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It was neither a dark nor stormy night  

By John Goss 

December 19 RVAS Meeting:  

Solstice Social Gazes into the New Year  

Indulge in an evening of camaraderie while hearing about the Top Ten Amateur 

Astronomy Events in 2012. Members are asked to bring snacks for all to enjoy 

and the RVAS will supply beverages to thirsty astronomers. We will also discuss 

RVAS activities in the next year. Please join us for this night of joviality!  

Reminder: If you haven’t paid your club dues please do so soon. 

All the brouhaha about the 

little asteroid 2005YU55 — 

headlined as "Giant asteroid 

to pass near Earth" — 

prompted me to try to have 

a look at it as it passed be-

tween the earth and the 

moon on election night, No-

vember 8. Using fourth mag-

nitude 9 Pegasi as the initial 

reference star, I quickly 

located the field where the 

aircraft carrier sized rock 

(or rock pile) was predicted 

to pass at 8:45 p.m. Sky and 

Telescope had a useful find-

er chart on their website 

which gave both positions 

and times. 

(Asteroid Continued on page 2) 
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The glow from the nearby waxing gibbous 

moon brightened the field significantly. Stars 

fainter than twelfth magnitude could not be 

seen. The sky was clear and there was no wind, 

so waiting for the little space rock was not an 

unpleasant experience. 

I waited. Nothing came flying by. When 9:00 

p.m. arrived, I pointed the telescope to where 

the asteroid should be moving at 9:05. Again, 

nothing. Becoming a little frustrated, at 9:15 I 

slewed the scope to a location far ahead on its 

predicted flight path and waited and waited 

some more. There were two seventh magnitude 

stars separated by about 13 arc minutes that 

the asteroid was supposed to pass exactly be-

tween at 9:31, according to Sky and Telescope. 

They formed an easy-to-see "gate" through 

which the asteroid just had to pass. I waited. 

Nothing at 9:31. But… 

One minute later, I noticed a very faint point 

where there hadn't been one a minute earlier. 

It was 15 arc minutes to the west of the two 

"'gate" stars and was situated next to a 11.4 

magnitude star. The distance between the 

two, maybe 2 arc minutes, was closing. One of 

those two objects must be it, I thought. When 

their separation began opening, I realized  

which one was the sought after asteroid. 

 

 

 

 

Genevieve hurried outside to have a look. She, 

too, saw the very dim object move between 

the gate stars. She found that by moving her 

head slightly while using averted vision she 

was able to spot it more easily. We followed it 

for another minute when it approached and 

nearly occulted an 11.7 magnitude star. The 

moving asteroid was of similar brightness.  

It isn't often you get to see something notice-

ably move in "outer space" in real time. Quite 

exciting! 

November 8, 2011; 9:33 p.m. EST 

Equipment 

Telescope: 10 inch SCT, 

Eyepiece: 24 mm Panoptic 

Magnification: 104x 

Asteroid 2005YU55 

Apparent angular speed: about 15 arc minutes 

per minute of time 

Magnitude: 11.3 - 11.8 

 

(Asteroid Continued from page 1) 
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On the clear night of Friday, November 25, 

2011, Mike’s Place Observatory (MPO) turned 

the Celestron 14” towards NGC 660. The air 

was delightfully transparent, but the atmos-

pheric seeing was atrocious. Despite tweaking 

collimation (never a good idea during poor see-

ing, but still needed doing), I did a quick probe 

of edge-on gal-

axies that I 

might image (of 

particular inter-

est to UVa’s Dr. 

Steve Majewski, 

who looks at tid-

al streamers for 

interacting gal-

axies). I have 

imaged NGC 891 

many times, and 

know it has no 

readily evident 

tidal streamers. 

NGC 660 was 

chosen. This is 

listed as a Polar Ring Galaxy. These are rare 

structures that have rings of stars & gas or-

biting at a large angle to the plane of their 

galaxies main disk. It is felt these galaxies 

may be the effect of seeing a galactic merger. 

Because of the poor seeing and small pixels of 

my CCD, I decided to image at 2x2 binning, so 

that instead of using 6.8 micron pixels, I com-

bined four pixels to make one larger 13.6 x 

13.6 micron pixel. This takes an obscene plate 

scale of about 0.33 arc seconds per pixel, and 

instead uses 0.66 arc seconds (still not appro-

priate for bad seeing). In the not-too-distant 

future, I will be receiving a different adaptive 

optics unit from SBIG, where I can resume 

imaging with a focal reducer using the C14, 

which will solve my east-coast-skies imaging 

dilemma (the AO-8 has 1.9 inch back-focus re-

quirement, compared to 3.5 inches for the AO

-7 unit that 

I currently 

use. My 

Celestron 

f6.3 focal 

reducer is 

out of spec 

when used 

with the AO

-7 + color 

wheel + 

camera, 

producing 

vignetting 

and coma at 

the cor-

ners). 

