent the 
remainder of his life searching for 
this hypothetical object - which he 
never found.  Lowell died in 1916 at 
the age of 61.  His project was put 
on hold... indefinitely. 

In 1929, a 23 year old Kansas farm 
boy named Clyde Tombaugh 
(shown on next page) got a job at 
the Lowell Observatory, cleaning 
up after astronomers and doing 
various odd jobs. His interest in 

astronomy led to a new job of continuing the search  for Lowell's "Planet X". 
He did this by systematically taking photographic i mages of identical 
portions of the night sky, two weeks apart and then  comparing the 
photographs with something called a "blink comparat or" - it enabled him 

(Continued on page 5) 
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to quickly switch back and forth 
between photographs in order to 
detect any moving objects.   Then, in 
1930 on February 18th, Clyde found 
something…  

What is a planet?  Until 2006, there 
was only the ancient definition. The 
word planet comes from the Greek 
word for "wander".   Back in ancient 
times, when Earth was the center of 
the Universe, our ancestors noticed 
that seven lights moved or 
wandered through the sky - the Sun, 
the Moon, Mercury, Venus, Mars, 
Jupiter and Saturn. This is why we 
have seven days of the week, by the 

way. If you know your Latin based languages, you ca n figure out which 
planet represents which day. 

Obviously, we don't consider the Sun and Moon plane ts any longer, but for 
more than 15 centuries, we did.  Imagine how freake d out people were 
when Nicholas Copernicus suggested (and Galileo Gal ilei proved) that 
Earth was NOT the center of the universe - that, in  fact, the SUN was the 
center of it!  Many people died - burned alive at t he stake by the Catholic 
Church - for suggesting this.  Galileo, who insiste d that the authorities look 
through his telescope and "see for themselves", was n't murdered.  Instead, 
he was put under house arrest for publishing his di scoveries. He died in 1642 
- blind from observing the Sun, and still imprisone d by the church.  The 
Catholic Church did finally apologize to Galileo...  in 1992.  Seriously. 

In March of 1930, as word of Tombaugh's discovery s pread across the 
globe, Venetia Burney (see next page), an eleven ye ar old school girl in 
Oxford, England, interested in astronomy and classi cal mythology, 
suggested to her Grandfather that the new planet's name should be 
"Pluto", after the Roman God of the underworld.  On  March 24th, 1930, the 
ninth planet in our Solar System was named.  Tombau gh became a 
celebrity, and to this day, remains so,- the first American to discover a 
planet - "Local Boy Becomes A Hero!" 

Today, Tombaugh is immortalized in a stained glass window in the Unitarian 
Universalist Church of Las Cruces, New Mexico. Thou gh not a religious 
person, personally, I feel it's wonderful when reli gion and science are able 
to co-exist with each other, rather than the divisi ve, ideology prevalent in 
some of today's pro-religion/anti-science communiti es. To me, this is 
another way Tombaugh is a hero.  

Pluto is far away. Really far.  It's so far that we  don't have any decent 

(Continued on page 6) 



 

�������
���� ������������ ��������

pictures of it.  Even the Hubble Space 
Telescope can't get a detailed 
snapshot of it.  After it's discovery, 
speculation was that it was huge, but 
as more observations happened and 
as technology improved over the 
years, astronomers came to realize 
that Pluto is, in fact, tiny. Today we 
know that it's only one fifth the size of 
Earth's moon. 

We also know that Pluto doesn't orbit 
the Sun in the same way as the other 
planets.  Pluto's orbit is so eccentric 
that it actually crosses Neptune's orbit 
- no other planet does that.  Pluto's 
orbit is also tilted - and not just slightly 
like Mercury's - it's a full seventeen 
degrees off the plane of the 
ecliptic.  And it isn't alone...  there are 

thousands, perhaps millions of other rocky, icy obj ects in it's neighborhood - 
what's now called the Kuiper Belt.   Eris, which is  bigger than Pluto, is 
another discovery in this belt. Does that mean that  Eris is the tenth planet in 
our Solar System? 

Could it be possible that what we thought was a pla net is just one of 
thousands of newly discovered bodies in a vast belt  of icy, rocky objects? 
What about the Asteroid Belt between Mars and Jupit er? Should the 
objects in it be considered planets as well?  

Astrophysicist Dr. Neil deGrasse Tyson became the u nintended center of 
controversy when, during the exhibit design and con struction of the 
Hayden Planetarium in New York, he decided to group  the planets in our 
Solar System based on their physical properties, ra ther than their locations 
relative to one another.   

For instance, the four terrestrial, rocky planets -  Mercury, Venus, Earth and 
Mars, are placed together.  In a separate area, the  gas giants are placed 
together - Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus and Neptune.   A nd finally, the icy, rocky 
objects in the Kuiper Belt are placed together - an d Pluto is there.  One 
day while overhearing a young child ask his mother,  "Mom, where's Pluto?” 
a New York Times reporter broke the story that made  the front page and 
changed Dr. Tyson's life - "Pluto Not A Planet? Onl y In New York".   

