
 

 

 

 

January, 2017 

Santa Monica Amateur 
Astronomy Club 

The Observer 
Upcoming club meeting:   
Friday, January 13,  7:00 pm 
 

Please note our earlier start time—7:00 pm.   
(We need to leave the room by 9:30 so the 
room can be readied for the school.)  

INSIDE THIS ISSUE 

News and a tribute... 

 

OUR MEETING SITE 

Wildwood School               
11811 Olympic Blvd.              
Los Angeles, CA 90064 

Free parking:  
Garage, SE corner of 
Mississippi &   
Westgate. 
 

Image at left: 

The Analemma! 

Bob Wilcox will 

demonstrate a mod-

el of this iconic as-

tronomical shape... 

 

Santa Monica 

 

Amateur Astronomy 

Club 

At our upcoming meeting: 

“The Analemma” and other neat demonstrations! 

Plans for the coming year…do-it-yourself astronomy 

...and a tribute. 



Remembering Fran Longmire 
Our astronomy club has lost a great friend, and one of its founding members.  

Fran Longmire, who passed away recently, joined the club in May 0f 1982, not 

long after it started.  She served as the club’s Secretary and Publicity Officer, 

and helped the Santa Monica Astronomy Club grow from a modest start as 

just a handful of people—and a dream. 

For years, we held our 

club banquets at the 

Szechuan Restaurant, now 

gone from the scene.   

Fran was always there, 

and we had great, lively 

conversations—about as-

tronomy, about politics, 

about life… 

Below: Receiving a well-

deserved award, 2011 

...and about lizards!  

Fran, a noted animal 

lover, had many inter-

ests, from astronomy to 

herpetology. 

Our conversations 

would always spill over 

into the  parking lot af-

ter dinner—it was a joy 

to share an evening with 

this versatile friend. 

Fran truly felt like a 

family member, and she 

will be deeply missed by 

those who knew her. 



What’s this strange figure in the sky?  Sometimes our sun is a little higher, 

sometimes a little lower; sometimes a little faster, sometimes a little slower.  

Drop by and learn more! 

Lecture at JPL/Von Karmen Auditorium:  “Exoplanets” 

Thursday, January 12, 7 pm. 



Inside the Feb. 2017 issue of “Sky and Tele-

scope” (with the Chinese “FAST” radio dish on the 

cover—see previous club bulletin!), Robert Kirsh-

ner has a compact but marvelous summary article 

about Supernova 1987A. 

The “Supernova of a Lifetime”  was the brightest 

supernova since Tycho had his, in 1572, and Kep-

ler had his, in 1604.  Unfortunately for Northern 

Hemisphere folks, this one occurred in the Large 

Magellanic Cloud, at declination –69o, not visible 

from our latitudes. 

Below:  The Hubble Tele-

scope’s sharp eye (repaired 

during the shuttle servic-

ing, which came after the 

supernova) sees at least 

three main rings in the su-

pernova. 



What made Supernova 1987A shine?  In the visible part of the spectrum, it was 

actually a sequence of different processes:  At first, there’s more light because 

the star’s “surface”, or photosphere, is expanding.  More area, more light.  Next 

comes light from recombination: Electrons torn from atoms are now able to 

rejoin them, losing energy in the process—energy given off as light.  It is dur-

ing this stage that the star reached its peak apparent brightness, magnitude 

2.9.  This was easily visible even to a casual observer.  After that, the long “tail” 

of the light curve comes from the radioactive decay of elements formed in the 

very last stages of nuclear fusion, proceeding upward in the Periodic Table 

from silicon.  This stage of fusion typically lasts less than one day! 

 

It turns out that the ener-

gy emitted as light is con-

siderably less than the en-

ergy given off as the ki-

netic energy of the ex-

panding debris from the 

supernova.  This, in turn, 

is far less than the energy 

given off in the form of 

neutrinos.  Over 99% of 

the energy given off by a 

supernova can be in the 

form of these ghostly par-

ticles.  The true ‘signal’ of 

a supernova is actually a 

neutrino burst—and  be-

cause this one occurred in 

a neighboring galaxy, it 

was the first supernova 

whose neutrino burst was 

detected.  At 170,000 

light years, SN1987A was 

the most distant star ever 

seen by the unaided eye. 



A year after the explosion, visible light smacked into debris that the star had 

ejected thousands of years before exploding.  Moving at one tenth the speed 

of light, the expanding shell of the exploded star smacked into that same dust 

and debris after about ten years.  Oddly, the result wasn’t even—there were 

about 30 ‘pearls’ on the ring of light.  (This is the small, bright central ring in 

the pictures that show all three rings.) 

It seems that the expanding material first hit “fingers” of debris in the dusty 

ring that the star had ejected earlier, and that produced the “pearls on a 

string” effect. 



Thirty years after the event, we still haven’t seen the central remnant we ex-

pected to find fairly quickly after the supernova.  The neutrinos we detected 

signaled the formation of a neutron star.  Is the neutron star hidden by dust?  

Or was there just enough matter falling onto it, right after formation, to push 

it over the edge and forma  black hole? 

Stay tuned!  Time will probably tell! 

 

 

 

(Read more in the Feb. Sky & Telescope.) 


