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August 2020        Newsletter Editor — John Wingard — jwin1048@gmail.com 

        Moon Phases  

August 25 — First Quarter 

September 2 — Full Moon 

September 10 — Last Quarter 

September 17 — New Moon 

September 23 — First Quarter 

October 1 — Full Moon 

October 9 — Last Quarter 

October 16 — New Moon 

 

Stay in touch with us 

http://www.auburnastro.org 

https://www.facebook.com/

groups/79864233515/ 

Latest News and Events 

 

Well, it’s almost September and we still find ourselves in the grips of 

the COVID-19 pandemic with no real relief in sight. All of our regular 

club meetings have been put on hold and the majority of our star 

gazes and public outreach activities have either been cancelled or 

not even planned. It is looking more and more like the remainder of 

this year will be more or less the same as the past 5 or 6 months. 

We hope that everyone in our astronomy community is well and 

staying safe and at least enjoying the skies in solitude or with close 

family. Personally, I am very much looking forward to the cooler 

temperatures and earlier darkness that fall and winter bring as well 

as the clearer and drier atmosphere. 

Next month the Auburn Astronomical Society will celebrate its 40th 

anniversary. It was founded in 1980 in Auburn with the primary 

mission of public outreach astronomy. We had originally hoped to 

mark this occasion at the second National Astronomy Day on Satur-

day, September 26, 2020 with a possible star gaze at the W. A. 

Gayle Planetarium in Montgomery. However, with the current pan-

demic still very much in play, this will not likely happen. The AAS 

would like to thank all of the current and past members for gener-

ously volunteering their time, equipment and knowledge to help 

bring the wonders of the night sky to the general public. 

In case you haven’t noticed, Mars is being invaded once again by a 

fleet of spacecraft presently on their way to the red planet. In addi-

tion to the U. S. rover Perseverance, it will be joined by an orbiter 

from the United Arab Emirates (UAE) as well as a combination or-

biter, lander and rover from China. Launch opportunities like these 

come around approximately every 26 months. 

http://www.auburnastro.org
https://www.facebook.com/groups/79864233515/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/79864233515/
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We always like to feature examples of astronomical imaging by our members and here are two nice shots by 

AAS members Jay Hall and Chris Young. They just happen to be of the same object, the Pelican Nebula that is 

located in the constellation of Cygnus approximately 1,800 light-years away.  

 
Image by Jay Hall 

Image by Chris Young 
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This article is distributed by NASA Night Sky Network  

The Night Sky Network program supports astronomy clubs across the USA dedicated to astronomy outreach. Visit 

nightsky.jpl.nasa.gov to find local clubs, events, and more! 

 

Summer Triangle Corner: Altair 

David Prosper 

Altair is the final stop on our trip around the Summer Triangle! The last star in the asterism to rise for Northern Hemi-

sphere observers before summer begins, brilliant Altair is high overhead at sunset at the end of the season in September. 

Altair might be the most unusual of the three stars of the Triangle, due to its great speed: this star spins so rapidly that it 

appears “squished.” 

A very bright star, Altair has its own notable place in the mythologies of cultures around the world. As discussed in our 

previous edition, Altair represents the cowherd Niulang in the ancient Chinese tale of the “Cowherd and the Weaver 

Girl.” Altair is the brightest star in the constellation of Aquila the Eagle; while described as part of an eagle by ancient 

peoples around the Mediterranean, it was also seen as part of an eagle by the Koori people in Australia! They saw the 

star itself as representing a wedge-tailed eagle, and two nearby stars as his wives, a pair of black swans. More recently 

one of the first home computers was named after the star: the Altair 8800. 

Altair’s rapid spinning was first detected in the 1960s. The close observations that followed tested the limits of technolo-

gy available to astronomers, eventually resulting in direct images of the star’s shape and surface by using a technique 

called interferometry, which combines the light from two or more instruments to produce a single image. Predictions 

about how the surface of a rapidly spinning massive star would appear held true to the observations; models predicted a 

squashed, almost “pumpkin-like” shape instead of a round sphere, along with a dimming effect along the widened equa-

tor, and the observations confirmed this! This equatorial dimming is due to a phenomenon called gravity darkening. Al-

tair is wider at the equator than it is at the poles due to centrifugal force, resulting in the star’s mass bulging outwards at 

the equator. This results in the denser poles of the star being hotter and brighter, and the less dense equator being cooler 

and therefore dimmer. This doesn’t mean that the equator of Altair or other rapidly spinning stars are actually dark, but 

rather that the equator is dark in comparison to the poles; this is similar in a sense to sunspots. If you were to observe a 

sunspot on its own, it would appear blindingly bright, but it is cooler than the surrounding plasma in the Sun and so ap-

pears dark in contrast. 

As summer winds down, you can still take a Trip Around the Summer Triangle with this activity from the Night Sky 

Network. Mark some of the sights in and around the Summer Triangle at: bit.ly/TriangleTrip. You can discover more 

about NASA’s observations of Altair and other fast and furious stars at nasa.gov. 
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The image on the right was created using optical interferometry: the light from four telescopes was combined to produce 

this image of Altair’s surface. Image credit: Ming Zhao. More info: bit.ly/altairvsmodel 

  

Altair is up high in the early evening in September. Note Altair’s two bright “companions” on either side of the star. 

Can you imagine them as a formation of an eagle and two swans, like the Koori? 
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