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I’ll steer clear of trying to assemble some pithy 

statements about how COVID-19 has upended hu-

man society far and wide.  We all are experiencing 

it first-hand.  As far as our mutual concern here, 

namely, the Roanoke Valley Astronomical Society, it 

was the cause of canceling our March meeting.  But 

RVAS President Michael Martin and the members 

of our Executive Committee want to avoid a repeat 

for April.  So the Society is going virtual with Zoom 

for our upcoming meeting. 

 

While it’s not exactly revolutionary—Zoom and sim-

ilar remote meeting apps have been around for 

years—it’s a first for the RVAS.  We’ve had remote 

guest speakers give talks via Skype or other Web-

based apps.  But bringing up to 100 members and 

friends together online is different, and a shake-

down cruise is called for. 

 

Our Zoom meeting will convene at the usual 7:30 

p.m. on Monday, April 20th, but those members and 

friends participating can begin signing in 5 or 10 

minutes earlier.  President Martin will be our host 

and running the show for the up to 40 minutes al-

lowed by the free Zoom app we’re using. 

 

In the week prior to the meeting President Martin 

will send an email invitation to RVAS members with 

a link and login information for our specific meet-

ing.  (To simplify this initial Zoom meeting, only 

members will be invited.  We expect to invite oth-

ers to future Zoom meetings.)  Using the link will 

allow you to participate in both audio and choose 

whether to have your live image displayed to other 

participants.  The invitation will also provide a 

phone number for those who wish to only partici-

pate in audio. 

 

(Zoom Continued on page 2) 

RVAS TO GO “VIRTUAL” 
 

Zoom to Our April Meeting!!! 
 

by Frank Baratta 

A “gallery view” of participants  

joining in for a Zoom meeting. 



 

 

The Roanoke Valley Astronomical Society is a membership organization of amateur astronomers dedicated to the pursuit of observational 

and photographic astronomical activities. Meetings are held at 7:30 p.m. on the third Monday of each month. See calendar on last page 

of newsletter for location. Meetings are open to the public. Observing sessions are held one or two weekends a month at a dark-sky site. 

Yearly dues are: Individual, $20.00; Senior Individual, $18.00; Family, $25.00; Senior Family, $22.00; Student, $10.00. Articles, quotes, 

etc. published in the newsletter do not necessarily reflect the views of the RVAS or its editor.  
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Michael Martin, President (president@rvasclub.org ) 

Todd Atkins, Vice President (vicepresident@rvasclub.org) 

Mike Hutkin, Secretary (secretary@rvasclub.org) 

Larry Hill, Treasurer (treasurer@rvasclub.org) 

Ray Bradley, Member at Large (memberatlarge@rvasclub.org) 

Dan Chrisman, Immediate Past President (immediatepastpresident@rvasclub.org) 

Michael Good, Past President (pastpresident@rvasclub.org) 

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

David E. Thomas, Webmaster (webmaster@rvasclub.org)  

RVAS web page: http://rvasclub.org 

It’s likely that many members and friends have al-

ready had experience with Zoom or another of the 

various virtual meeting apps. The stay-at-home  

orders issued by Virginia’s Governor have prompted 

many community groups, churches and businesses to 

adopt this form of connecting.  If you’re among 

those (like me) with little previous exposure to this 

form of communicating, you might want to spend a 

little time getting familiar with Zoom through an 

online tutorial.  Just google something like “Zoom 

for beginners tutorial” and you’ll find many to 

choose from.  You can also download the Zoom app 

at https://zoom.us/download .  Some of the tutori-

als may suggest that you do so.  The invitation 

President Martin will email to everyone will include 

a “tips” sheet borrowed from another group that 

we felt might be helpful. 

 

In President Martin’s words, “I think the main goal 

of this first meeting is for us to figure out how 

this will work and see what type of "formal" meet-

ing we could do in May.”  His agenda for our 40 

minutes of time together will be a shortened form 

of our typical meeting, but is still coming together 

at the moment.  During the meeting he will have the 

ability to mute everyone’s microphone in order to 

avoid excess background noise, but each individual 

participant can also control their own.  Participants 

may want to consider using headphones. 

