
Cosmic Fireworks & Explosive Deaths of Massive Stars 
Program notes by Marni Berendsen 
 
The International Year of Astronomy (IYA) continues with the April theme of Galaxies 
and the Distant Universe.  

On April 28th, Dr. Maryam Modjaz of the University of California at Berkeley will give us 
a closer look at the distant universe with her discussion of the most powerful explosions 
in the universe: supernovae and gamma-ray bursts (GRB).  Supernovae occur in our 
own galaxy as well as galaxies near and far.  GRBs have been detected in very distant 
galaxies, more than a billion light years away.

How are these types of explosions related?  How are they different?  Are they 
dangerous to life on Earth?  How might they be vital for life on Earth?

Dr. Modjaz started as an undergrad at UC Berkeley, and recently completed her PhD at 
Harvard University. She was part of the Supernova Group at the Harvard-Smithsonian 
Center for Astrophysics. She has returned to Berkeley and collaborates with Prof. Alex 
Filippenko in her research on supernovae and GRBs. 

Come and experience the power of the universe!

Upcoming programs:
May 26: Thomas Berger, The Sun and Hinode Satellite

Western Amateur Astronomers (WAA)

Western Amateur Astronomers was founded in 1949 by Dr. G. Bruce Blair, Dr. Walter H. Haas, Mr. Carl Wells,  Dr. Dinsmore 
Alter of Griffith Observatory, and with encouragement of the ASP, interested individuals from the University of Nevada, 
and the Eastbay Astronomical Society also got involved. The WAA’s goal is to support astronomy clubs and groups, their 
members and their activities located on the west coast. Up to that time, few astronomy clubs and societies were supported 
on the west coast with major conventions.

Before the first convention in 1949, astronomical conventions were held on the east coast with support of the Astronomical 
League. With a need for conferences on the west coast these professional and amateur astronomers banded together to 
form the Western Amateur Astronomers, which held its first convention in 1949 at the University of Southern California. 
WAA’s Constitution was put together in the mid-1950’s by David P. Barcroft, who was involved with ALPO (Association of 
Lunar and Planetary Observers).

WAA currently represents 17 member groups including Denver Astronomical Society, Hawaiian Astronomical Society, the 
Western Region of Astronomical League, and six local groups; MDAS, MDOA, AANC, EAS, Tri-Valley Stargazers and the 
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Telescope Makers Workshop. Throughout the history of 
this organization WAA has supported and helped sponsor 
astronomy conventions and provided several awards 
to honor the efforts of deserving amateur astronomers. 
One of the most prestigious being, The G. Bruce Blair 
Award in honor of WAA’s first president Dr. G. Bruce Blair. 
David P. Barcroft was the chairman on the committee for 
The G. Bruce Blair Award from 1951 to 1957. This award 
is given out yearly to a nominee who has supported 
amateur astronomy, and to date 54 awards have been 
given. The G. Bruce Blare Award is considered the “Nobel 
Prize” of amateur astronomy, and is awarded to a living 
professional or amateur astronomer who has made an 
important contribution to amateur astronomy. The award is 
presented at the Riverside Telescope Makers Conference 
and Astronomy EXPO.

Other awards available through WAA to club and society 
individuals are:

E.E. Barnard Observer’s Award: for outstanding 
observations by amateurs that contribute to the science 
of astronomy. 

Caroline Herschel Astronomy Project Award: 
recognizing outstanding amateurs using their 
observational skills & techniques for their project. 

John Goodricke Award: an award for clubs, groups and 
societies to recognize a member’s outstanding service 
to their organization and participation on the local or 
national level.

WAA has hosted or sponsored several conventions 
including those in Hawaii in the early 1960’s and several 
within the Bay Area (including WAA’s participation with 
AANC conferences at NASA Ames and Lawrence Hall of 
Science). WAA participates annually at RTMC, and staffs a 
booth at this event.

Additional information about WAA can be found at
http://www.waa.av.org/

•
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President:
Liede-Marie Haitsma, stfrncis@ix.netcom.com
Vice President: 
Chris Ford, cford81@comcast.net
Treasurer: 
Wil Roberge, wil@donahue.com
Secretary: 
Malinda “Moon” Trask, metallicamoon@sbcglobal.com