Dr. Tyson's mailbox was flooded with hate mail - a lot of which came from 
angry third graders. 

(Continued on page 7) 



 

Vol 84, issue 8 ������  

What is a planet? According to 
the IAU, for an object to be a 
planet it must meet three criteria: 
1) it must orbit the sun, 2) it must 
be big enough for it's gravity to 
force it into a spherical 
shape and 3) it must have 
c l e a r e d  i t ' s  o r b i t  o f 
debris.  Although Pluto meets the 
first two criteria, it doesn't even 
come close to # 3.   As a result, 
Pluto was classified as a smaller 
object, something called a 
"Dwarf Planet".  This brings up an 

interesting point - one shared by many astrophysici sts and other planetary 
scientists: 'a chihuahua may be a small dog, but it 's still a dog nonetheless'. 

Which brings us back to our original question - is Pluto a planet? Again, it 
seems that the answer to that question depends on w hom you talk to. At 
this point, we really don't know enough about Pluto  to come up with an 
answer that will satisfy everyone. That however is about to change.  In 
January of 2006, NASA launched "New Horizons", whic h is on its way to do 
a fly-by of Pluto in early 2015. This small spacecr aft will be the first ever to 
get a detailed look at the rocky, icy sphere. It's equipped with three 
special cameras to capture details of the surface, its make up and 
possible ring system. It will approach and pass Plu to, Charon, Nix, Hydra, 
finally Eris and then keep going, never to return. After the photographs are 
sent, after the data is analyzed, after the mission  is complete, New Horizons 
will continue on into the vast, cold, dark emptines s of space and simply be 
a memory... 

Technology is amazing. Eighty five years after a 23  year old farm boy from 
Kansas discovered what was once the ninth planet in  our Solar System, we 
will finally begin to have details of this beloved,  yet controversial 
object.  As fascinating as this may be, to me the m ost important detail of 
this remarkable nine year journey is that some of C lyde Tomabugh's 
remains - his ashes - were placed aboard the New Ho rizons spacecraft 
and are now headed to the celestial ball of rock an d ice that he 
discovered eighty years ago.   

Whether Pluto is a planet or not isn't that importa nt to me anymore. What I 
find most intriguing is that the Kansas farm boy wh o discovered Pluto, is on 
his way to find out for himself.   

I can't imagine a more fitting tribute. 

Thank you, Clyde. ��  
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Pacific Astronomy and Telescope 
Show 
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Society for Astronomical Sciences 
 

For Immediate Release:  Friday June 11, 2010   
Release No. SAS 10-01 

 
AMATEUR  AND PROFESSIONAL 
ASTRONOMERS PRESENT SMALL -
TELESCOPE RESEARCH RESULTS AT 
“SYMPOSIUM  ON TELESCOPE SCIENCE”  
 The 2010 Symposium on Telescope Science 
saw over one hundred amateur and professional astronomers gather in Big 
Bear, CA to share recent research results, methods, and instrumentation related 
to small-telescope astronomical science.  This year’s Symposium was a joint 
gathering of the Society for Astronomical Sciences (SAS) and the Center for 
Backyard Astrophysics (CBA).  During two full days of technical presentations, 
the topics ranged from variable stars (of several different types) to asteroids to 
Jovian satellites, and included CCD photometry, video photometry, 
spectroscopy, polarimetry, and radar methods of observation.  In addition, 

(Continued on page 9) 
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about fifty people attended the “day before” tutorial workshops on “Small-
telescope Spectroscopy” presented by Olivier Thizy and “Calibrating CCD 
Imagers” presented by Richard Berry.  Attendees were treated to new-product 
highlights from several of the sponsor companies, and quite a few impromptu 
networking discussions could be found surrounding the conference location.  
The event was rounded out by the traditional banquet and a wonderfully 
entertaining presentation by Chris Butler on “Our Little Corner of the Galaxy”. 
 Videos of many of the technical presentations 
from the 2010 Symposium can be viewed on the SAS website:  
www.SocAstroSci.org. 
 The 2010 Symposium provided a window into 
small-telescope science, and some of the opportunities for collaboration between 
amateur and professional astronomers.    This was the 29th SAS Symposium, and 
the progress on display bodes well for the future of small-telescope astronomical 
science! 