 

So, watch for our President’s upcoming email invita-

tion, and prepare to Zoom with your fellow RVAS 

members and friends on the 20th! 

(Zoom Continued from page 1) 
 

RVAS Member 

Anniversaries 
 

Congratulations to the following members with 

anniversaries during the month of April: 

 

Kevin and Emily Hamilton (1991) – 29 years 

Carol Mesimer (1997) – 23 years 

Clem Elechi and Family (2008) – 12 years 

Matthew and Lottie Schottmiller 

 and Family (2019) – 1 year 

 

Thanks to all for being members of the RVAS!  
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Earth Day 2020 Canceled  

Earth Day / Astronomy Day Grandin Village on April 18th.  

Has been canceled due to COVID-19 
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NASA Night Sky Notes  April 2020 

This article is distributed by NASA Night Sky Network  

The Night Sky Network program supports astronomy clubs across the USA dedicated to astronomy outreach. 

Visit nightsky.jpl.nasa.gov to find local clubs, events, and more! 

Hubble at 30: Three Decades of Cosmic Discovery 

David Prosper 

The Hubble Space Telescope celebrates its 30th birthday in orbit around Earth this month! It’s hard to believe how much 

this telescope has changed the face of astronomy in just three decades. It had a rough start -- an 8-foot mirror just slightly out 

of focus in the most famous case of spherical aberration of all time. But subsequent repairs and upgrades by space shuttle 

astronauts made Hubble a symbol of the ingenuity of human spaceflight and one of the most important scientific instruments 

ever created. Beginning as a twinkle in the eye of the late Nancy Grace Roman, the Hubble Space Telescope’s work over the 

past thirty years changed the way we view the universe, and more is yet to come! 

 

We’ve all seen the amazing images created by Hubble and its team of scientists, but have you seen Hubble yourself? You 

actually can! Hubble’s orbit – around 330 miles overhead -- is close enough to Earth that you can see it at night. The best 

times are within an hour after sunset or before sunrise, when its solar panels are angled best to reflect the light of the Sun 

back down to Earth. You can’t see the structure of the telescope, but you can identify it as a bright star-like point, moving 

silently across the night sky. It’s not as bright as the Space Station, which is much larger and whose orbit is closer to Earth 

(about 220 miles), but it’s still very noticeable as a single steady dot of light, speeding across the sky. Hubble’s orbit brings 

it directly overhead for observers located near tropical latitudes; observers further north and south can see it closer to the 

horizon. You can find sighting opportunities using satellite tracking apps for your smartphone or tablet, and dedicated satel-

lite tracking websites. These resources can also help you identify other satellites that you may see passing overhead during 

your stargazing sessions.  

 

NASA has a dedicated site for Hubble’s 30th’s anniversary at bit.ly/NASAHubble30. The Night Sky Network’s “Why Do 

We Put Telescopes in Space?” activity can help you and your audiences discover why we launch telescopes into orbit, high 

above the interference of Earth’s atmosphere, at bit.ly/TelescopesInSpace. Amateur astronomers may especially enjoy Hub-

ble’s images of the beautiful objects found in both the Caldwell and Messier catalogs, at bit.ly/HubbleCaldwell and bit.ly/

HubbleMessier. As we celebrate Hubble’s legacy, we look forward to the future, as there is another telescope ramping up 

that promises to further revolutionize our understanding of the early universe: the James Webb Space Telescope! 

 

 Discover more about the history and future of Hubble and space telescopes at nasa.gov. 

(Notes Continued on page 10) 
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(Notes Continued from page 9) 

Image Credit: NASA 
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Hubble’s “first light” image. Even with the not-yet-corrected imperfections in its mir-

ror, its images were generally sharper compared to photos taken by ground-based 

telescopes at the time. Image Credit: NASA 



 

 

Despite a prominent 68% waxing gibbous moon, I 

was able to locate and image this year’s most nota-

ble comet on the night of Thursday April 2 (Apr 3 

UTC). To aid in this, a simple Google search yielded 

the following website: http://theskylive.com/

c2019y4-tracker 

I slewed my observatory mounted Celestron 14” to 

the bright star Capella, centered it in my eyepiece, 

and synchronized my computer software to the 

bright star Capella. After consulting the RA and 

DEC listed by the website, I *CHEATED* and en-

tered the coordinates into my software and select-

ed a slew. The comet was difficult to see even in a 

14” given the bright moon (and the larger size of 

nucleus you get when using a large f/11 telescope). 

