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opportunity to view the Earth as a fragile world 
floating in the blackness of space.  One woman 
wrote the astronauts and thanked them: she thanked 
them for saving 1968.  Of course, not all of the 
upcoming anniversaries are of successes.

The last week in January  through February 1 marks 
the somber anniversaries of the three great 

tragedies in NASA history.  January 27 
will mark the  forty-first anniversary 
of the Apollo 1 fire.  Three astronauts 
lost their lives during a dress rehearsal 
as their cabin, filled with pure oxygen, 
became a blazing inferno. 

January 28 will mark the twenty-
second anniversary  of the Challenger 
accident when seven astronauts lost 

their lives when the external fuel tank 
blew up as the shuttle was ascending into orbit.  
And lastly, February 1 will make the fifth 
anniversary of the Columbia accident.

What’s up in the sky?
Mars will be making its closest approach to the 
Earth since 2005 on December 18.  It will not be 
this close again until 2016.  Mars is visible in the 
evening around 8:00 pm in the eastern sky.  It is 

bright and has a reddish hue.

For a little more action, try looking up 
in the sky on the evening of 
December 13.  In the late evening into 
the early  morning, patient observers 
may be treated to a meteor shower 
(known as the Geminids).  This 

shower occurs as the Earth passes 
through a trail of debris left by  an asteroid.  As 
usual, it is best to go to a dark location.  Dress 
warmly, drink some hot chocolate, and enjoy the 
show.  Lucky observers might be able to see as 
many as a meteor a minute just before dawn on 
Friday morning.  

Have a wonderful break.

 

Fifty years ...
This past October 4 marked the fiftieth anniversary of the  
launch of Sputnik.  This 184 pound satellite took 98 minutes 
to orbit the Earth -- and launched the space age.  Launched by 
the USSR, Sputnik also marked the beginning of the space 
race.  Following the October 4 launch,  the USSR launched a 
second satellite, Sputnik II, on November 3.  Sputnik II also 
had the first space traveler: Laika.  Laika, 
meaning barker, died a few hours after launch as 
a result of stress and overheating.

America answered the challenge on January 31, 
1958 with the launch of Explorer I.  This satellite 
discovered the Van Allen radiation belts (named 
after the principal investigator) around the Earth.  
In July, 1958, Congress passed the National 
Aeronautics and Space Act which created NASA 
as of October 1, 1958.  All of this happened fifty 
years ago.  However, many other anniversaries are 
approaching.

Thirty-five years ago this week, NASA was in the midst  of its 
last Apollo mission to the Moon.  Launched on December 7, 
1972, Apollo 17 would be the sixth mission to land astronauts 
on the Moon.  The lunar module Challenger landed at Taurus-
Littrow on December 11.  Apollo 17 was also notable because 
it had the first astronaut-scientist: Geologist, Harrison 
Schmitt.

Another milestone was Apollo 8, launched 
December 21, 1968.  Apollo 8 was the first 
manned mission to fly around the Moon.  On 
December 24, the astronauts photographed the 
first image of Earth as seen from another body.  

As that turbulent year waned, the world had the 
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