Board members:
New Member Mentor: Steve Jacobs
llasjacobs@astound.net

Meeting Program Chair: Marni Berendsen
berendsen@aol.com

What’s Up? Program Chair: James Scala
jscala2@comcast.net

Outreach Program Chair / AANC Rep: Jim Head
jamesnhead@comcast.net

Publicity: Mark Stafforini 
mstafforini@yahoo.com

Merchandise: Chuck Chickering
elchick447@comcast.net

Membership: Tom Harris
memberinfo@mdas.net

Observation Activities Chair: Richard Ozer
rozer@pacbell.net

WAA Representative: Jon Wilson
jwilson8721@sbcglobal.net

Web Design: Glenn Spiegelman
gspie@comcast.net

Newsletter Editor: Rob Haitsma
sjshark2@ix.netcom.com

Mailing address:
MDAS
P.O. Box 4889
Walnut Creek, CA 94596-3754

Meetings are held:
Fourth Tuesday every month, except on the third Tuesday 
in November and December.
Refreshments and conversations are at 6:45pm.
Meetings begin at 7:15pm.
Where: 
Concord Police Association Facility
5060 Avila Road, top of the hill.
Take Avila Road from Willow Pass Road.
Directions to facility:
http://nightsky.jpl.nasa.gov/club-view-directions.
cfm?Address_ID=18
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Presidents Corner

Space Debris: 
Accidents Waiting to Happen
by Liede-Marie Haitsma

The collision, February 10th, between two large satellites, 
an active U.S. commercial Iridium 33 satellite, and an out 
of service Russian Cosmos 2251 communication satellite, 
has added a cloud of debris to an already orbital debris 
area. They collided about 485/490 miles about Earth, over 
northern Siberia. This area is considered a low-earth orbit 
(LEO), and contains many other active satellites. The crash 
left about 2,000 speeding pieces large enough to destroy 
satellites.

“Space junk, space debris, space waste” can 
and will cause serious problems for future 
space flights. Not only is there space debris at 
LEO but also father out, geostationary Earth 
orbit (GEO), approximately 22,240 miles 
above Earth and all points in between.

Between the years of 1957 and 2008 alone 
there were approximately 4600 launches 
placing about 6000 satellites into orbit; 
about 400 of these are now traveling on 
interplanetary trajectories but of the remaining 
5600 only about 800 are operational-45% of 
these in LEO and GEO.

In 1996, French spy satellite, Cerise, was 
severely damaged by a piece of debris from 
the rocket that launched it.

In January 2007 China added several thousand more 
good-sized pieces of debris by shooting down one of it own 
satellites, Fengyun 1C, in a test of its defense capability.  
A cloud of space waste is now at altitudes of 300 to 2,500 
miles. 

NASA has reported that the Space Shuttles are regularly 
hit with space debris; over 80 windows have been replaced 
over the years. The International Space Station also has 
had to take evasive maneuvers to avoid collisions with 
space waste.

Space debris is not stationary; in orbit relative velocities 
can range into the tens of thousands of kilometers per 
hour. The European Space Agency (ESA) reported that 
for the Envisat Satellite the relative velocity between the 
satellite and a debris object is 52,000 kilometers per hour. 
About 40% of ground-trackable space debris comes from 
explosions, and now runs at 4 to 5 per year. At the present 
rates, in twenty to fifty years, collisions would exceed 
explosions as a source of new space waste; the amount of 

debris will probably double about every 50 years.

How do we remedy this growing problem? Should the 
owners of these satellites control and remove them from 
crowded orbits when they are no longer functional? It’s 
going to be an increasingly bad problem, and the longer 
we wait, the harder it will be to fix—and it’s not clear how 
we fix it. Now that this collision has happened it is much 
more likely that governments are going to take this issue 
seriously. Debris is either de-orbited or have debris guided 
to a safe orbit beyond the geostationary ring. 

Computer simulation of the objects orbiting the Earth.

A closeup of the damage done to one of the Shuttle’s windows 

by space debris.
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IYA 2009 in April

The IYA theme for April is Galaxies and the Distant Universe.

Celebrate the International Year of Astronomy 2009 with the IYA Discovery Guides:
http://www.astrosociety.org/iya/guides.html

With the April Discovery Guide, build a scale model of the universe with your friends and 
neighbors. Enjoy a new theme, story, activity, and observing object each month!

Featured Observing Object for April: 
Whirlpool Galaxy

April Discovery Guide:
http://nightsky.jpl.nasa.gov/download=view.cfm?Doc_ID=303

Yosemite 2009
by Leroy Wiens

The MDAS date for the annual Yosemite star party extravaganza is August 14-15. This is a third-quarter moon weekend 
with moonrise after midnight. The public star parties are scheduled for both Friday and Saturday evenings. The public 
usually thins out after about 10 or 11pm, so you can enjoy the dark skies as you wish after that. You can pick up a flier at 
the MDAS meetings, and I hope you will take advantage of this opportunity to visit Yosemite with free entry to the park 
and free camping at Bridalveil Campground. It is a spectacular place for a star party, as you can see from this photo taken 
during set-up a couple of years ago.