I confirmed the comet by gently rocking the eye-

piece and could see the motion of the nucleus. 

Next, using a slightly different procedure (I nor-

mally don’t use an eyepiece), I removed the eye-

piece, added the multiple pounds of camera, filter, 

and guider, changed the weights on my RA axis, and 

added DEC weights to the front of my telescope. I 

then spent five minutes refocusing from the eye-

piece position to using a CCD camera. I could al-

ready see the comet was centered even as I fo-

cused. Hate me. Go ahead. Finally it was time for 

my first image. I had focused with 2 second expo-

sures. I then tried 5, 10, and finally settled on 20 

second exposures, knowing I would have to throw 

out images when the wind gusted against the scope. 

The comet was above Polaris in the sky and my ob-

servatory warm room did not block the view. 

I took my first image, using the clear filter (I still 

have UBV photometric filters in my camera). I had 

to smile as the wind buffeted my observatory and 

C14. I laughed out loud as the first 20 second im-

age was downloaded. 

 

Not only were the stars trailed from the wind, but 

I captured a satellite “destroying” the image. Not 

the start I was hoping for! Interestingly, I later 

went on to capture a SECOND satellite in another 

20 second image. Undoubtedly you have read about 

THAT problem. I digress. 

 

Despite the bright moon, and despite the wind 

gusts, it was still fun to “capture some photons”. 

Data collection was from 9:26pm to 9:57pm, which 

(Comet Continued on page 12) 

Member Observation 

Photographing Comet C2019Y4 
By Michael Good, Poages Mill, Virginia 
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is a very reasonable (read: short) time to spend on 

an object. The camera is an ST10xme operating in 

binned 2x2 mode, cooled to -10C, and the expo-

sures were 20 seconds each with a 10 second delay 

between them. The hand controller was used to 

bump the mount slightly (in guide setting) between 

each exposure in order to follow the comet. Yes, 

motion was clearly visible. 

 

 

 

 

 

I captured many 20 second darks, flat frames using 

an undershirt over the Schmidt-Corrector plate, 

and dark frames for the flat frames. Blah blah 

blah. I closed up and got to bed by 11pm. Old guy. 

Without a moon I would have stayed up later to 

enjoy the night. Today I processed the images. In 

my first aligned/combined image, after throwing 

out images destroyed by wind, I combined the im-

ages with the alignment done on the stars. In this 

first image, the motion of the comet is clearly   

visible. A nice little touch for me was the comet 

being positioned next to the magnitude 15.9 galaxy 

PGC 2717024. In fact, this galaxy was INSIDE 

THE TAIL when I started focusing.  

Finally, time to try and highlight the comet. To do 

that, you need to track on the nucleus. My CCDSoft 

program allows two star automatic or manual align-

ment. My AIP4Win program allows one “star”  

alignment. I used my AIP4Win program to perform 

one-star alignment, choosing the nucleus of the 

comet.  

My image scale was 1.296 arseconds per pixel be-

cause of the 2x2 binning, with a position angle of 

1.867 degrees using 39 image-to-catalog star 

matches. The full field of view is 23 x 15 arc 

minutes where the image above is cropped to just 

show the comet. You should be able to easily find 

the comet after the moon leaves our skies and it 

continues to get brighter! Clear skies and safe so-

cial distancing (please). 

(Comet Continued from page 11) 

Here is an image aligning on the stars. North is up and 
East is to the left, with the comet moving west (to the 
right). 

The registered images following the target. Forty four 
(44) 20 second images means a total integration time of 
44*20 or 880 seconds, which is 14.6 minutes of integra-
tion. This produced this summed image. 

