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 “Clear Skies” is put together by a small team of volunteers. We need you to help us. 

Your opinions on future content and stories of interest are crucial to keep the club 

moving forward. So please, get active and send your ideas, pictures and posts to  

The editor. If you dream it, photograph it or come across it…We want it! 

 

Welcome to the Cowichan Valley StarFinders Astronomy Club’s “Clear Skies” 

monthly newsletter.  

 

Well it looks like we have all survived the “Mayan End of the World” and lived to see 

another day.  Then boom! A rougue meteor hits Russia. It was said that the light 

from the explosion was so bright that it turned daytime for an instant.  To quote 

NASA  “In a coincidence that still has NASA experts shaking their heads, a small 

asteroid completely unrelated to 2012 DA14 struck Earth only hours before the 

publicized event. The impactor flew out of the blue, literally from the direction of 

the sun where no telescope could see it, and took everyone by surprise.” 

 

But it is no surprise that Dung Beetles use the Milky Way Galaxy to orientate 

themselves and their balls of dung.  Check out the full story in this issue. 

 

We also have the date of our 2013 18th annual Island Star Party.  It will be held at 

Brgiht Angel Park from Aug 2-4th.  There will be a call for ISP Planning Committee 

members.  If you feel you can spare some time then contact the president for more 

information at president@starfinders.ca  

 

Many thanks to this month’s contributors:  Moe R, Bryon T and Brian V.  

back 

Ask An 

Expert 
    

Have you been thumbing through the Astronomy or Sky and Telescope magazine and have some 

questions on the latest and greatest in astronomy gear?  Or maybe you’re narrowing down your search 

for just the right telescope and want to know the difference between Dobsonians, Schmidt-Cassegrains, 

Reflector and Refractors.  Well wonder no more, email Brian Robilliard  our resident expert to get the 

“inside scoop” on what’s hot or not in astronomy gear.   
 

Are you new to astronomy? Want to know the how to find objects in the sky? Or just wondering what 

that bright object in the evening sky is?  Well wonder no more; email Bryon Thompson our Editor and 

master of Astronomy 101 basics. 
 

Looking for something different for a birthday or fundraiser in your community?  How about a 

“Starparty”? Find out how we can help you organize it and provide demonstrations.  For more 

information contact the president@starfinders.ca  
 

 

2. Socials 
Socials are held on the 4th Wednesday of each month (except for July and August)  at the home of 

Bryon and Freda.   
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Click on the Map or follow these directions: 

Island Hwy, Mill Bay  

  Turn on Frayne Rd towards ocean (Serious Coffee is on the corner) 

  Turn right on Huckleberry Rd 

  4th house on the left across from Springbank road and Mail boxes. 

  Look for the STAR sign  

  Please park on Huckleberry or Springbank Rd's.  

  Call Brian 743-6633 if you need directions 

 

Our next Social will be held at 7:30 on Wednesday February 27th 

Feature: "IIusion of Time" It defines our lives, but what is time really? Have a look into its true nature. 

This is Part 2 of a 4 Part TV Series which encompasses the "The Fabric of the Cosmos", narrated by Brian 

Greene. 

back 

 

Social Highlights  Jan/13 
 At the last Social Bryon led a discussion on Island Star Party merchandise.  Shawna is willing to do tee-

shirts again as well as another blanket and possibly crests.  Moe has offered to get the tee-shirts.  The 

theme for the blanket will be astronomy vehicles.  Shawna is requesting pictures of astronomy 

vehicles that can be sent to moe at mraven@shaw.ca as soon as possible. 

back 

 

3. Upcoming Events 
 Every Saturdays & Wednesdays* 1:00-1:30 PM, CHLY 101.7 FM 

Not Rocket Science (NRS) is a thirty minute weekly radio show about the science of everything and 

everything science. Dial them up or listen to past podcasts at 

http://chly.dailysplice.com/notrocketscience/ 

 

Every Wednesday, Astronomy Open House, sponsored by the UVic Department of Physics & 

Astronomy. Held at the Wright Center (5th Floor),this event is held from 8pm - 10pm October to April 

and 9pm - 10pm from May to August. In January, April and December, the open house may not run 

regularly, please contact Michelle Shen by phone at 250-721-7700 or by email at mshen@uvic.ca to 

confirm. Admission: Free More info: http://astrowww.phys.uvic.ca/events/ 

 

Feb 27th 7:30pm CVSF Social Feature: "IIusion of Time"” 

It defines our lives, but what is time really? Have a look into its true nature. 