2009 Yosemite Star Party
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Venus Races Into the Morning SkyIYA 2009 in April

Venus Races into the Morning Sky
by Jim Scala

Four year old Blaine looked alongside the telescope and 

exclaimed, “Poppy, I can see the bright spot.” He saw 

Venus as a bright spot against the deep blue March 9th sky 

through the slit that blocked the Sun from his eyes in my 

backyard observatory.  Then he looked through the 106-

mm finder scope, “Poppy that’s the Moon.”  I explained to 

him that Venus looks like a slender Moon.  In contrast to 

his young eyes I couldn’t see Venus without optical aid no 

matter how hard 

I tried.	

Venus, January 

11th 2009, two 

days from it’s 

greatest Eastern 

Elongation. Venus 

is about 23” (arc 

seconds) and the 

FOV is 4 X4  (arc 

minutes). 

Racing by us about 17,000 MPH toward inferior conjunction 

on March 27th Venus put on a spectacular show as 2009’s 

brightest evening star.  When we look west toward sunset 

in the evening sky, we’re looking back in space at where 

we’ve been and we could see Venus relentlessly gaining 

on us since its orbit is about 26 million miles closer to the 

Sun.   On January 14th Venus and Earth formed a right 

triangle with the Sun; consequently was highest in the sky at 

Sunset. This configuration is appropriately named Greatest 

Eastern Elongation because Venus appears highest in the 

sky at sunset.  Venus passed 8° above the Sun on March 

27th and became 2009’s brightest Morning Star.

Venus, February 

20th 2009, 

illustrating how it 

takes on an ever 

greater crescent 

shape while it 

grows in size.  

Venus is 46,” 

FOV is 4 X4  (arc 

minutes). 

Although Venus is the brightest object at magnitude -4.4, it’s 

still a difficult object when passes close to the Sun. During 

inferior conjunction at 8° above the Sun it was easy in a 

small telescope equipped with circles or a GOTO mount. 

Binoculars were quite risky because with their wide field, 

the risk of inadvertently bringing the sun into the field of 

view was too great.  On March 27th its slender crescent 

reached 58” (arc seconds) in diameter. No other planet 

gets that large.

Observing and imaging Venus 

is best during daylight.
Venus is always most easily observed and imaged during 

daylight when it’s near transit; its highest point in the sky.  

Bay area skies often carry high moisture making a crisp 

focus difficult as it condenses in the early evening sky.  

However, during the day the moisture either disappears or 

the droplets are sufficiently small that a sharp focus is easy.  

Visual observing generally always works because our brain 

corrects for the turbulence, but a sensitive CCD chip can’t 

compensate and it usually requires either a UV or neutral 

density filter to tame the bright sky.  The images illustrate 

Venus’s race past the Earth.

An easy way to take images of Venus. 
Each image was acquired with a CCD attached to a 300-mm 

Dall-Kirkham F/12 Cassegrain reflector and filtered with a 

UV filter to tame the bright sky while allowing Venus’s -4.4 

magnitude to shine through..  Exposures (integrations in 

CCD parlance) were usually about 0.07 second and about 

2009 Yosemite Star Party
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Venus, March 
27th, 2009 just 
minutes before In-
ferior Conjunction. 
Venus is about 
58,” (arc seconds) 
pole to pole; its 
crescent appears 
quite slender 
due to very good 
seeing. Notice 
the poles are just 
about horizontal 
as it was within 
minutes of passing 
above the Sun. 
FOV is 4 X4  (arc 
minutes).

Venus, March 
28th, 2009 its 
first day as the 
“Morning Star of 
2009” . Venus is 
about 58,” (arc 
seconds) pole to 
pole; its crescent 
appears some-
what wider due to 
a high cloud layer. 
Notice the poles 
have tipped as it is 
preceding the Sun 
across the sky. 
FOV is 4 X4  (arc 
minutes).

Why ?
Sometimes I am asked, “Why take such basic images as 

the progression of Venus?” After all, they continue, “They 

aren’t as spectacular like deep sky images and they’re 

usually available on the internet.”   I reply that I like to marvel 

at Venus’s simple beauty, watch the increasingly slender 

crescent grow and contemplate the velocity of its passing.  

More, I consider that I’m looking at a world hostile to life at 

the inner edge of the Sun’s habitable zone.  I reflect back 

to my boyhood years when prominent astronomers and 

other scientists speculated that beneath Venus’s dense 

clouds was a jungle world populated by living things that 

would dazzle us.  We know now they were all wrong, but 

their speculation captured the imagination of many young, 

would be scientists. And, that’s good.