Here are three 20 second sub-frames  

showing the comet’s motion 
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RVAS from the Past 

 

By Bill Dillon 

RVAS 25 Years Ago 

Newsletter Articles from April 1995 

Volunteers Needed for Astronomy Day 

Ever searching for members to volunteer for one 

thing or another, the lead article in April 1995 was 

an appeal to the membership to help staff the As-

tronomy Day event on May 6th. Once again, a collab-

orative event between RVAS and the Science Mu-

seum was being planned for a location in Tanglewood 

Mall. In addition to a telescope display, videos on 

astronomy topics, demonstration of astronomy 

software, daytime solar and nighttime celestial 

viewing, the main event would once again be the 

Science Museum’s Starlab portable planetarium, 

offering starshows each hour throughout the day. 

The event was scheduled to run from 10:00 AM to 

4:00 PM with after dinner nighttime sidewalk 

(parking lot) astronomy, weather permitting. 

Astrophotography Featured 

As a reminder that RVAS is dedicated to both ob-

servational and photographic activities, the regular 

April meeting of the Society was scheduled to fea-

ture Bob Sandy speaking on “The Basics of Astro-

photography”. 

Open House at Fan Mountain 

April 21st featured the first of two 1995 open 

houses and star parties at UVA’s Fan Mountain Ob-

servatory. Admission is free, bring your scopes. 

 

 

 

 

RVAS 10 Years Ago 

Newsletter Articles from April 2010 

(Once again faced with a Newsletter with no less 

than 12 great articles, I flipped a coin. Mea Culpa 

to everyone else) 

Cloudy, With a Slight Chance of Extinction 

An article by Jack Gross explores the existence, 

presumed composition, origin theory and potential 

impact of the “Oort Cloud” on our “pale blue dot.” 

As of 2010 never having been imaged, the Oort 

Cloud existence was first postulated by Dutch as-

tronomer Jan Hendrik Oort in the 1950’s. Still a 

working hypothesis in 2010, evidence for the Oort 

Cloud’s existence rests solely on the “aphelia of 

long period comet orbits appearing to lie roughly 

one light year from our sun.” Throw nearby passing 

stars as well as both Jupiter and Saturn into the 

mix and we have the potential for one of these 

guesstimated 10 trillion chunks of frozen ammonia, 

methane and water careening through or into our 

inner solar system to be gobbled up by Saturn or 

Jupiter, as with Shoemaker Levy-9, or to even 

strike mother earth as with that which supposedly 

brought on the extinction of the dinosaurs 65 mil-

lion years ago. A repeat may be long odds, but not 

out of the question. 

( I found Jack’s last line written in 2010 to be ra-

ther prophetic here in 2020.) 

“Current Theory suggests our planet is already un-

dergoing a sixth mass extinction brought about by 

humanity itself.”    
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What’s Up Highlights 
April 1-30, 2020 

 

 

This Month: 
 

In the midst of the continuing COVID-19 crisis 

and need for social distancing, more than ever 

getting out under the stars offers precious 

moments of calm and joy. Whether your 

home is surrounded by dark skies or its op-

tions are limited by your community’s sky-

glow, take some time to refresh and re-

store yourself by connecting with the 

Moon, the planets, bright stars or any 

deep sky objects that may be within the 

grasp of your naked eye, binoculars or tel-

escope. From the beginning of the month 

and a pre-dawn grouping of Mars, Saturn and 

Jupiter, to Venus’ maximum brilliance at 

month’s end, there’s wonder and a sense of bal-

ance awaiting! 

 

Celestial Events: 
 

•  Wed., 1st –Saturn, Mars and Jupiter within a 6° circle in the SE in the pre-dawn sky. 

•   Fri., 3rd – This evening Venus make its closest pass by the Pleiades (M45) in decades.  Venus’ 

next Pleiades encounter won’t come until April 2028. 

•   Tue., 7th – Moon at perigee; distance 55.96 Earth-radii; nearest perigee for 2020. 

•   Sun., 13th – Moon at descending node; ecliptic longitude 271.6°. 

•   Tue., 14th – Algol (β Persei) shines at minimum for about 2 hours centered on 9:03 p.m. 

•   Wed., 15th – The Equation of Time is 0 – civil and solar time briefly in sync. 

•   Mon., 20th – Moon at apogee; distance 63.73 Earth-radii (13.9% farther than on 7th). 

•   Tue./Wed., 21st/22nd – Lyrid Meteor Shower peaks overnight; generally about 18 meteors per 

hour (variable), but can include fireballs. 