This is Part 2 of a 4 Part TV Series which encompasses the "The Fabric of the Cosmos", narrated by Brian 

Greene. 

 

Feb 28 @ 7:00pm Nanaimo Astronomy Club "The Dynamic Origins of Stars" presented by James Di 

Francesco of National Research Council of Canada. Location: Beban Social Complex Street: 2300 

Bowen Road, Nanaimo 

The talk will  describe the state of the art in exposing the youngest protostars ever seen, resulting from 

new observations made with the Herschel Space Observatory and the Atacama Large Millimetre 

Array.. More info: http://www.nanaimoastronomy.com/ 

 

********************************************************************************************************************* 

NASA Launches credit NASA.Com: 

Date: March 

Mission: Orbital Sciences Corporation Test Flight 

Launch Vehicle: Antares 

Launch Site: Wallops Flight Facility, Va. 

Launch Pad: 0A 

Description: The Antares is scheduled for a test flight under NASA’s Commercial Orbital Transportation 

Services agreement with the company. 

 

Date: March 1 
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Mission: SpaceX CRS-2 Commercial Resupply Services flight 

Launch Vehicle: Falcon 9 

Launch Window:10:10 a.m. EST 

Launch Site: Cape Canaveral Air Force Station, Fla. 

Launch Pad: Space Launch Complex 40 

Description: SpaceX CRS-2 will be the second commercial resupply mission to the International Space 

Station by Space Exploration Technologies (SpaceX)  back 

 

4. This Month In Exploration 
 Courtesy of: NASA History Program Office 

65 Years Ago – 1948 

February 4: First flight of Douglas D-558-II, Number 1, Dryden Flight Research Facilty (DFRF), CA. 

60 Years Ago – 1953 

February 21: First powered flight of Bell X-1A. 

50 Years Ago - 1963 

February 9: First flight of Boeing 727, Seattle, WA. 

February 14: Syncom 1 launched by Thor Delta, 12:35 a.m., EST, Cape Canaveral, Fla. First test of a 

communication satellite in geosynchronous orbit. 

35 Years Ago – 1978 

February 9: FLTSATCOM 1 launched, 4:17 p.m., Cape Canaveral, Fla. by Atlas-Centaur. First military 

satellite designed for worldwide communications for military use. 

30 Years Ago – 1983 

February 9: Department of Defense (DoD) triple launched, 5:47 a.m. PST by Atlas F, Vandenberg AFB. 

US Navy Ocean Surveillance Satellite (NOSS) - a cluster of one primary satellite and three smaller 

sub-satellites (that trailed along at distances of several hundred kilometers) into low polar orbit. 

25 Years Ago – 1988 

February 11: President Reagan issued a revised space policy with increased emphasis on developing 

the commercial space sector following the Challenger accident. 

20 Years Ago – 1993 

February 20: Launch of Asuka (known also as ASTRO-D and ASCA) aboard a M-3SII rocket from 

Uchinoura Space Center, Japan at 02:20 UTC. 

15 Years Ago – 1998 

February 10: Celestis 2 launched by Taurus rocket, a commercial venture for disposal of funeral ashes in 

space. Payload disintegrated with launch vehicle on reentry. 

February 25: Student Nitric Oxide Explorer (SNOE) launched by Pegasus XL, dropped from L-1011 

aircraft out of Vandenberg AFB. 

10 Years Ago – 2003 

February 1: After a 16-day mission, the Space Shuttle Columbia began its reentry but communications 

failed at 9:00 a.m. EST when the shuttle was at an altitude of 60 km with a speed of 20,100 km/hr. 