I took 17 five minute exposures and captured 

enough of NGC 660 to image the polar ring 

structure, and capture a number of back-

ground galaxies. This looks like a fun target 

for future work, when skies are a bit sharper, 

a focal reducer is again added to the imaging 

train, and color data is added. 

 

Polar Ring Galaxy NGC 660 
By Michael Good 
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Mars Science Laboratory Launches! 

 

On November 26th, 2011, the Mars Science 

Laboratory (MSL) flawlessly soared away from 

Earth toward its new home on Mars next Au-

gust. 

 

Attached to this 

short article is a 

NASA detail 

sheet of two pag-

es that explains 

how the MSL is a 

big step beyond 

Odyssey and Spir-

it, on the way to 

possible human 

explorers hence-

forth.  The pur-

pose of this SUV-sized lab on wheels is to look 

for preconditions for microbial life within the 

layers of history revealed at its landing site. 

 

This lab is fueled by plutonium, so the NASA 

public relations folks have made light of this 

source, along with praising the expanded capa-

bilities, especially during the Martian winter.  

You can see videos about the power source, as 

well as videos about the launch, landing, and 

ground science here:   

http://marsprogram.jpl.nasa.gov/msl/

ultimedia/videoarchive/  

 

At this time there are three satellites orbit-

ing Mars, and one working robot rover, the 

venerable Odyssey.  Curiosity, the new guy on 

the block, will send its findings to orbit, for 

relay to Earth.  Down on Mars it will be posi-

tioned in a crater to look back in time through 

layers of rock, much like an archeologist can 

do inside the Grand Canyon. 

 

Although we 

might prefer hu-

mans on this ride, 

the total cost for 

Curiosity is only 

$2.5 billion.  The 

total cost, dec-

ades hence, for 

humans on Mars, 

with self-

sustaining colo-

nies, could exceed 

$2.5 trillion (my guess).  Better generations of 

working robots will accomplish at a steep dis-

count more science than could a few excited 

astronauts from America or China bouncing 

along the surface.   

 

Even though we romantically prefer humans in 

space, economic realities likely would postpone 

or kill that option.  Increasingly intelligent ro-

bots can satisfy our curiosities at a price tag 

the public would endorse.  Even farther into 

the future, computer philosophers 

(comphumans) will inhabit and control deep 

space journeys to “nearby” stellar systems.  

by Clark M. Thomas 

Attaching wheels to the Mars Science Laboratory 

http://marsprogram.jpl.nasa.gov/msl/ultimedia/videoarchive/
http://marsprogram.jpl.nasa.gov/msl/ultimedia/videoarchive/
http://astronomy-links.net/HandC.html
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I just processed this image of the Veil, taken 

back on Oct 21, 2011. It is 60minutes of lumi-

nosity and 30 minutes of color (10min/channel, 

or a 90 minute effort). 

This is attaching the heavy ST10xme + color 

wheel + ao7 guider to the tiny 2” Burgess 

90mm APO Doublet I got back in March, using 

just a camera piggy-back mount on my C14 for 

guiding with the Losmandy Titan.  

The image was not completely in focus due to 

flexure (bottom in focus, top NOT in focus), 

producing some interesting challenges for pro-

cessing. I made use of a nice posting on pho-

toshop star repair ( http://bf-astro.com/

starRepair.htm ) , more impressively by select-

ing a conical portion of the top of the frame to 

apply this technique.  

I only exposed dark frames (10 for lum, 3 for 

color), and did not bother with flat frames. I 

left the three little stars with blooming 

spikes, for some “interest”. 

This target is worthy of a return, with more 

careful focusing and scope setup. I actually 

applied a 0.5 pixel *BLUR* to the final image, 

to reduce noise. 

The Veil Nebula 
By Michael Good 



 

 

The RVAS and the Astronomical League are pleased to announce a special offer for RVAS 

members from the Universal Workshop, the producers of Guy Ottewell’s popular Astronomical 

Calendar. They are making the 2012 edition of the Astronomical Calendar available at a dis-

counted price. There are plenty of good reasons why it has been published for nearly thirty-

five years. The 2012 edition will not disappoint! 