300 images were acquired, processed through a selection 

program (Registax) that usually allowed about 15 to 35 

images to be stacked depending on the seeing quality.  

While the eye-brain combination can integrate Venus’s 

gyrations through poor seeing the CCD lacks a brain and 

keeps whatever comes through; hence the need to select 

out and stack the best images. An 80-mm telescope is more 

than enough to capture excellent images of Venus. 

Venus, 

March 11th 2009. 

Venus is 53”, 

pole to pole and 

its crescent has 

become more 

slender and the 

poles are more 

horizontal.

	

These images begin on January 11th and go through the 

end of March beginning near Eastern elongation.  They 

illustrate how the crescent became increasingly slender 

and during spring will progress with the opposite orientation.  

Each image field of view (FOV) is 4 X 4 Arc minutes.  In the 

last image Venus is 58” or about one arc minute.  It’s a 

very simple project any student can accomplish. Knowing 

Venus’s size the student can calculate information about 

its distance, relative velocity and under the correct seeing 

even see details in its upper atmosphere can be acquired.  

Venus, March 23rd 
2009, just four 
days from Infe-
rior Conjunction. 
Venus is about 
56,” (arc seconds) 
pole to pole. Its 
crescent appears 
somewhat larger 
due to poor see-
ing. Notice the 
poles are ap-
proaching horizon-
tal as it becomes 
closer to passing 
above the Sun. 
FOV is 4 X4  (arc 

minutes).  
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Date Venue City Time Notes
April 8th Westwood Elementary Concord setup 6:30pm

April 28th Ron Nunn Elementary Brentwood setup 7pm

April 30th Joaquin Moraga 
Intermediate

Moraga Joel Goodman

May 26, 27 or 28th Hannah Ranch Elementary 2480 Refugio Valley Rd., 
Hercules

setup 7pm We’re hoping one 
of these dates will 
be clear!

May 29th Walnut Acres Elementary Walnut Creek setup 7pm Doug Grebe

 
For information regarding upcoming and possible future events, please contact:
MDAS Outreach Program Chair: Jim Head, jamesnhead@comcast.net

MDAS Outreach in April / May

Date Event Location Time Topics
April 12th Imaging SIG Meeting Walnut Creek 7:00pm

April 18th Society Night Mount Diablo

April 25th Public Night Mount Diablo 7:30pm Galaxies and the 
Distant Universe

April 28th MDAS General Meeting Concord 6:45 / 7:15pm *

May 14th Imaging SIG Meeting Walnut Creek 7:00pm

May 23rd Society Night Mount Diablo

May 26th MDAS General Meeting Concord 6:45 / 7:15pm *

May 30th Public Night Mount Diablo 7:30pm Our Sun

* Refreshments and conversations are at 6:45pm. Meetings begin at 7:15pm.

MDAS Meetings and Viewing Events in April / May

Date Event Notes
May 22-25th Riverside Telescope Makers Conference / Expo

http://www.rtmcastronomyexpo.org/general.html

June 20-24th Golden State Star Party
http://goldenstatestarparty.blogspot.com

August 14-15th Yosemite Star Party
Contact: Leroy Wiens
mailto:ldwiens@pacbell.net

See article in this newsletter.

Event Announcements
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Get Your Diablo Moonwatch Online
by Liede-Marie Haitsma

Those members of the Mount Diablo Astronomical Society 
who receive their copy of the Moonwatch electronically (via 
email or the website) have already read this article, because 
they got their copy a few days ago online. They
were able to admire the colors in the articles, and if they
chose, could print out the issue. This would be the
preferable, faster, economical and more environmentally
sound method of distribution.

For those of you who are receiving the Moonwatch by
US Mail, we would invite you to consider joining this group
and help cut down on the costs of printing and mailing. 

Just send an e-mail to the Membership Chair, Tom Harris, at 
memberinfo@mdas.net. This will assure that we have a
valid e-mail address for you. You must also be sure that
incoming mail from the Editor is not blocked by your spam
filter.

Soon after it is mailed to members, the Moonwatch is also 
posted on the MDAS web site.

Thank you.

Diablo Moonwatch Submissions
by Rob Haitsma

The Moonwatch is always looking for interesting and timely 
additions to its content. Astronomy related articles, images 
and reviews will gladly be accepted for inclusion. Items how-
ever, must be in an editable digital format.

Please send all items to Rob Haitsma
(sjshark2@ix.netcom.com). Thank you very much.

M31 - Andromeda Galaxy
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