Columbia disintegrated and the STS-107 crew were lost over western Texas. It was the 28th 

mission for the shuttle, Columbia. Following an extensive investigation, the Columbia Accident 

Investigation Board identified the primary reason for the accident: damage to Columbia’s left 

wing caused by a piece of insulating foam. Since this tragedy, NASA has worked hard to 

improve the safety of shuttle missions. The agency successfully returned to flight July 26, 2005 

with STS-114. 

5 Years Ago – 2008 

February 7: STS 122 (Space Shuttle Atlantis) launched, 2:45 p.m., EST, KSC. Crew: Hans Schlegel, Stanley 

G. Love, Stephen N. Frick, Alan G. Poindexter, Leland D. Melvin, and Rex J. Walheim. The primary 

goal of the mission was to carry the European (ESA) laboratory, Columbus, to the ISS and install 

it. It docked with the ISS at 12:25 p.m., EST on February 9. Landed Feb. 20, 9:07 a.m. EST, KSC. 

Mission Duration: 13 days. 

February 20: The U.S. Navy successfully destroyed a wayward satellite with a heat-seeking missile over 

the Pacific Ocean at 10:26 p.m because an uncontrolled reentry with its frozen toxic hydrazine could 

prove to be hazardous. The NRO spy satellite, USA-193, also known as NROL-21, was launched into orbit 

Dec. 14, 2006. back 

 

5. Cool Pics/Videos 
 Want to show off your latest pics?  Well here’s your chance; email the editor at My Cool Pics and we 

will try to post them in the next edition of “Clear Skies”.   

back 
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6.         Featured Articles 

          Articles 
   RETURN TO  CATEGORIES 

 

1. Super TIGER Balloon Shatters 

Flight Record 

2.  Dung Beetles use Stars for 

Orientation  

3. Birth of an Asteroid Trail  

 

NASA Super-TIGER Balloon Shatters Flight Record– Jan 24/13 Credit: 

e!Science.com 
 

Flying high over Antarctica, a NASA long duration 

balloon has broken the record for longest flight by 

a balloon of its size. The record-breaking balloon, 

carrying the Super Trans-Iron Galactic Element 

Recorder (Super-TIGER) experiment, has been 

afloat for 46 days and is on its third orbit around 

the South Pole. 

 

"This is an outstanding achievement for NASA's 

Astrophysics balloon team," said John Grunsfeld, 

associate administrator for the Science Mission 

Directorate at NASA Headquarters in Washington. 

"Keeping these huge balloons aloft for such long 

periods lets us do forefront science that would be difficult to do otherwise." 

 

 

 

Super-TIGER is flying a new instrument for measuring the rare heavy elements among the flux of high-

energy cosmic rays bombarding Earth from elsewhere in our Milky Way Galaxy. The information 

retrieved from this mission will be used to develop an understanding where these energetic atomic 

nuclei are produced and how they achieve their very high energies. 

 

Super-TIGER launched Dec. 8, 2012, from the long duration balloon site near McMurdo Station, 

Antarctica. The massive 39-million cubic foot scientific balloon carries the 6,000 pound Super-TIGER 

payload -- equivalent to a large sports utility vehicle -- at a float altitude of 127,000 feet, more than 

four times the altitude of most commercial airliners. Size-wise, more than 200 blimps could fit inside 

the balloon. 

 

The Super-TIGER flight shattered the previous record of 41 days and 22 hours, previously set in 2005. 

The Super-TIGER team plans to fly for another 8-10 days to have it fly closer to McMurdo Station 

before terminating the flight and recovering the experiment. 

 

"It has taken eight years, but we are so excited about breaking the long duration balloon record. In 

addition, it looks like the Super-Tiger flight, which is still collecting science data, will raise the bar by a 

week or two," said Debora Fairbrother, chief of the Scientific Balloon Program Office at NASA's 

Wallops Flight Facility in Virginia. 

 

The long duration balloon site at Willy Field, McMurdo Station, takes advantage of the stratospheric 

anti-cyclonic wind pattern circulating from east to west around the South Pole. The stratospheric 

wind circulation combined with the sparsely populated continent of Antarctica allows for long 

duration balloon flights at altitudes above 100,000 feet. 

