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2001 CAA Schedule 

Monday, April 9 

CAA General Membership Meet-

ing at 8 p.m. in the Cleveland 

Metroparks Rocky River Nature Cen-

ter.  Erik Hall will be our speaker this 

month.  Erik will present “Kitt Peak”. 

Saturday, April 28 

National Astronomy Day at the 

Lake Erie Nature and Science Center.  

The theme for National Astronomy 

day this year is “The Earth – Sun Con-

nection.” 

There will be various presenta-

tions and activities throughout the day 

from 10 a.m. until 5 p.m., consisting 

of:  choosing a telescope, solar observ-

ing, a mirror grinding demonstration, 

comet making, an NASA display, an 

interactive computer programs display, 

astronomy videos playing throughout 

the day, and a planetarium program. 

The CAA will provide telescopes 

for a public star party that evening in 

the field across the street from the 

Schuele Planetarium, so we will need 

your telescopes.  Please consider help-

ing out the club and bringing your 

telescope. 

We need volunteers to help out at 

this event.  Please contact Al Matyas if 

you are interested.   

Monday, April 30 

CAA Board Meeting at 7 p.m. at 

Cupachino’s Café.  Cupachino’s Café 

is located at the intersection of Clague 

Road and Lorain Road in North Olm-

sted.  

Monday, May 14 

CAA General Membership Meet-

ing at 8 p.m. in the Cleveland 

Metroparks Rocky River Nature Cen-

ter.  Program to be announced. 

Tuesday, May 29 

CAA Board Meeting at 7 p.m. at 

Cupachino’s Café.  Cupachino’s Café 

is located at the intersection of Clague 

Road and Lorain Road in North Olm-

sted.  

Monday, June 11 

CAA General Membership Meet-

ing at 8 p.m. in the Cleveland 

Metroparks Rocky River Nature Cen-

ter.  Program to be announced. 

Monday, June 25 

CAA Board Meeting at 7 p.m. at 

Cupachino’s Café.  Cupachino’s Café 

is located at the intersection of Clague 

Road and Lorain Road in North Olm-

sted.  

Friday, July 20 

CAA member picnic and star 

party at the Letha House Warm Up 

Room.  Details to follow.  

Saturday, July 21 

CAA OTAA Convention at the 

CAA Observatory in Letha House 

park.  Details to follow. 

Thursday, August 23 

The Lake Erie Nature and Science 

Center is hosting a Nature Center 

Managers Conference for Nature Cen-

ter managers from across the country.  

They have requested the CAA to set 

up some telescopes for a Star Party 

that evening, so we will need some 

volunteers for this event.  Please con-

sider bringing your telescopes at dusk 

for this star party, which will be held 

in the picnic area across the street 

from the Schuele Planetarium. 

 

Sky Events for April 2001 

Friday, April 6 

Mercury passes 10° south of Ve-

nus, 5 p.m. EDT. 

Thursday, April 12 

The moon passes 1.3° north of 

Mars, 10 p.m. EDT. 

Sunday, April 15 

The moon passes 0.9° north of 

Ceres, Midnight, EDT. 

Monday, April 16 

Jupiter passes 5° north of Alde-

baran, 10 a.m. EDT. 

The moon passes 3° south of Nep-

tune, Noon, EDT. 

Tuesday, April 17 

The moon passes 3° south of Ura-

nus, 7 p.m. EDT. 

Friday, April 20 

The moon passes 10° south of 

Venus, 4 p.m. EDT. 

Sunday, April 22 

Lyrid meteor shower peaks. 

Monday, April 23 

Mercury is in superior conjunc-

tion, 5 a.m. EDT. 
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Wednesday, April 25 

The moon passes 1.4° south of 

Saturn, Noon, EDT. 

Thursday, April 26 

The moon passes 1.8° south of 

Jupiter, 9 a.m. EDT. 

Sunday, April 29 

Juno is in conjunction with the 

sun, 10 p.m. EDT. 

 

Sky Events for May 2001 

Friday, May 4 

Venus is at greatest brilliancy 

(magnitude –4.5), 2 p.m. EDT. 

Eta Aquarid meteor shower peaks. 

Sunday, May 6 

Asteroid Ariadne is at opposition, 

8 p.m. EDT. 

Monday, May 7 

Mercury passes 4° north of Sat-

urn, 1 p.m. EDT. 

Tuesday, May 8 

Asteroid Iris is at opposition, mid-

night EDT. 

Thursday, May 10 

The moon passes 1.9° north of 

Mars, 3 p.m. EDT. 

Friday, May 11 

Mars is stationary, 11 a.m. EDT. 

Saturday, May 12 

Mercury passes 8° north of Alde-

baran, 6 a.m. EDT. 

Sunday, May 13 

The moon passes 3° south of Nep-

tune, 8 p.m. EDT 

Sunday, April 15 

The moon passes 3° south of Ura-

nus, 4 a.m. EDT.  

Wednesday, May 16 

Mercury passes 3° north of Jupi-

ter, 1 p.m. EDT. 

Saturday, May 19 

The moon passes 4° south of Ve-

nus, 5 a.m. EDT. 

Sunday, May 20 

The moon passes 0.6° north of 

Vesta, 5 p.m. EDT. 

Monday, May 21 

Mercury is at greatest eastern 

elongation (22°), midnight EDT. 

Wednesday, May 23 

Asteroid Eunomia is at opposi-

tion, 2 a.m. EDT. 

Thursday, May 24 

The moon passes 1.3° south of 

Jupiter, 3 a.m. EDT. 

The moon passes 3° south of 

Mercury, 3 p.m. EDT. 

Friday, May 25 

Saturn is in conjunction with the 

sun, 9 a.m. EDT. 

Sunday, May 27 

Asteroid Pallas is at opposition, 2 

p.m. EDT. 

 

Club News / Stories 

Treasurer’s Report         

March 27, 2001 

Bank Account Balance: $2078.29 

Cash on Hand: $120.70 

Total Assets (approx.): $2198.99 

 

Art Nenadal, Treasurer 

Observing Permits 

Mike Williams has obtained the 

observing permits for Letha House 

park.  He will bring them to the April 

meeting. 

We are still waiting on the permits 

for the various Cleveland metroparks 

locations:  Bradley Woods, Lewis 

Road field, Brecksville Reservation, 

and Huntington Reservation.  The 

Cleveland Metroparks needs to see the 

face cover of our insurance policy 

before they will issue us permits.  We 

hope to have these available at the 

May meeting. 

Observatory Open 

House/Opening Ceremony 

We are looking to have the Ob-

servatory Open House/Opening Cere-

mony sometime in late May.  More 

details to follow. 

Welcome New Members 

Please join me in welcoming our 

newest member, Allan T. Jenks, to the 

CAA. 

Swap Corner 

We thought it would be a good 

idea to have a “Swap Corner” in The 

Observer.  This can be used as a place 

to buy and sell astronomy equipment.  

If anyone has any equipment they 

would like to sell, or if anyone is look-

ing to buy some equipment, send me 

an e-mail, drop me a note in the mail, 

or give me a call.  I’d be happy to in-

clude it in the next Observer. 

Looking Up                       

By Charles H. Grace 

The New CAA Observatory 

At Letha Park 

For those members who haven’t 

had a chance to get out to our new 

observatory yet, here is a brief descrip-

tion of what is there, or soon will be. 

• One of our gorgeous telescopes is 

a 16-inch Newtonian type, on an 

equatorial mount that is bolted to 

an isolated concrete foundation. 

• A second telescope is a 10-inch 

Cassegrain type, which will be on 

an equatorial mount on another 

isolated concrete foundation. 

• Another one is a 12.5-inch New-

tonian on a portable Dobsonian 

mount. 

The observatory, which has been 

under construction for over a year, is 

about thirty miles southwest of the 

Rocky River Nature Center.  It’s in 

Letha Park, which is in the Medina 
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County Park District (MCPD).  The 

sky is very dark there.  Letha Park is 

on Spencer Lake Road, which runs off 

Ohio route 83, about 4 miles south of 

Litchfield and 1 mile north of Chat-

ham.  The park is 2 miles west of route 

83, (just west of Richman Road) on 

the north side of Spencer Lake Road. 

The building has a movable 

trussed roof, which is mounted on 

wheels that run on tracks to open the 

observatory to the sky. 

MCPD owns the land; CAA do-

nated the observatory building to the 

MCPD before construction was even 

started.  In exchange for our building 

it, the MCPD has given CAA the 

privilege of using it rent-free as long 

as we wish.  CAA has the option to 

remove it should we ever leave that 

site.  MCPD is responsible for main-

taining only the outside of the build-

ing. 

There is another MCPD structure 

about 20 feet away, which has a warm-

up room, kitchen, bathroom, meeting 

room, and a covered porch with a pic-

nic table. 

Rules about the use of the obser-

vatory and security are being finalized.  

Chuck Reinhart (440-236-9285) is the 

CAA liaison person for Observatory 

matters as well as the Observatory 

Director. 

There will be an OTAA conven-

tion on Saturday July 21, 2001 at the 

Letha House warm-up room.  It might 

be possible also to have a CAA mem-

ber picnic and star party on Friday, 

July 20.  Details will follow. 

The Warranty                    

By Jerry Skala 

It was about lunchtime when I got 

the call from my frantic wife. 

“I killed it!” she said. “I washed 

it, it went into shock, and now it’s 

dead.” 

“Moo wauff?” I stammered, trying 

to swallow a bite of roast beef sand-

wich. 

“I killed it and now it won’t start” 

she said. 

“Oooouhm.” She was talking 

about our 1996 Dodge van. 

That evening a couple of turns on 

the ignition key confirmed that she had 

killed it. I’m not a backyard mechanic, 

but the rickety-clack noises from under 

the hood sounded like the starter gear 

and flywheel had only a passing rela-

tionship. 

We bought the van used, so we 

also purchased one of those extended 

warranties, 100,000 miles or five 

years, and our odometer now read 

99,909. Finally, I was going to get 

something out of a warranty. A couple 

of minutes later we found the warranty 

in a drawer and also found that the five 

years were up 12 days ago. 

This got me thinking about adding 

usable warranties to used telescope 

equipment. I don’t know about you, 

but I’m tired of useless warranties that 

elapse just before I get a chance to use 

them. I’m not talking about a warranty 

on the equipment, but a promise to 

help or teach the new owner about the 

equipment. 

When we sell a scope to someone 

new to astronomy or donate an old 

scope to a school, we are dumping it in 

the hands of someone who doesn’t 

always know how to use it. They won’t 

know its peculiarities or its benefits. 

Suppose we add another piece of 

equipment to the package, something 

really useful. I propose not a 100,000-

mile warranty, but the Million Photon 

Warranty. It ought to include clauses 

like this. 

1. I warrant that this telescope 

equipment will perform substan-

tially as you expect. However, this 

equipment is offered on an as-is 

basis and I will show you what 

doesn’t quite work. 

2. This warranty entitles you to a 

demonstration session explaining 

the set up and use of all the 

equipment, except for that extra 

thingamabob. It came with this 

telescope package originally, but I 

don’t know where it fits. I saw 

one like it in a catalog once, but it 

belonged to another model. I in-

clude it with this telescope in the 

hope that you will figure it out 

and let me know. 

3. You and I are in this together. 

Whether you are an old hand or 

newly interested in telescopes, I 

will attempt to answer your ques-

tions as best I can. 

4. Telescopes are made for looking 

at the sky and learning the sky is 

best done through perseverance. I 

can help point out a few nice ob-

jects, show you a nice map and 

tell you about a couple of good 

reference books. Unfortunately, 

just like your mother told you, I 

can’t learn it for you.  

Spelling out the help the new user 

can expect from us will go a long way 

toward expanding the friendship we 

enjoy in amateur astronomy. If you 

would like to contribute to this grow-

ing list of promises, I’d love to hear 

from you at jmskala@iname.com. 

Oh, and the problem with the van? 

Well I told you I wasn’t a mechanic 

and I’m a little embarrassed to admit 

that the van’s original battery finally 

succumbed to five winter seasons. So, 

as it turns out, the warranty, even if it 

had still been in force, would have 

been useless, just like all the others 

I’ve had. 

Save the Pluto-Express   

By Russell Hopkins 

As you may know, the Pluto-

Express is once again facing cancella-

tion. This project is intended to send a 

probe to explore the ninth planet and 

other Kuiper Belt objects. Pluto is the 

only major planet that has not been 

visited at close range. Other probes 

have sent us glorious color photos and 

radar images of the other eight planets 

and their satellites. Pluto alone re-

mains a dot with an arrow pointed at 

it. Perhaps Pluto is an uninteresting 

place that is nothing more than a big 

snowball. This is possible, but I doubt 

it. Recent developments in solar sys-

tem exploration have revealed that 

worlds once thought to be frozen and 

static are far more complex than any-

one imagined. For example it was once 

thought that any terrestrial world be-

yond the distance of Mars would nec-

essarily be geologically dead like our 

moon. As it turns out, the satellite Io 

has geology that is as fluid as the 

weather is on Earth. Further, Triton, a 

satellite of Neptune has geologic activ-

ity based not on rock, but on frozen 

nitrogen. During the Neptune summer, 

geysers of liquid nitrogen spray miles 
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into the sky. What is more is that de-

velopments in understanding the Kui-

per Belt suggest that Pluto is a typical, 

but large member of that class of ob-

jects. This understanding renders Pluto 

an essentially normal solar system 

object rather than the odd-ball planet it 

was once believed to be. Hubble 

Space Telescope images, though lack-

ing in detail, suggest there are dark 

and light areas on the surface. Perhaps 

they are similar to the light colored 

highlands and the dark maria of the 

moon or Mars. The point is that Pluto 

is worth exploring. This may be, 

moreover, our last chance to do it. 

There are two reasons for this. The 

first is that the standard American long 

range launch vehicle, the Titan 3, can 

only fling a probe as far as Jupiter. 

Beyond that, a gravitational assist 

from the giant planet is necessary to 

venture further. Soon, Jupiter will no 

longer be in a good position to offer 

that assistance. Perhaps more compel-

ling is the fact that Pluto is in its late 

summer. In not too many years, its 

tenuous atmosphere will freeze solid. 

If that happens, it may be several hun-

dred years before it will be worth mak-

ing another attempt. The projected 

cost of the Pluto Express is $500 mil-

lion, or about the same as a single 

space shuttle launch. Considering the 

billions being spent on the Interna-

tional Space Station (whose purpose 

has never been made entirely clear) 

and considering that there is supposed 

to be a budget surplus, there seems 

little reason to cancel this project. I 

urge you to contact your Congressman 

and Senators to voice your support for 

the Pluto Express.  

 

Sen. Mike Dewine 

140 Russell Senate Office Bldg. 

Washington DC 20510 

216-522-7272; 202-224-2315 

senator_dewine@dewine.senate.gov 

 

Sen. George Voinovich 

317 Hart Senate Office Bldg. 

Washington DC 20510 

216-522-7095; 202-224-3353 
senator_voinovich@voinovich.senate.gov 

 

Rep. Dennis Kucinich 

1730 Longworth House Office Bldg. 

Washington DC 20515 

216-228-8850; 202-225-5871 

 

Rep. Steven Latourette 

1224 Longworth House Office Bldg. 

Washington DC 20515 

440-352-3939; 202-225-5731 

 

Rep. Stephanie Tubbs-Jones 

1516 Longworth House Office Bldg. 

Washington DC 20515 

216-522-4900; 202-225-7032 

stephanie.tubbs.jones@mail.house.gov 

 

Rep. Sherrod Brown 

2438 Rayburn H.O.B. 

Washington DC 20515 

330-722-9262; 202-225-3401 

sherrod@mail.house.gov 

 

Upcoming Astronomical Events 

Other OTAA Events 

Saturday, August, 18, 2001:  Ma-

honing Valley Astronomical Society 

OTAA Convention at the MVCO.   

Saturday, September 15, 2001:  

Black River Astronomical Society 

OTAA convention. 

More information will be pub-

lished as it becomes available. 

Frontiers of Astronomy 

Lecture Series 

Thursday, April 19, 2001 at 8 

p.m. at the Cleveland Museum of 

Natural History in Murch Auditorium. 

“Blazars, Jets, and Einstein’s 

Dream” will be presented by Dr. 

Megan Urry from the Space Telescope 

Science Institute. 

Dr. Megan Urry, an astronomer at 

the Space Telescope Science Institute, 

discusses blazars, the exotic cores of 

distant galaxies.  A blazar’s high lumi-

nosity and rapid variability are associ-

ated with a powerful relativistic jet, 

which probably formed near a super-

massive black hole at the galaxy’s 

core.  She explains how, through the 

magic of Special Relativity, the jet 

emission’s strength is magnified, mak-

ing the blazar seem more luminous – 

and perhaps more exotic – than it truly 

is.  Urry also will use Hubble Space 

Telescope images to show how galax-

ies with blazars confirm the notion that 

all galaxies harbor supermassive black 

holes. 

This is the last of the five free 

public lectures in the Frontiers of As-

tronomy series.  This free lecture se-

ries sponsored by the Museum, Case 

Western Reserve University and The 

Cleveland Astronomical Society offers 

those with a serious interest in astron-

omy the chance to learn about some of 

the latest research in the field.  No 

tickets or reservations are required.  

On clear evenings, the Museum’s ob-

servatory will be open following the 

lectures. 

For more information or to re-

ceive a brochure listing all speakers, 

call (216) 231-4600, ext. 253 or 362.  

Stars In The Dust 

We’re making space for you… 

So grab your steel-toed shoes, don 

your safety glasses and join us for 

Stars In The Dust, a hard-hat party for 

the Nathan and Fannye Shafran Plane-

tarium, Thursday, May 3, 2001, 5:30 

to 8:30 p.m. at The Cleveland Mu-

seum of Natural History. 

The excitement is building for an 

unforgettable evening of… 

� Live entertainment and plane-

tarium shows 

� Tours of the planetarium con-

struction site 

� Cocktails and hearty hors 

d’oeuvres 

Casual “construction” attire is re-

quested (hard hats provided).  Because 

the worksite’s still a little rough, we 

regret that we cannot admit children. 

Please RSVP by April 27.  Call 

(216) 231-4600 ext. 287, or email   

sready@cmnh.org. 

Explorer Lecture Series at 

the Cleveland Museum of 

Natural History 

Friday, May 18, 2001 at 7:30 p.m.  

The Farthest Stars:  Presented by Dr. 

Charles Liu, an astrophysicist at the 

American Museum of Natural History. 

Guests can stroll through the gal-

leries, meet and greet speakers and 

curators, participate in book signings, 

shop in the Ark in the Park Museum 
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Store and more.  Museum doors open 

at 5:30 p.m.  Free parking. 

Individual tickets are $8 per per-

son.  Light dinners are available only 

with pre-paid advance orders.  Mu-

seum members receive a discount on 

individual tickets.  Wine, beer, soda, 

coffee, pastries, and assorted cheese, 

vegetable and fruit plates will also be 

available for purchase the night of the 

event.  To charge tickets and dinners, 

call the Museum’s box office at (216) 

231-1177 or 800-317-9155, ext. 279. 

Laurel Highlands Star 

Cruise 2001 

The more than 560 members of 

the Amateur Astronomy Association 

of Pittsburgh (Pennsylvania, USA) 

invite you to attend the 3rd annual 

“Laurel Highlands Star Cruise” June 

14-17, 2001. 

Star Cruise 2001 will be held at a 

new, darker site this year, the Pine Hill 

Campground, just off Exit 29 of I-68 

near Hazelton, West Virginia (eleva-

tion approximately 2250’).  Guest 

speakers from the Hubble Space Tele-

scope Science Institute and the AAAP, 

among others; special activities; big 

telescopes; a food caterer, a swap ta-

ble; and a fine selection of vendors are 

planned.  This is a tremendous dark-

sky site.  Dark sky photos will soon be 

available on our Website for you pe-

rusal.  Right now, the presentations 

appear to be centering around Solar 

System topics with Mars and NEAR 

being emphasized, but there is also a 

Hubble Update that will detail deep 

sky exploration. 

Join fellow astronomers from 

Pennsylvania, surrounding states and 

Canada for both beginner and ad-

vanced astronomical activities along 

with beautiful dark-sky observing.  

Pack your sleeping bag, tent, trailer, 

binoculars and/or telescopes.  There 

are a lot of area attractions for the non-

astronomer (detailed on our website), 

so bring the whole family. 

If you visit our Website you’ll see 

arrangements are still being finalized.  

But there’s a ton of info there already.  

Hope to see you at Star Cruise 2001. 

For more information, visit the 

Laurel Highlands Star Cruise Website:  

http://www.members.home.net/lhstarcruise

/ AAAP Website:  http://www.3ap.org 

Email:  aaap@trfn.clpgh.org 

Registrars: 

John Holtz:  JWHoltz@aol.com 

(724) 352-7596 

Mary Jean Kancel:  

kancel@attglobal.net (412) 859-5732 

Pricing & Registration available 

at the Website. 

Apollo Rendezvous & 

Telescope Fair 

The Miami Valley Astronomical 

Society and The Boonshoft Museum 

of Discovery (formerly the Dayton 

Museum of Natural History) present 

the 31st Annual Apollo Rendezvous & 

Telescope Fair!, June 15-16, 2001, 

Dayton, Ohio. 

AR2001 theme:  “Amateur Search 

& Discovery” 

AR2001 ~ What It’s About 

Apollo Rendezvous was rated by 

Astronomy Magazine (1998) the #1 

annual meeting of amateur astrono-

mers in the United States.  Amateur 

astronomers meet with friends and 

colleagues from throughout the coun-

try and the world, exchange informa-

tion, enjoy talks by outstanding speak-

ers, view film and slide presentations, 

shop for and swap astronomical items, 

and view some of the finest home-built 

telescopes, astrophotography and as-

tro-artwork on display anywhere. 

Theme & Speakers 

Our theme this year centers 

around the Amateur search and dis-

covery, including near-Earth objects or 

NEO’s.  Our speakers this year include 

NEO discoverer Roy Tucker 

(http://www.azstarnet.com/~gpobs/gpobs.htm), 

and supernova/comet hunter Tim 

Puckett (http://www.cometwatch.com).  Roy 

is a pioneer in using amateur-class 

telescopes to find asteroids using the 

Drift Scan method.  He won the $500 

Bensen award for the first discovery of 

one of the dangerous Atenclass Earth 

approaching asteroids.  Tim Puckett 

has discovered 29 supernovae and his 

work has been featured on all of the 

major networks, Discovery, and TLC.  

Join us for some great presentations! 

Amateur Astronomer Work-

shops (NEW this Year!!) 

Saturday morning will be devoted 

to two Amateur Astronomer Work-

shops:  NEO Search Strategies for 

Amateur Astronomers by Roy Tucker, 

and Astrophotography and CCD Imag-

ing conducted by John Chumack. 

Vendors, Flea Market & Prizes 

As always, there will be dozens of 

valuable door prizes, with 1st prize in 

the raffle this year being the fabulous 

Sky Windows binocular mirror with 

60mm binoculars.  That’s right!  This 

product is amazing!  View the entire 

sky in absolute comfort!  Use the binos 

during the day. 

In addition to a huge flea market, 

we anticipate over twenty vendors 

again this year, including Pocono Mtn. 

Optics, Meade, University Optics, 

Software Bisque, Apogee Instruments, 

Rex’s Astro Stuff, TECH 2000, Sky 

Publishing, Astronomy to Go, Hand’s 

on Optics, Mitterling Meteorite, 

McAllister’s Camera, and many oth-

ers.  See you there! 

BBQ & Star-Gaze 

Saturday will conclude with a pic-

nic/BBQ and stargaze at our John 

Bryan State Park Observatory. 

See their Website 

http://www.mvas.org for registration 

information. 

 

Other News / Stories 

The Skymaster ZKP3/S 

The first of its kind in the uni-

verse, coming to The Nathan and 

Fannye Shafran Planetarium at the 

Cleveland Museum of Natural History. 

The dynamics of the universe un-

fold from the Skymaster ZKP3/S, cus-

tom-built by Germany’s Zeiss, Inc., 

the premier supplier of planetarium 

instruments.  Brilliant star clusters, 

nebulae, galaxies, planets and other 

astronomical wonders will come to life 

on a 40’ diameter perforated alumi-

num dome.  Visitors will marvel at 

celestial details so precise they can be 

viewed with binoculars. 

You or your business can pur-

chase a seat in the new planetarium.  

Call (216) 231-4600 ext. 288, and ask 

about the Corporate Stars and Stellar 

Friends Campaign. 
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THE NEW AERIAL EX-

PLORERS: SELF-

INFLATING SOLAR-

HEATED BALLOONS 

MEDIA RELATIONS OFFICE, 

JET PROPULSION LABORATORY, 

CALIFORNIA INSTITUTE OF 

TECHNOLOGY, NATIONAL 

AERONAUTICS AND SPACE AD-

MINISTRATION, PASADENA, 

CALIFORNIA 91109.  TELEPHONE 

(818) 354-5011 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE  

March 26, 2001 

In the continuous quest to find 

cost-effective methods to explore the 

planets, NASA engineers have risen to 

the occasion by developing a variety 

of new balloon methods inspired by 

centuries-old, solar-heated hot-air bal-

loons, as well as by conventional he-

lium light-gas balloons. 

For NASA, balloons are of con-

siderable interest as a means of lower-

ing spacecraft to a planet's surface, 

delivering instruments to various alti-

tudes and performing aerial photogra-

phy and other forms of remote-sensing 

science.  Balloons can also potentially 

conduct explorations faster and cover 

greater distances than conventional 

ground-based planetary explorers. 

"Solar-heated balloons can de-

scend more slowly than heavier para-

chutes to drop off a payload, and yet 

they can rise again after the drop-off.  

They offer us bonus science because 

they can take off repeatedly during 

daylight hours, and land in hard-to-

reach terrain," said Jack Jones, techni-

cal monitor for balloon activities at 

NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory in 

Pasadena, Calif.  "Our inspiration 

comes from the centuries-old Mont-

golfiere balloons named after the two 

French Montgolfier brothers who flew 

the first hot-air balloon by burning a 

pile of wool and old shoes in 1783." 

Other balloons use ammonia, 

which evaporates with solar heat, and 

causes inflation of the balloon.  He-

lium balloons can also potentially be 

used and can fly for several weeks, 

which is much longer than the one-day 

flights of the solar heated balloons.  

The helium balloons tend to be heavier 

and more complicated since they must 

be stronger and carry their own high-

pressure compressed gas cylinders for 

in-flight filling.  All of these balloons 

can be used to explore the atmosphere 

and large areas of a planet's surface.  

"Thus far, most of our work has con-

centrated on balloon deployment test-

ing in Earth's upper atmosphere, which 

simulates deployment in the cold, thin 

atmosphere like that of Mars," said 

Jones. 

Engineers in JPL's Mechanical 

Systems Engineering and Research 

Division are also developing a variety 

of aerovehicles to explore other solar 

system bodies, such as Venus, Saturn's 

moon Titan, and the outer planets 

(Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus and Neptune). 

The aerovehicles include balloons 

designed to enable scientific explora-

tion by either hovering over or soft 

landing on planetary bodies.  Another 

class of inflatable drag devices, called 

ballutes, may someday be used to de-

celerate a spacecraft's speed to allow 

insertion into orbit. 

In addition to solar-heated bal-

loons, hot-gas balloons also look 

promising for Jupiter and Saturn, 

while balloons on Uranus and Neptune 

can capture light, high-altitude gas to 

float in the heavier atmosphere below 

the methane clouds.  These balloons 

may be able to study the gas planets' 

internal energy sources and atmos-

phere. 

On Venus, a combination helium-

and-water or steam balloon may be 

used to make repeated descents to the 

hot, scalding surface with re-ascents to 

the upper, cooler clouds and perhaps 

help define what caused Earth's twin to 

have such a hot, greenhouse atmos-

phere.  And on Titan, a helium-filled 

"aerover" may be able to fly like a 

blimp and then land as an amphibious 

rover to explore that moon's strange 

frozen surface and liquid hydrocarbon 

lakes or seas. 

More information on JPL's bal-

loon activities is available at: 

http://www.jpl.nasa.gov/adv_tech/ball

oons/summary.htm 

JPL's planetary balloon activities 

are funded by the NASA Mars Explo-

ration Office and the NASA Cross 

Enterprise Program.  Managed for 

NASA by the California Institute of 

Technology in Pasadena, JPL is the 

lead U.S. center for robotic explora-

tion of the solar system. 

Note From The Desk of 

The Editor  

I am always looking for articles 

for The Observer.  If there are any 

aspiring authors out there who want to 

contribute an article, share a story or   

observation, etc. please do so, and I 

will include it in the next edition.  Re-

member, this is your newsletter, and 

participation from the general mem-

bership can only make the newsletter 

better.  Please send articles, sugges-

tions, and/or  comments to: 

Jeff Lewis 

5623 Allendale Drive 

North Olmsted, OH 44070-4622 

Or you can send them via e-mail 

to bruise@ameritech.net. 

Thanks and Clear Skies! 

 

 

    

  

 

 

 