 

  

Packed throughout its 84 pages are monthly sky charts; daily celestial highlights; charts, ta-

bles, and explanations of planetary movements; eclipse times and paths; and lunar occultation 

specifics. There are extensive descriptions of the year’s meteor showers and periodic comets, 

as well. This calendar tells, in clear language, what events occur and when they happen. 

 

 

 

Club members can order this incredible compilation of the year’s celestial events for $19.95, 

shipping included (standard ground shipping to US addresses, only). But, to take advantage of 

the free shipping offer, you must order by Friday December 31, 2011, and either use the spe-

cial website, www.Universalworkshop.com/clubs, or call 800-533-5083. The newly edited As-

tronomical Companion is also available at $19.95, shipping included — if it is ordered at the 

same time as the Astronomical Calendar. Universalworkshop.com accepts Master card, Visa, 

Discover, American Express and PayPal. 

 

The 2012 Astronomical Calendar:  

Specially priced for RVAS members 
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The Roanoke Valley Astronomical Society is a membership organiza-

tion of amateur astronomers dedicated to the pursuit of astronomical 

observational and photographic activities. Meetings are held at 7:30 

p.m. on the third Monday of each month, at Western Va. Community 

College Natural Science Center, 3102 Colonial Ave. S.W.  Roanoke, Virginia. 
Meetings are open to the public. Observing sessions are held one or 

two weekends a month at a dark-sky site. Yearly individual dues are 

$20.00, Seniors $18.00. Family dues are $25.00, Senior Family 

$22.00 . Student dues are $10.00. Articles, quotes, etc. published in the 

newsletter do not necessarily reflect the views of the RVAS or its edi-

tor. 

RVAS web page: http://rvasclub.org 

Officers/Executive Committee/Editor 

Michael Good, President ( president@rvasclub.org ) 

John Goss, Vice President (vicepresident@rvasclub.org) 

Rick Rader, Secretary (secretary@rvasclub.org) 

Jeff Suhr, Treasurer (treasurer@rvasclub.org) 

Carol Mesimer, Member at Large (memberatlarge@rvasclub.org) 

Paul Caffrey, Immediate Past President (immediatepastpresident@rvasclub.org) 

Randy Sowden, Past President (pastpresident@rvasclub.org) 

David E. Thomas, RVAS Newsletter Editor (editor@rvasclub.org)  

Astro-Quiz 
The return of a periodic comet to the inner solar system is often called a “visit.”  But for Com-

et 2P/Encke, with a period of just 3.3 years, calling it a “visit” is a bit of a misnomer.  How 

come? 

Answer to Last Month’s Astro-Quiz:  Last month we asked what phase the Earth would be as 

seen from the Moon, if the Moon was in its full phase as seen from Earth.  Phases of the Earth 

as seen from the Moon are complementary to the Moon phases seen from the Earth.  This is 

most obvious in this case. We know that at Full Moon, the Moon is at the other end of a line 

drawn from the Sun through the Earth, though slightly above or below (except at eclipses).  So 

the Earth displays its dark side to the Moon; in other words, the Earth is “New” as seen from 

the Moon.  
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Calendar of Events 
By Frank Baratta 

MONTHLY MEETING: Monday, December 19th , 7:30 p.m., Virginia Western 

Community College, Roanoke.  The evening program will be the Solstice Social . 

(Details on Page one of the December newsletter.) 

 

RVAS WEEKEND OBSERVING SESSIONS:  Unless otherwise indicated, ob-

serving sessions are held at Cahas Mountain Overlook, milepost 139 on the Blue 

Ridge Parkway. 

 

 

◊ Friday and Saturday, December 16th and 17th.  Sunset is at 5:04 p.m.  As-

tronomical twilight ends at 6:38 p.m.  The Moon rises at 12:34 and 1:42 

a.m., respectively. 

 

◊ Friday , December 23rd.  Sunset is at 5:07 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends 

at 6:41 p.m.  The Moon sets at 4:14 p.m.  (The 24th is also good for any-

one interested in Christmas-Eve observing.) 

 

◊ Future Sessions:  January 13th and 14th; 20th and 21st. 

 

ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE:  Saturday,  

December 17th, 5:45 p.m., Cahas Overlook, Milepost 139 Blue Ridge Parkway.  

Nonmembers must register with Parks & Rec. at 540-853-2236.  Members 

can call 540-774-5651 for information.  (Next session:  January 14th, 6:15 

p.m., Cahas Overlook.) 
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