•   Mon., 27th – Moon at ascending node; ecliptic longitude 90.3°. 

•   Tue., 28th – Venus reaches mag. -4.7; its brightest for this apparition. 

Sunset and Twilight: Moon Phases: 
  

Sunset Range: 6:14 p.m. (Apr. 1st) to 6:42 p.m. (Apr. 30th) Wed., 1st – First Quarter 

Tue., 7th – Full Moon 

Tue., 14th – Last Quarter 

Wed., 22nd – New Moon 

Thu., 30th – First Quarter 

Twilight Ends: 7:41 p.m. (Apr. 1st) to 8:11 p.m. (Apr. 30th) 

Weekend Observing Opportunities: 

 

Apr. 10th/11th 

Apr. 17th/18th 

Apr. 24th/25th (a) 
      (a) On April 24th and 25th, twilight ends about 9:40; moonset is 9:40 and 10:40, respectively. 

Wed., Apr. 15th, 9:00 p.m. 
(30 min. before fully dark) 
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After months with few observing opportunities, a 

February Saturday morning arrived with an evening 

forecast of clear skies. A frequent question from 

relatively new club members echoed in my head: 

“When is your next club observing session?”. Pessi-

mism typically shades my reply as I find it difficult 

to suppress all my frustration with uncooperative 

weather and conflicting schedules.  

But this day’s meteorology report from the Clear 

Sky Chart app and skippysky.com.au fueled my opti-

mism. My morning’s text messages found a few 

members on their couches, brush hogging their 

home site or killing time in a grocery store parking 

lot. With enough commitments of astronomic gear, 

and double-checking Google maps, Frank Baratta 

and I composed and broadcast an email to club 

members and to the Yahoo Group: 

 

“Several of us (JGoss, RBradley, me) are planning 

to arrive at Explore Park tonight (Saturday, 

2/22/2020) around 7:30 pm to observe for several 

hours.  We are bringing our telescopes, multiple 

binoculars and ancillary gear. … We encourage you 

to join us.” 

 

Seven hours later, I was in transit to the evening’s 

event. In hindsight, I was unaware of the historical 

significance of my journey to Explore Park. That is, 

I was passing plentiful public places with a plethora 

of protectively packaged piles of pleasingly per-

fumed, poly-ply paper.  Pressed to prognosticate, 

my pathetic pontification would have poorly pre-

dicted the proliferating potential for panicked pan-

demic purchases of presently plentiful pessoi post-

cursor by the pugnacious people among our popula-

tion. But I digress. 

My thirty-minute trip concluded at the Roanoke 

River Parkway’s first overlook on the right.  Deep 

into the assembly phase were Roanoke Times Col-

umnist John Goss, RVAS Outreach Coordinator Ray 

Bradley and Night Sky Network Coordinator Tom 

Wise.  

Tom had apparently arrived first, so I setup with 

Tom on my right side.  He seemed to be testing & 

readjusting his gear. Tom shares: 

It was the second outing I have had with the EQ6R

-Pro mount, and my Skywatcher ED80 Refractor.  I 

was trying to learn how to set everything up in the 

field and calibrate.  It is not as easy as the bro-

chures want you to believe.  I was, in fact, adjust-

ing and re-adjusting (In the end I was still around 

10°+ off).  Though I’m not as familiar with every-

thing as my esteemed colleagues, I was able to lock 

in the tracking accurately enough to get my first 

sharp, clear view of M42, with the Morpheus 

lenses.  It was a surprise to actually be able to dis-

tinguish it so easily.  The tracking mount had it 

locked in for well over 30 minutes while I was try-

ing to get the camera installed.  Unfortunately, I 

didn’t have the spacers needed to get the camera 

to prime focus, so there are no pictures.  I have 

since gotten a set of them, and I’m trying to figure 

out which ones work best now. 

