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activity. In 2013 it’s set for another solar 
maximum. This one, Gary suggested, is 
likely to be different than most cycles. 
“We’ve seen fewer sunspots in the past 
five years, and the intervals between 
them have been getting longer,” he said. 
Gary expects this next maximum to be 
weak, and perhaps longer lasting.

Space “weather,” which can be fol-
lowed on the SpaceWeather.com site 
edited by Bishop astronomer Dr. Tony 
Phillips, has an impact on the Earth, he 
said, affecting everything from space-
craft, solar cells and radio signals to 
cell phone towers and power grids, and 
thus, the importance of radio tele-
scopes.

Radio imaging helps filter out so 
much of the vast amount of energy 
given off across a broad spectrum of 
wavelengths, especially the visible 
spectrum. “It allows us to separate the 
magnetic signals from the non-mag-
netic ones and look at the solar cycle 
and what it does to our atmosphere 
and ionosphere,” Gary said, adding that 
includes visually stunning phenomena 
such as auroras, which are formed in 
part from plasma eruptions from the 
Sun, carried past the Earth on what’s 
known as the solar wind.

Other telescopes conduct similar 
studies, including the Nobeyama Array 
in Japan, the Siberian Array in Russia, 

Sun worshiper: Dr. Dale Gary at Cerro Coso College this week.
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the National Radio Astronomy Observa-
tory’s “Very Large Array” in New Mexico 
(which has been seen in many mov-
ies) and another under construction in 
China. The EOVSA will be able to make 
observations on much lower frequen-
cies, see higher into the Sun’s atmo-
sphere and yield more surface detail 
than ever before. 

Where previous arrays were capable 
of one image on one frequency, or at 
most a handful, the EOVSA’s technology 
will allow images on 500 frequencies … 
simultaneously! EOVSA is expected to 
be online in October 2013, just in time 
for the solar maximum. Data from the 
first 3 antennas is expected in January.

	
Global warming?

The sun gives off a lot of heat, but 
does it contribute to the much-debat-
ed concept of climate change? Gary 
stopped short of entering into that dis-
cussion. “The Sun might be associated 
with our climate, but we’re not really 
sure exactly how,” he acknowledged. 
He did cite one period, similar to the 
current low solar activity cycle, which 
might have been one of the causes of 
the “Little Ice Age” between the 16th 
and 19th centuries. Think the freez-
ing in the hit disaster movie “The Day 
After Tomorrow” was simply the result 

of overactive Hollywood imaginations? 
Perhaps it wasn’t. 

During one of the LIA’s lowest solar 
minimums, winters were particularly 
harsh. Between 1794-1795, the French 
army marched on the frozen rivers of 
the Netherlands, while the Dutch fleet 
was stuck in the ice in Den Helder 
Harbor. In the winter of 1780, New York 
Harbor froze, allowing people to walk 
from Manhattan to Staten Island. That 
same year, the ice surrounding Iceland 
extended for miles in every direction, 
closing harbors to shipping. And off and 
on between 1607 and 1814, folks could 
skate on the frozen River Thames in 
London, an event that hasn’t happened 
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since.
“The EOVSA gives us an opportu-

nity to observe what could be major 
changes in the Sun, and upgrade our 
knowledge of flares, solar activity and 
how these might impact our climate,” 
he summarized.

OVRO lectures feature talks by promi-
nent astronomers from OVRO and 
partner institutions, start at 7 p.m. and 
are free. The next lecture is on “Super 
Massive Black Holes,” with Tony Read-
head from CalTech, scheduled for Nov. 
9 at Bishop Union High School. For info 
and the complete schedule, call OVRO at 
760.938.6015 or visit www.ovro.caltech.
edu.


