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Strange but true: When it comes to 
finding new extra-solar planets, or 
exoplanets, stars can be an incredible 
nuisance. 

It’s a matter of luminosity. Stars are 
bright, but their planets are not. Indeed, 
when an astronomer peers across 
light years to find a distant Earth-like 
world, what he often finds instead is 
an annoying glare.  The light of the star 
itself makes the star's dim planetary 
system nearly impossible to see.

Talk about frustration! How would 
you like to be an astronomer who's 
constantly vexed by stars? 

Fortunately, there may be a solution. It 
comes from NASA's Galaxy Evolution 
Explorer, an ultraviolet space telescope 
orbiting Earth since 2003.  In a new 
study, researchers say the Galaxy 
Evolution Explorer is able to pinpoint 
dim stars that might not badly outshine 
their own planets.

We've discovered a new technique 
of using ultraviolet light to search for 
young, low-mass stars near the Earth,” 
said David Rodriguez, a graduate 
student of astronomy at UCLA, and 
the study's lead author. “These M-class 
stars, also known as red dwarfs, make 
excellent targets for future direct 
imaging of exoplanets.”

Young red dwarfs produce a telltale 
glow in the ultraviolet part of the 
electromagnetic spectrum that Galaxy 

Exoplanets are easier to see directly when their star is a dim, red dwarf.

Finding Planets among the Stars
Dr. Tony Phillips
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Directions to Houge Park

Houge (rhymes with “Yogi”) Park is in San Jose, 
near Campbell and Los Gatos. From Hwy. 17, take the 
Camden Avenue exit. Go east 0.4 miles, and turn right 
at the light, onto Bascom Avenue. At the next light, turn 
left onto Woodard Road. At the first stop sign, turn right 
onto Twilight Drive. Go three blocks, cross Sunrise Drive, 
then turn left into the park. 

From Hwy. 85, take the Bascom Avenue exit. Go 
north, and turn right at the first traffic light, onto White 
Oaks Road. At the first stop sign, turn left onto Twilight 
Drive. You will now be passing the park. Turn right at the 
first driveway, into the parking lot. 

This article was provided by the Jet Propulsion 
Laboratory, California Institute of Technology, under 
a contract with the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration.

The annual CalStar star party starts September 29. It is 
located at Lake San Antonio, south of King City. More 
information will be available soon. Check http://www.
sjaa.net for the latest news.

Evolution Explorer can sense.  Because 
dwarf stars are so numerous—as a class, 
they account for more than two-thirds 
of the stars in the galaxy—astronomers 
could reap a rich bounty of targets.

In many ways, these stars represent a 
best-case scenario for planet hunting. 
They are close and in clear lines-of-
sight, which generally makes viewing 
easier. Their low mass means they are 
dimmer than heavier stars, so their light 
is less likely to mask the feeble light of 
a planet. And because they are young, 
their planets are freshly formed, and 
thus warmer and brighter than older 
planetary bodies.

Astronomers know of more than five 
hundred distant planets, but very 
few have actually been seen.  Many 
exoplanets are detected indirectly 
by means of their “wobbles”—the 
gravitational tugs they exert on their 
central stars.  Some are found when they 
transit the parent star, momentarily 
dimming the glare, but not dimming it 
enough to reveal the planet itself.

The new Galaxy Evolution Explorer 
technique might eventually lead to 
planets that can be seen directly. That 
would be good because, as Rodriguez 
points out, “seeing is believing.”

And it just might make astronomers feel 
a little better about the stars.

The Galaxy Evolution Explorer Web site 
at http://www.galex.caltech.edu

 describes many of the other discoveries 
and accomplishments of this mission. 
And for kids, how do astronomers know 
how far away a star or galaxy is? Play 
“How Old do I Look” on The Space Place 
at http://spaceplace.nasa.gov/whats-
older and find out!