--- 

Ray lives closest to the observing site as the crow 

flies, about five miles from the overlook; however, 

asphalted roads constrained his options, requiring 

him to navigate a 15-mile, 20-minute drive.  Ray ar-

rived second and shares: 

(Shortage Continued on page 16) 

Member’s Observations 
 

Observing Before the Great  

Toilet Paper Shortage of 2020 
 

 

 

By Dan Chrisman with HUGE contributions from co-authors Ed Dixon, John Goss, Ray Bradley & Tom Wise  
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I was anxious to try the viewing conditions at Ex-

plore Park for two reasons.  First, the Cahas Over-

look on the Parkway where the club normally meets 

for observing is much further from my house.  Sec-

ond, Explorer Park staff recently reached out to 

me and asked if the RVAS Outreach Team was in-

terested in using the park as an outreach venue.  

Vice president Todd Atkins coordinated a few ob-

serving sessions at Explore Park the previous year.  

But, I unfortunately couldn’t (didn’t) make it to any.  

Dan’s text gave me another chance to see for my-

self the conditions at the park.  And I wasn’t disap-

pointed.  

 

Even with Roanoke’s light dome to the north, the 

360° unobstructed horizon seen from the pull off 

is a great improvement over the limited views from 

my home on the other side of Lynnville Mountain. 

And, while not quite as dark as Cahas, the skies 

were plenty dark for me to check off 14 objects 

from my (sadly) three-year-old Messier list.  In 

sum, Explore Park is an excellent place for observ-

ing targets not requiring the darkest skies.  And, 

despite the circuitous route I must take from 

Franklin County to enter the park, its proximity is a 

huge advantage.  I look forward to using this venue 

for future outreach events as well as club observ-

ing sessions. 

--- 

While Ray was working on his Messier list, I was 

planning to focus upon the Herschel 400 observing 

program.  I assembled my 11” Truss Dobsonian re-

flecting telescope. Upon the welcome but unex-

pected arrival of my children’s former pediatrician 

and Lily, his Labrador, I shared with them differ-

ent objects within Orion the Hunter. Upon their 

departure, I turned on my digital hand recorder 

and my iPhone’s Sky Safari app. With three hun-

dred and eighteen unobserved Herschel objects 

remaining, I notched three more. NGC1980 and 

NGC1999 provided faint images of star-lit nebulas 

at the southern end of Orion’s Sword.   

 

Finding the third target was a challenge, but pro-

vided an unexpected “Eureka, OMG, John, come 

look at this!” moment. Upon the hundreds of ob-

jects that I have viewed over the last five years, 

only a few have elicited this response.  Club mem-

bers have often shared with me their similar expe-

riences upon first viewing the Galilean moons, 

Saturn’s rings, the Pleiades, the Beehive Cluster, 

and the Blue Snowball (NGC 7662). This evening, I 

added the Christmas Tree Cluster/Cone Nebula 

(NGC 2264) to my Elite, a stunningly distinctive 

pattern, a beautiful star cluster on a cold winter’s 

evening, like the Pleiades, only harder to star hop 

to! 

 

My favorite part of the session occurred while I 

was sheltered within my Dark Skies hood. As I al-

ternated between peering into my eyepiece and 

documenting my find with my recorder, I overheard 

a muted discussion between Ed Dixon to my left 

and whom I eventually concluded was a Park Ranger. 

Having convinced the Ranger that we were no 

threat to the local coyote population, he departed 

without interviewing any other observer. I hereby 

nominate Ed for the unofficial role of RVAS Diplo-

mat.  

 

For the remainder of his observing session, Ed 

shares that he focused upon the “Issue of Focus”: 

 

I originally got into astronomy as a teenager with 

my Dad.  That was well over 50 years ago. I have 

returned to the interest a few times since then and 

most recently about 10 months ago.  I have a couple  

Of scopes now, the main one being a Celestron 8SE. 

 

What I quickly found out is that I’m not 25 any-

more…  My eyesight is much different now and not 

even the same in each eye.  At first, I just wanted 

to look and see what I could see. There are some 

amazing things up there for that.  Then I wanted to 

take some pictures of what I saw, and that changed 

things. 

 

Pictures really need to be in focus.  However, that 

can be difficult depending on what kind of scope 

and camera gear you have.  Look at Saturn with an 

eyepiece and focus is different for each eye. 

Which is right for a photo?  Just touching a focus 

knob shakes the scope enough that it’s tricky at 

best.  

