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Stars over Yosemite with the MIRA Astronomy Club
See On the Cover, p. 3
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Long-time MIRA volunteer Dean Bailey is a key figure
in our participation in the Intel Early Adopter’s Program of
the Knights Landing processor.  What’s so special about the
nondescript computer box at the side of his desk?  The
processor inside is a Knights Landing which is composed
of the equivalent of 288 typical processors!  In addition to
this massive computing power, this computer chip has its
memory attached to the chip itself so it doesn’t have to wait
for the electrical signals to travel several inches away to the
memory.

We waited over three years for this computer but it
represents the capability to run our stellar atmosphere
model in human time scales. A full computation on a very,
very fast traditional PC takes about a month. We hope this
new type of  computer will lower that to a few days.  Dean
is now getting acquainted with this new type of computer;
he has already written a program that says, “Hello.”  Soon
he’ll move the stellar atmosphere program to it and let ‘er
rip.  This is pretty darn exciting!

New Computing Power at MIRA

  Sunday, December 4, 4-8pm. MIRA’s Annual Holiday
Potluck at the Hamming Astronomy Center. Limited to the
Friends of MIRA.



3FALL 2016

                                        Scenes from the Interns’ Summer of  2016
On the Cover

Finally, results from weeks of  calibrations of  the key spectrograph camera.  A
summer high school intern points out to Dr. Arthur Babcock the best way to use
the calibrations to maximize the quality of the results from hour-long exposures
at the telescope.  With proper calibration, we hope to cut exposure times to a
quarter of the time currently required.  That would mean many more objects
could be observed in a night or, if  the same exposure times are used, much more
precise observations of  the hidden secrets of  celestial objects.

With fires raging all around the Oliver
Observing Station and the air full of  ash,
astronomy continues.  Dr. Weaver and a
summer high school intern mounted a
small but powerful spectrograph on the
Weaver Student Observatory 14-inch
telescope.  Of course, since the WSO is in
Marina, they had to wait though a couple
of  foggy nights before they were able to
observe, but they finally got a good
(enough) night to obtain spectra of a
variety of  interesting stars.  Then it was off
to the computer to turn observations into
data—no small chore with this cross-
dispersed spectrograph.

Half Dome, a granite dome located in
Yosemite National Park. The view is from
Glacier Point, where weekly star parties are
held in the summer, with the assistance from
California astronomy clubs, including the
MIRA Astronomy Club. See story, page 5.
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Scenes, continued

Between design and fabrication of new
instrument parts for the 36-inch telescope
lies the layout.  The careful design is scribed
onto the waiting block of aluminum to
oneone-thousandth of an inch.  A summer
high school student learns the ropes but,
since she did the design, she will be doing
the scribing.  Later she was cutting away
metal on the mill to expose her idea hidden
in this block of aluminum.

Not all of the intern work was based on local data.
Two interns working with Dr. Russ Walker analyzed Wide-
Field Infrared Survey Explorer (WISE) data searching for
debris trails left by comets as they circle the Sun. Dr. Walker
was one of the astronomers who discovered these debris

trails as team leader for the previous infrared satellite, IRAS,
and he returns to the problem by using intensive computer
calculations, guided by his summer interns, to tease out the
extremely faint trails from the glowing interplanetary dust.
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Outgoing MIRA Astronomy Club President Bruce Neben. Bruce is
primarily responsible for rebuilding the MIRA amateur group to its

present level of activity.

Tom Piller, newly-elected President of  the MIRA Astronomy Club,
sets up his 4-inch refractor.

Yosemite National Park ranger Dick Ewert with his telescope.

The MIRA Astronomy Club at
the Glacier Point Star Party, 1-2

July 2016
by Tom Piller

MIRA Astronomy Club members set up telescopes and
led the star party on Friday and Saturday nights the first
weekend in July.  We were fortunate to have a new Moon
weekend.  There are only four of these weekends over the
course of the summer and we were lucky to get one.

The event was kicked off each night by Ranger Dick
Ewert and one of  the National Park Service Rangers and
then handed off to MIRA where Bruce Neben, Nelson
Balcar and Steve Glick each gave a small presentation on
“What’s up tonight” and then we all answered questions.
The setting is a stone amphitheater facing towards Half
Dome looking approximately due east.

There were approximately 100 people in attendance
each night. MIRA had five scopes and the lines were
sometimes as many as 25 people per scope. The visitors
were generally patient, appreciative, and enthusiastic about
seeing and having the night sky explained to them, as many
of them had never looked through a telescope before.
Saturn and Jupiter were big hits for the crowd and kept
them occupied until it got dark enough to see the usual
Messier and NGC objects we like to observe.

In 1983, Yosemite National Park began inviting Califor-

nia astronomy clubs to provide telescopes and expertise at
the weekly star parties at Glacier Point. In return, club
members are provided free camping at Bridalveil Creek
Campground.
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A fire crew composed of members of the Hopi Tribe of Arizona
toasts their work at the Oliver Observing Station with Coke. The

OOS caretaker, Chris Reed, is at the left.

This brute is called a masticator.

Chris poses with a comparatively modest-sized bulldozer

The purpose of  the heavy equipment is to deny fuel to the fire.

The Soberanes Fire
by Arthur Babcock

For the third time in its existence, MIRA’s Oliver
Observing Station was threatened by a huge wildfire. The
first time was the Kirk Complex fire in 1999 and the second
was the Basin Complex fire in 2008. An earlier fire, the
Marble-Cone fire of  1977, burned over the observatory site
at Chews Ridge, but that was before the observatory was
built. Indeed, MIRA records from 1977 state, “We no
longer have a brush-clearance problem.”