 

The National Science Foundation Office of Polar Programs manages the U.S. Antarctic Program and 

provides logistic support for all U.S. scientific operations in Antarctica. The NSF Antarctic Support 

Contractor provides material support to the NASA Balloon Program, including support of launch and 

recovery operations throughout the Antarctic Campaign. 

 

The principal investigator of the Super-TIGER mission is Dr. Walter Binns of Washington University, St. 

Louis, Mo. 

 

NASA's Columbia Scientific Balloon Facility in Palestine, Texas, is responsible for launch operations and 

command and control of the balloon during flight. 

back 

  Dung Beetles use Stars for Orientation– Jan 24/13 Credit: e!Science.com 
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An insect with a tiny brain and minimal computing 

power has become the first animal proven to use the 

Milky Way for orientation. Scientists from South Africa 

and Sweden have published findings showing the link 

between dung beetles and the spray of stars which 

comprises our galaxy. Although their eyes are too 

weak to distinguish individual constellations, dung 

beetles use the gradient of light to dark provided by 

the Milky Way to ensure they keep rolling their balls in a 

straight line and don't circle back to competitors at the 

dung pile. 

 

"The dung beetles don't care which direction they're 

going in; they just need to get away from the bun fight 

at the poo pile," said Professor Marcus Byrne from Wits 

University. 

 

Byrne and his team previously proved that dung 

beetles use the sun, the moon and polarised light for 

orientation. In their experiments, they gave the beetles 

"caps" which blocked light from reaching their eyes. 

The team also discovered that the beetles climb on 

top of their dung balls to perform an orientation 

"dance" during which they locate light sources to use 

for orientation. 

 

Now, further experiments, conducted under the simulated night sky of the Wits Planetarium, have 

shown that the beetles also use the Mohawk of the Milky Way -- giving new meaning to dancing with 

the stars! 

 

"We were sitting out in Vryburg (conducting experiments) and the Milky Way was this massive light 

source. We thought they have to be able to use this -- they just have to!" said Byrne. 

 

Not all light sources are equally useful landmarks for a dung beetle. A moth keeping a constant 

angle between itself and a candle flame will move in a circle around the flame. However, a celestial 

body is too far away to change position relative to a dung beetle as it rolls its ball, with the result that 

the beetle keeps travelling in a straight line. 

 

The scientists suspect the beetles have a hierarchy of preference when it comes to available light 

sources. So if the moon and the Milky Way are visible at the same time, the beetles probably use one 

rather than the other. 

 

A few other animals have been proven to use stars for orientation, but the dung beetle is the first 

animal proven to use the galaxy. 

back 

 Discovering the Birth of an Asteroid Trail– Feb 21/13 Credit: e!Science.com 

 

 Unlike comets, asteroids are not characterised by exhibiting a trail, but there are now ten 

exceptions. Spanish researchers have observed one of these rare asteroids from the Gran 

Telescopio Canarias (Spain) and have discovered that something happened around the 1st July 

2011 causing its trail to appear: maybe internal rupture or collision with another asteroid. Ten 

asteroids have been located to date that at least at one moment have displayed a trail like that of 

comets. They are named main-belt comets (MBC) as they have a typical asteroidal orbit but display 

a trail at the same time. This means that their dust (and possibly gas) emission activity is like comets. 

 

One of these objects, baptised as P/2012 F5 (Gibbs), was discovered in March 2012 from the Mount 

Lemmon Observatory in Arizona (USA). In May and June of that year, Spanish astrophysicists from 

the Gran Telescopio Canarias tracked it and have discovered when the trail was born using 

mathematic calculations. 

 

"Our models indicate that it was caused by an impulsive short-lived event lasting just a few hours 

around the 1st July, 2011, with an uncertainty of 20 days," as explained by Fernando Moreno, 
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researcher at the Astrophysics Institute of Andalusia (CSIC). In collaboration with other colleagues 

from the Astrophysics Institute of the Canary Islands and the University of La Laguna, the data have 

been published in the 'The Astrophysical Journal Letters'. 

 

The telescope images reveal "a fine and elongated dust structure that coincides exactly with the 

synchrone of that day," says Moreno. For a given observation date, a synchrone is the position in the 

sky of the particles emitted from these types of objects with zero speed in an instant of time. In this 

case the synchrone of the 1st July, 2011 is the best adapted to the fine trail. 