 

(Shortage Continued from page 15) 

(Shortage Continued on page 17) 

RVAS NL— April 2020— Pg 16 of 20 



 

 

My first step was to get a focus motor that can be 

controlled by hand controller or laptop.  That fixes 

the shake problem, but you still need the right fo-

cus. Using a Bahtinov mask helps, but again it’s dif-

ferent for each eye somewhat.  I keep a spread-

sheet for different lens and cameras and use that 

saved focus motor number for the place to start 

for each night.  

I then purchased a simple 10” monitor that can be 

powered by battery.  I feed the camera image to 

the monitor and then look at that for focus.  With 

this you are effectively looking at what any photo 

will capture. The image is many times larger than 

using either the camera or eye piece and focus is 

much easier.  It’s not a perfect solution, but a clear 

improvement. We live and learn... 

--- 

Rounding out the five participants on this February 

evening, John found himself ensconced between 

Ray and Tom on his right and Ed and me on his left.  

I suspect that his observing was inspired by an im-

age of Anubis astride the stern of a river vessel.  

John shares: 

 

As darkness fully settled on the evening of Febru-

ary 22, I joined the other RVAS members who al-

ready had their equipment assembled on the grassy 

field next to the overlook’s parking lot. Out came 

my f/4 8-inch reflector. Somewhat unexpectedly, 

the scope’s reflex unit finder came off after being 

knocked around in the back of the car. The scope 

has more than a 2-degree field of view when used 

in combination with a 24 mm wide-field eyepiece, so 

finding objects isn’t too difficult without either a 

true finder scope or a reflex unit finder. 

 

From early February through mid-April is a favora-

ble time of year to explore Canis Major and its 

neighboring constellation Puppis. The Explore Park 

overlook has a good low southern horizon, making it 

a good spot to view these two low southern constel-

lations. 

 

Canis Major is dominated by blazing Sirius, the 

sky's brightest star. (Sorry, the sun doesn't 

count!) When most people think of this constella-

tion, they think of Sirius and little else. Amateurs 

who have recently entered the hobby, after gazing 

at Sirius' brilliance, move 4º directly south to the 

large open cluster, M41 – a real showpiece in small-

er telescopes. It is bright enough that it can be 

seen by the unaided eye under dark sky conditions. 

Canis Major has a number of other attractions that 

are frequently missed, with two of them discussed 

here.  

 

1. Jump southeast of Sirius down the spine of Canis 

Major to the three bottom stars, Epsilon, Delta, 

and Eta. Draw a line from Epsilon through Delta 

extending for that same length. It ends at Tau, a 

4th magnitude star that is easily visible from dark 

locations. Aim the telescope at it using a low power. 

The star doesn't exhibit anything of note. Howev-

er, when a magnification of 100 power or more is 

used, things change. Surrounding the bright Tau 

swarm, a tight myriad of dim stellar points – the 

Tau Canis Majoris Cluster or NGC 2362. This is one 

cluster which proves the point that the more you 

observe, the more you see. A worthy surprise, in-

deed!  

 

2. One of the most dramatic double stars in the sky 

is not well known – even among experienced observ-

ers. Many amateurs admire the beauty of blue and 

gold Albireo in the summer and fall sky. Canis Major 

holds a double of similar appearance, but not quite 

as bright. h3945, catalogued in the 1800s by John 

Herschel, lies north of the Tau Canis Majoris Clus-

ter about 1-1/2 low power eyepiece fields of view. 

Steadily held, sharply focused binoculars begin to 

reveal its true nature. At 50 power, two lights are 

easily seen, one blue, the other gold. A beautiful 

surprise! 

 

Puppis is best appreciated from locations in the 

southern US and farther south, but its northern 

part can be seen and studied from Virginia. 

 

3. Puppis, a strange sounding constellation, lies to 

the east and south of Canis Major. To the east of 

Delta Canis Majoris, about the same distance as 

the angular length from Sirius to Epsilon, shine two 

stars, Rho and Xi Puppis. About 1-1/2 eyepiece 

fields of view to the northwest of Xi dimly glows 

M93, a delicate open cluster often missed by ama-

(Shortage Continued from page 16) 

(Shortage Continued on page 18) 
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teurs. Use low power to spot close to 100 glittering 

lights filling one-third the eyepiece field. At a dis-

tance of 3600 light-years, the light you spy left 

the stars before Tutankhamun became king of an-

cient Egypt! 