SJAA EPHEMERIS	 Page 6	 August 2011

JUL-16-2011	 Dawn in orbit	 The spacecraft called Dawn has gone into orbit around the asteroid Vesta. Vesta 
was the fourth asteroid to be discovered. Dawn was launched in September of 2007. It will orbit Vesta for one year. After 
that, it will leave Vesta and go into orbit around the asteroid (oops, dwarf planet) Ceres. http://www.jpl.nasa.gov/news/news.
cfm?release=2011-212

JUL-13-2011	 Neptune News	 You are probably aware that Neptune has finally completed its first orbit around 
the sun since is was discovered in 1846. But this new item is about rotation not revolution. Erich Karkoschka from the University 
of Arizona has used atmospheric features on the mysterious planet to compute a Neptunian day of 15 hours, 57 minutes and 
59 seconds. The images used to make this calculation came from Hubble (see image below). The length of a Jovian day is easy 
because of the radio signals that Jupiter emits but those signals from the other gas giants are swamped by the solar wind. http://
www.astronomy.com/en/News-Observing/News/2011/06/Clocking%20Neptunes%20spin.aspx

JUN-29-2011	 ULAS J1120+0641	 The clumsily named quasar is the most distant quasar found to date. The light from 
this quasar took 12.9 billion years to reach us. That means we are seeing it just 770 million years after the Big Bang. It was found 
by the European Southern Observatory’s Very Large Telescope (editor: so why is the telescope given a simple, even prosaic, name 
but the quasar is named like the merger of two phone numbers). According to Stephen Warren of the Imperial College London 
“This quasar is a vital early probe of the early universe ... It is a very rare object that will help us to understand how supermassive 
black holes grew a few hundred million years after the Big Bang.” http://www.astronomy.com/News-Observing/News/2011/06/
Most%20distant%20quasar%20found.aspx

JUN-22-2011	 Enceladus Salty	 The Cassini spacecraft has discovered new evidence that there is a large salt 
water reservoir (read, ocean) beneath the surface of Enceladus. Ice grains found closer to the surface are richer in sodium and 
potassium than the more distant ice grains that were studied earlier. The data suggests a layer of water that might be 50 miles 
deep. As the outermost surface cracks open up, the decrease in pressure ejects a plume. Why is this important? “This finding is a 
crucial new piece of evidence showing that environmental conditions favorable to the emergence of life can be sustained on icy 
bodies orbiting gas giant planets” according to Nicolas Altobelli a Cassini scientist with the ESA. http://www.jpl.nasa.gov/news/
news.cfm?release=2011-190

The Last Month In Astronomy
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Publication Statement
SJAA Ephemeris, newsletter of the San Jose 
Astronomical Association, is published 
monthly.

San Jose Astronomical Association, 
P.O. Box 28243 
San Jose, CA 95159-8243

The SJAA Ephemeris is published in three 
formats: hardcopy, Adobe Acrobat PDF, 
and HTML. The PDF and HTML versions are 
found at http://ephemeris.sjaa.net.

Articles for publication should be submitted 
by the 10th of the previous month. The PDF 
version is generally available by the 24th of 
the previous month and the HTML version 
by the last day of the previous month.

The loaner program offers members a means to try 
scopes of various sizes and technologies before you buy.  
For more information please see the loaner program 
web page: http://www.sjaa.net/loaners.shtml

It Must Be Astronomical ...

School Star Parties

Loaners

Completed Events

Total 
Sched.

Good 
Sky

Partial 
Success

Cloudy 
Fail

Cancel 
at noon

Jul 1 1

Aug 4 4

Sep 0

Oct 7 5 1 1

Nov 13 9 3 1

Dec 8 1 2 0 5

Jan 8 2 2 0 4

Feb 6 6

Mar 11 3 1 7

Apr 5 1 2 2

May 2 2

Total 61 34 11 0 20

As of mid-May

“Sometimes when this place gets kind of empty 

Sound of their breath fades with the light 

I think about the loveless fascination 

Under the Milky Way tonight

And it’s something quite peculiar 

Something that’s shimmering and white 

Leads you here despite your destination 

Under the Milky Way tonight

I wish I knew what you were looking for 

I might have known what you would find 

Under the Milky Way tonight”

- Steven Kilbey & Karin Jansson (but you may 

know it from a Lincoln commercial)
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Membership Type:
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       I prefer to get the Ephemeris newsletter 
in print form (Add $10 to the dues listed 
on the left). The newsletter is always 
available online at http://ephemeris.sjaa.net     
Questions? 
Send e-mail to membership@sjaa.net

Bring this form to any SJAA Meeting or send to 
the club address (above). Please make checks 
payable to “SJAA”.
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