 

The width and varying brightness of the head to the end of the trail allowed for the researchers to 

deduce the physical properties of the particles and proportions of their different sizes. 

 

As for the maximum size and speed values of the liberated particles, the team has calculated that 

the asteroid should have a radius of between 100 m and 150 m and the dust mass emitted should 

be about half a million tonnes. 

 

The researchers juggled two possible theories for the origin of the P/2012 F5 trail: "It could have arisen 

from collision with another asteroid or rather a rotational rupture." The second mechanism consists of 

material gradually breaking free after partial fragmentation of the asteroid. 

 

In turn, the rapid spinning of the asteroid, "like an accelerating carousel" causes pieces to break off. 

The rotation speed of small asteroids can increase over time due to the Yarkovsky effect (YORP 

effect for short). This can induce acceleration due to the thermal differences of the different surface 

regions of the asteroid, eventually leading to rupture. 

 

Moreno indicates that, from the brightness distribution of the trail, "we have verified that the 

dependence of the speed of particle ejection on size is very weak, in accordance with what we 

already obtained for the other asteroid of this group: 596 Scheila, which probably suffered a 

collision." 

 

MBCs are main-belt asteroids situated at a distance of between 2 and 3.2 astronomical units, which 

is the average distance between Earth and the Sun. For some reason they become active and emit 

dust. For now they have not been found to generate gas but this could be due to the fact that they 

are weak at the very moment of observation. 

 

Since the first discovery of an MBC in 1996, the 133P/Elst-Pizarro, a total of ten have now been found. 

The presence of a trail in some has lasted for a relatively long period of a few months, like in the 

cases of 2006 VW139 and P/2010 R2 (La Sagra). The latter was discovered from an observatory of 

the same name in Granada. Its activity could have been due to an ice sublimation which could 

have released the gas, although this has not been detected. 

 

In other cases, however, activity developed during a short period of time, like in the case of 596 

Scheila. Its dust cloud dissipated very quickly in a matter of hardly three or four weeks following its 

detection. 

 

There are also examples of MBCs that have shown recurrent activity, like 133P/Elst-Pizarro and 238P, 

which have displayed a trail on more than one occasion. 

 

In the case of P/2012 F5, it is still unknown what group it belongs to. More data will be available 

when it can be observed again in good conditions next year in around July or August 2014. 

 

The last documented MBC to date is the so-called P/2012 T1 (PANSTARRS), which Spanish 

astrophysicist are also analysing. Like what has happened with exoplanets, many more main-belt 

comets will start appearing in the coming years. 

back 

 

7. Community Affairs  
 By Brian Robilliard 

Shawnigan Lake School Observatory Project 

No new update available. 

Island Star Party(ISP) Planning Committee 

Well it is time to start planning for the 18th annual Island Star Party.  If you are interested in being on 
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the ISP Planning committee contact the Pres at president@starfinders.ca  

back 

 

8.  Kreative Korner 
  

If you have any ideas that may spark a Kreative Korner, please send your submissions to the editor. 

Here’s a space related mind bender from Family Fun.  Test your memory and have fun. 

back 

 

9. The Sky This Month 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By oneminuteastronomer.com 

Observing Site: Duncan, 48.783°N, 123.700°W 

 

12-18 Feb.  Mercury reaches nearly 10º above the southwestern horizon just after sunset.  This is an 

excellent opportunity to see this little planet with your unaided eye or binoculars. 

 

18 Feb.  The Moon and brilliant Jupiter dance again as they have in the past several month.  These 

two, along with the bright-orange star Aldebaran make a tight triangle, with the splendid Pleiades 

star cluster nearby. 

 

17 Feb.  First-quarter Moon, 20:31 UT. 

 

25 Feb.  Full Moon, 20:26 UT. 

 

28 Feb.  The Moon comes very close to the bright star Spica in the constellation Virgo.  Look for the 

pair in the eastern sky around midnight. 

   
SkyChart Courtesy of Heavens-Above 

back 
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