--- 

 

Like all club observing sessions, the event that I 

shared with Ed, John, Ray and Tom had a little bit 

for everyone.  It is interesting to note that club 

members typically set up our gear at currently ac-

ceptable social distances; however, we are con-

stantly violating the Governor’s mandates as we 

share views through our telescopes and seek advice 

on equipment problems.   

 

Club members continue to persevere under the on-

slaught of the Four Horseman of the Observing 

Apocalypse: Cloudy Skies, Light Domes, Murphy’s 

Law for Mechanical Gear and Toilet Paper Shortag-

es.   

 

Once the club resumes these events, we encourage 

you to join us.   

 

 

(Shortage Continued from page 17) 

  John Goss' instructions for locating these deep sky objects 
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Member Observation 

Venus passes through the Pleiades 
By Dave Thomas 

4/1/20     9:39 PM 4/2/20     10:14 PM 

4/3/20     10:20 PM 4/4/20      9:33 PM 
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Monthly Calendar 
 

VIRTUAL MONTHLY MEETING: Monday, April 20th, 7:30 p.m. COVID-19 continues to impose social dis-

tancing and strict limitations on social gatherings—and a need for finding other means of maintaining connec-

tions among RVAS members. So, in place of our typical meeting, this month the RVAS is going “virtual” and 

experimenting with Zoom to bring us together while apart. See page 1 for details. 

  

WEEKEND OBSERVING OPPORTUNITIES: During the continuing coronavirus health emergency, the fol-

lowing information on Fridays and Saturdays that may be suitable for observing is provided solely as a cour-

tesy to RVAS members and other readers. The RVAS assumes no responsibility for the health and safety of 

anyone venturing out to stargaze, and cautions all doing so to observe social distancing and other health and 

safety precautions. 

 

-- Friday and Saturday, April 10th and 11th.  Sunset is at 7:52 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 9:23 p.m. 

The Moon rises at 11:11p.m. and 12:20 a.m., respectively. 

 

-- Friday and Saturday, April 17th and 18st.  Sunset is at 7:58 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 9:32 

p.m. The Moon sets at 3:01 and 3:51 p.m., respectively. 

 

-- Friday and Saturday, April 24th and 25th.  Sunset is at 8:04 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 9:40 p.m. 

The Moon sets at 9:40 and 10:40 p.m., respectively. 

 

-- Future Weekend Observing Opportunities: May 15th and 16th: 21st and 22nd. 

 

ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: Saturday, May 16th, 9:15 p.m., Cahas 

Knob 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: August 15th, 8:45 p.m., Cahas 

Knob Overlook.) 

Astro-Quiz 
 

What is the most southerly constellation to completely rise (outline and borders) above Roanoke’s southern 

horizon?  (Roanoke’s latitude is N 37° 16' 15.49".)  

 

Answer to Last Month’s Quiz:  Last month we asked which first magnitude star is most separated (in terms 

of angular measurement) from any other first magnitude star in the sky. Among the 21 or 22 stars listed as 

first magnitude, Fomalhaut, in Piscis Austrinus, has long been known as the Lonely (or Solitary) One.  It culmi-

nates about 22° above our southern horizon in the fall, no other first magnitude star we can see nearby.  Its 

closest first magnitude neighbor is Achernar, a star at the end of the river Eridanus that never rises above 

our horizon, about 39.1° to the southeast of Fomalhaut.  In fact, the nearest first magnitude star to Acher-

nar is Fomalhaut!  If not for the Fomalhaut-Achernar pair, Antares, in Scorpius, would take the prize.  Its 

nearest neighbor is Rigil Kentaurus (the famed Alpha Centauri), a star that also never rises above our hori-

zon.  The separation of Antares and Rigil Kentaurus is only 5.5 arcseconds less than that of Fomalhaut and 

Achernar.  Have an answer to this month’s quiz (or a future question and answer to suggest)?  E-mail it to 

astroquiz@rvasclub.org!  
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