
 

 

June, 2016 

Santa Monica Amateur 

Astronomy Club  

The Observer  
UPCOMING CLUB MEETIN G:       

FRIDAY, JUNE 10 (7:30 PM)  

INSIDE THIS ISSUE 

A month to remember:  

Shuttle Tank, RTMC, 

and the fire within  

OUR MEETING SITE:  

Wildwood School               

11811 Olympic Blvd.              

Los Angeles, CA 90064 

Free parking in garage, SE 

corner of Mississippi 

&Westgate. 

 

COVER ILLUSTRATION:   

If youôre wondering why the 

bulletinôs a bit rushed and the 

meetingôs a bit infor-

mal...hereôs the view from my 

home last Saturday.  No dam-

age, no harm doneðthanks to 

a bit of luck and some heroic 

efforts by our firefighters.   

Had to move a few things out 

of harmôs way, though...ðed. 

 

Santa Monica 

 

Amateur Astronomy 

Club 

This meeting is yoursðupdates, discussion, 

astronomy talk, planning, Q and A...itôs your 

call this time around!  You get to (ahemé) 

vote!  (You can see why itôs a bit open, below.) 

ñThe Old Fireò, Calabasas.  Just a few hours old at this point, 

actually.  Did you know that the Earth is the only planet 

where you can light a match?  Can anyone guess why?  See 

next page!  (Photo by editor, from home.) 



Japanôs Akatsuki satellite, also 

known as the Venus Climate Orbit-

er, has finally arrived!  After a 

jammed valve prevented it from 

achieving Venus orbit in 2010, en-

gineers skillfully retargeted it.  

Now, after six years of interplane-

tary travel, it has arrived in a 9 day 

orbit about Venus and, as of May 

2016, it is finally beginning its long -

awaited science operations.   

Infrared images of the atmosphere, 

like this one, are already surprising 

scientists, who are seeing unex-

pected patterns in the cloud belts.  

 Venusô atmosphere super-rotates: 

It is moving far faster than the 

planet, an anomaly in our Solar 

System.   

Although the surface pressure is 

around 92 atmospheres, with 860 oF 

temperatures, some high altitude 

regions of the atmosphere are actu-

ally quite comfortably habitable.  

We have much to learn from this 

exciting mission.  

 

TRIVIA: Before the word 

ñVenusianô became popular, the 

proper term was considered to be 

ñCythereanò, as Venus/Aphrodite 

arose from the foam near the is-

land of Cythera.  Why go there?  

The strict adjectival forms are 

ñVenereanò and ñAphrodisialò.  See 

the issue? 

Canôt light a match on Venus!  Itôs super-thick carbon di-

oxide atmosphere is already fully oxidized, and wonôt 

burn.  Because of these clouds, Venus reflects about 70% 

of the incoming sunlight, compared to Earthôs 30%.  This 

means that Venus should actually have colder surface 

than Earthôs, with an average temperature of ï40oF!  At 

an actual 860oF, Venus has 900oF of greenhouse warm-

ing.  (Earthôs values are 0oF and 59oF respectively.  For 

Mars, itôs about ï80oF and ï75oF, for a mere 50F of 

greenhouse warming.) 



Canôt light a match on Saturnôs largest satellite, Titan!  The air is over 98% molecular 

nitrogen, but the remaining gas consists largely of combustible methane (CH4) and ex-

plosive hydrogen (H2).  So why wonôt this reducing atmosphere, rich with cooking gas 

(methane and ethane come out of your gas burner) simply explode (oxidize) if lit?  No 

oxygen!  No carbon dioxide either:  At the ï290oF surface temperatures, all the CO2 is 

locked up as ice.   

It now looks as if those big ósandô dunes really arenôt ice, but meters and meters and 

meters of organic gooðtholins and various hydrocarbons.  And, while the lakes are 

neat, some JPL researchers are convinced that the deposits seen around some of the 

lakes are primarily benzene, a notorious carcinogen.   

Another item: The temporary óislandô seen in one of the lakes may actually be rough 

water, with waves looking solid in the radar image.  Stay tunedðwe may have an up-

coming talk on this!  

Titanôs atmosphere is transparent to infrared but opaque to visible lightðgiving it a re-

markable ñreverse greenhouse effect, that cools instead of warms. 



So, what makes Earthôs atmosphere uniquely combustible?So, what makes Earthôs atmosphere uniquely combustible?So, what makes Earthôs atmosphere uniquely combustible?   

The answer, of course, is 

LIFE.  Lifeôs organic pro-

cesses drive our ecosystem 

way out of equilibrium, al-

lowing both oxidized and 

reduced compounds to co-

exist far, far from equilibri-

um.  When the Curiosity 

rover found minerals in dif-

ferent oxidative states, it 

was taken as a good sign 

that there was at least a pos-

sible pathway to life there, 

once upon a time. 

Above (illustration) and below: Stromatolites.  These appear to be rocks, but 

they are actually microbial mats, and the oldest macroscopic signs of life on 

earth.  Bacteria (aerobic on the outside, anaerobic on the inside) piled up in 

layers, with sediment and secretions holding it all together.  About 3.8 billion 

years ago (we think) the bacteria were all purple anaerobes.  About 3.5 billion 

years ago, the oldest microfossils appear (this is a debated, but still popular, 

date).  Possibly 2.7 billion years ago, green cyanobacteria began releasing oxy-

gen through free photosynthesis. 

Today, we only see stromatolites grow-

ing in rare, hypersaline environments, 

such as Sharkôs Bay, Australia and parts 

of Baja.  Once, they dominated life on 

earth, but modern herbivores will graze 

on bacterial mats before they really have 

a chance to develop. 