Early in the struggle against the Sobranes fire,
firefighting authories gave OOS caretaker Chris Reed a
sobering choice: either leave now or stay through the end.
Chris, a former firefighter himself, had no trouble making
the choice. As you can tell from the look on his face, he had
the time of his life, passing out Cokes and conducting tours
of  the observatory for dozens and dozens of  firefighters.
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The Fall Sky
by Dr. Arthur Babcock

Planets

Mercury is visible in the morning sky from the start
of  the quarter until mid-October. This is the best opportu-
nity of  the year to observe Mercury in the morning sky for
Northern Hemisphere observers. It is in superior conjunc-
tion with the Sun (i.e., it is directly behind the Sun as seen
from the Earth) on 27 October.

Venus is visible
throughout the
quarter in the western
sky after sunset. It is
in conjunction with
Saturn on 30 Octo-
ber, when the two
planets will be only
three degrees apart.

Mars sets in
early to mid-evening
throughout the
quarter. Its disc will
have an apparent
diameter about half
the size it had around
1 June of  this year.

Jupiter is not
visible at the start of
the quarter. By mid-
October and throughout November, it appears low in the
eastern morning sky. In December, it rises in the east well
after midnight. Jupiter passes within two degrees of the
Moon on 28 October, 24 November, and 22 December.

Saturn sets in late evening in October. In conjunction
with Venus on 30 October. In November, it becomes lost
in the glare of  the Sun, and it will not be observable at all
in December.

Uranus is at opposition on 15 October (that is, it lies
opposite the Sun in the sky, is due south at midnight, and is
observable all night). Opposition is the best time to
observe the outer planets, since they are then closest to
Earth.

Neptune was at opposition in early September, and
will be observable most of  the night in October. It is still a
good evening object in November, setting near midnight.

Messier 33, a galaxy in Triangulum observable this quarter.

In December, it is in the western evening sky, setting in late
evening. Neptune comes very close to the Moon (in one
case less than one degree) on 12 October, 9 November,
and 6 December.

Meteor Showers

We won’t have much luck with meteor showers this
quarter. There are
potentially excellent
showers in the Fall,
including the Leonids
on 17 November and
the Geminids on 14
December, but the
Moon is nearly full,
being 88% illumi-
nated for the Le-
onids, and 99% for
the Geminids.

       Comets

Once again, there
do not appear to be
many bright comets
to observe. Comet
C/2015 V2 (Johnson)
may become brighter
than magnitude 10 by
the end of the

quarter, but at a right ascension of about 14 hours, it would
be visible only around 4:00-5:00am. There are predictions
that it will brighten next Spring to as much as magnitude
6.6, which would be an easy target even with binoculars.

Eclipses

There are no eclipses visible from the Central Coast, or
from anywhere else, this season. Once more, however, I
will mention the total solar eclipse of 21 August 2017 that
will be visible from the United States. The path of  totality
runs from Oregon to South Carolina. MIRA’s Dr. Bruce
Weaver will give two workshop/lectures on this eclipse
next Spring. Dates and times have not yet been determined.
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Staff

*  *  *
The Monterey Institute for Research in Astronomy owns and operates

the Oliver Observing Station under permit from the U.S. Dept. of
Agriculture-Forest Service.

*  *  *
The Monterey Institute for Research in Astronomy owns and operates

the Richard W. Hamming Astronomy Center and the Ralph Knox Shops
through an arrangement with the U.S. Dept. of  Education.

Friends of Membership
I would like to become a Friend of MIRA and receive the quarterly
MIRA Newsletter.
Enclosed is my membership donation of $_______________
In addition, I am making a special contribution of ________

$2500 Associates Circle                   $100 Sponsor
$1000 Associate                              $50 Family
$500 Patron                                    $35 Member
$250 Sustaining                               $15 Student
MIRA welcomes cor porate and business members. Contributions

are tax deductible as allowed by law.

Name_________________________________________

Address_______________________________________

City, State, Zip___________________________________

Phone/e-mail____________________________________

Visit our Web site and Field Trips to the Stars:
www.mira.org

E-mail us at mira@mira.org

RETURN SERVICE
REQUESTED

200 Eighth Street
Marina, CA  93933

Monterey Institute for Research in Astronomy

(831) 883-1000
(fax) (831) 883-1031
www.mira.org

Gordon Jones, Chair, Board of Directors
Dr. Wm. Bruce Weaver, Astronomer & Director

 Anne O. Monroe, Administrator
Dr. Arthur Babcock, Astronomer

Dr. Dean Bailey, Volunteer Researcher
Dr. Craig Chester, Astronomer & President

Dr. James Eagle, Docent
Brian Jacobson, Docent

Gary Love, Physicist
Chris Reed, OOS Caretaker

Dr. Whitney Shane, Astronomer and Charles
Hitchcock Adams Fellow
Joanna Sorci, Librarian

Dr. Russell Walker, Astronomer
Peg Winston, Volunteer
Warren Yogi, Volunteer

The MIRA Board of Directors
Gordon Jones, Chairman

Dr. Craig Chester, President
Alan Crockett, Secretary

Homer Bosserman
Gary Love

Richard Stedman
Dr. Wm. Bruce Weaver