The 2011 Symposium will be held at Big Bear, CA on May 24-25-26, 
2011. 
About the SAS:  The Society for Astronomical Sciences facilitates collaborative 
astronomical research between amateur, student, and professional astronomers.  
SAS workshops provide amateur and student astronomers with solid grounding 
in observational procedures and data-reduction methods.  The annual 
“Symposium on Telescope Science” is the premier forum for presentation of the 
results of small-telescope research and professional-amateur astronomical 
collaborations.  For more information, see:  http://www.SocastroSci.org 
 
 
The Society for Astronomical Sciences is a  non-profit corporation exempt under 
I.R.S. Code Section 501(c)(3). 
 
Press contact:  LeRoy Snyder, e-mail:   lsynder@SocAstroSci.org 
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Griffith Observatory 
Public Star Party Procedure 
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The summer star party season is upon us.  Mars, Sat urn and Venus 
are in view in the evening sky.  Below are listed t he telescopes 
that are currently available in the loaner program.  
 
LAAS-1 - 4.5" f/8 Celestron reflector on a Polaris mount.  This is an 
easily portable instrument that is still capable of  good 
performance. 
 
LAAS-5 - 6" f/6 Parks reflector on a Polaris clone equatorial mount 
with a clock drive. 
 
LAAS-8 - 80mm Selsi refractor on an equatorial moun t.  This is a 
good telescope for planetary observation. 
 
LAAS-9 - 80mm f/6.25 refractor with a University Op tics objective 
on a heavy duty Celestron camera tripod with a pan- head 
mount.  This RFT is good for the Messier marathon. 
 
All telescopes are equipped with 3 eyepieces.  Refl ectors include 
a simple collimation tool and refractors come with a star 
diagonal 
 
For more information call: David Sovereign at (626)  794—0646.���

David Sovereign 

�������������  

Lost and Found 

Last year a power cord was left at a public star pa rty at Griffith 
Observatory.  It has a "cigarette lighter" connecto r one end and a DC 
connector on the other that looks as if it goes wit h a go-to telescope. 

A few months ago, also after a public star party, a  9mm 1.25" eyepiece 
was found next to the curb where we load and unload . 

For further information call David Sovereign at (62 6) 794-0646  �  
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Aug 4th (Wed) Board Meeting 
Garvey Ranch Park Class Room. 

8:00pm to 10:00pm 

Aug 7th (Sat) Dark Sky Night Lockwood Valley 

Aug 9th (Mon) General Mtg 
Griffith Observatory, Event Horizon 

Theater, 7:45pm to 9:45pm.  Speaker 
information below. 

Aug 14th (Sat) Public Star Party 
Griffith Observatory, 2:00pm to 

10:00pm, See pg 12 for details on 
how to attend. 

Sep 4th (Sat) Dark Sky Night Lockwood Valley 

Sep 8th (Wed) Board Meeting 
Garvey Ranch Park Class Room. 

8:00pm to 10:00pm 

Sep 13th (Mon) General Mtg 
Griffith Observatory, Event Horizon 

Theater, 7:45pm to 9:45pm.  Speaker 
information below. 

Sep 18th (Sat) Public Star Party 
Griffith Observatory, 2:00pm to 

10:00pm, See pg 12 for details on 
how to attend. 

General Meeting Speaker 
Information 
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Membership Annual Dues: 
Youth $ 20.00 
Regular (18-65) $ 45.00 
Senior Citizen (65 and up) $ 30.00 
Senior Family $ 40.00 
Family $ 60.00 
Life $ 500.00 
Additional fees: 
Charter Star member $ 30.00 
Star member, with pad $ 70.00 
Star member, no pad $ 60.00 
Printed Bulletin $ 15.00 
(Membership due date is 
indicated on the mailing label) 

 

HANDY PHONE 
LIST 
 
LAAS Answering Machine ...... (213) 673-7355 
Griffith Observatory 
 Program................................ (213) 473-0800 
 Sky Report ...................... unavailable for now 

Lockwood Site ......................... (661) 245-2106 
 (not answered, arrange time with caller. 
 Outgoing calls – collect or calling card) 

Mt. Wilson Institute .................. (626) 793-3100 

LAAS Home Page: http://www.laas.org  
LAAS Bulletin Online: http://www.laas.org/Resources_Newsletter.htm  

Astronomy Magazine Subscriptions 

For a club rate subscription to Astronomy , send a check payable to 
Kalmbach Publishing Co. in the amount of $34 for on e year or $60 for two 
years  to the LAAS treasurer at : 

LAAS 
P.O. Box 56084 
Sherman Oaks   CA 91413 

Be sure to include the exact name and mailing addre ss for your 
subscription.  That magazine also requires later su bscription renewals to be 
handled through the LAAS Treasurer. ��  

Sky and Telescope Subscriptions 
Sky and Telescope subscriptions renewals should be sent directly to Sky 
Publishing. To start a Sky and Telescope subscripti on, contact the LAAS 
Treasurer (see the contact information on page 2) d irectly to get the club 
rates, then thereafter send the renewal bills direc tly to Sky Publishing. �� �


