HEAVENLY NEWS

“Spectacular Saturn” 

by Cindy Terpe,  Assisting Docent
Cameron Park Rotary Club Community Observatory
It’s that breathtaking time of year when we get to view Saturn our 2nd largest planet of the solar system.  Undoubtedly the show stopper of our solar system, the feature that makes our 6th planet made of hydrogen and helium so spectacular, however, is the majestic, shimmering rings that surround it.   These rings are incredibly big.  With a thickness of about 1 kilometer (3,200 feet) or less, they measure up to 282,000 km (175,000 miles) in diameter.  Earth-based views with binoculars or telescopes make the rings appear to be continuous sheets of material separated by a large gap (called the Cassini division).  Spacecraft images reveal these “sheets” to be made of many individual rings, each separated from the next by narrow gaps.  These rings are made up of billions of pieces of small icy particles that get their shimmering brilliance by reflecting sunlight.   The ring particles range in size from a grain of sugar to the size of a house.  For a long time, Saturn’s rings were thought to be unique in the solar system.  Most scientists assumed they were formed by some kind of rare event, perhaps a moon wandering too close to Saturn long ago and being torn apart by tidal force.  However, we now know that all four of the gas giants (Jupiter, Saturn, Neptune and Uranus) have rings.  Although Saturn’s rings have more numerous and more reflective particles than other ring systems, we can no longer think that rings are unique to Saturn alone. 
As Saturn goes around the sun, it periodically turns its rings edge-on to the Earth — once every 14-to-15 years. Because the rings are so thin, when viewed edge on they can actually disappear when seen through a small telescope. In the months ahead, Saturn's rings will become thinner and thinner until, on Sept. 4, 2009, they “vanish!”  During this time, Saturn’s tilt and the position of its orbit will allow astronomers a unique side-on view of the rings.  With the glare from these bright rings removed, astronomers will have a superb opportunity to see the icy moons orbiting close to Saturn and its strangely blue north pole should be observable as well. 
So far, Saturn has 52 named moons, with the largest called Titan.  Titan’s diameter is approximately 50% larger than our own moon and is the second largest moon in our solar system, after Jupiter’s moon Ganymede.  Scientists are particularly interested in Titan because it's one of the few known moons with its own dense atmosphere. Thanks to the Cassini-Huygens spacecraft, scientists discovered that even though it’s too cold for liquid water to exist on Titan, conditions are right for methane or ethane rain, perhaps making rivers feeding into lakes or oceans.  By learning about Titan, we'll learn about our own planet.   

You can also view Saturn through one of the two 14” telescopes at the Community Observatory located behind the El Dorado Center, Folsom Lake College, which is free and open to the public (weather permitting) Friday, Saturday and Sunday evenings from 8:30 PM – 10:30PM.   You can find driving directions and more information about the observatgory at www.communityobservatory.com .  Also included is information our upcoming Astronomy Day Open House on Saturday, May 5, 2008 7:30 PM – 10:30PM where we will have special displays and additional telescopes on hand to enhance the publics viewing opportunities.
