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RVAS July Meeting Report

New Officers and Prague Travels
By Michael Martin, RVAS Secretary
Roughly one month until the Great American Solar
Eclipse, the July monthly meeting was started by
outgoing RVAS President Dan Chrisman. He began
by welcoming our newest member, Eric Shelton, as
well as guests Scott Budd and Ed Gallop.
Moving on to observing reports, two club members
had taken advantage of the rare clear skies lately
to observe Messier and solar objects. Also, a large
and active sunspot was reported by the outreach
team that conducted solar viewing for the Christiansburg Big Brothers Big Sisters program.
Mark Hodges reported that he was posting updates occasionally on the club’s Facebook page.
The question was asked if our Yahoo group would
survive that company’s sale to Verizon. None present knew for certain.
Given the distance our two guests drove for the
meeting, Ray Bradley explained that the Night
Sky Network has a website where clubs post their
activities and which can be searched by distance
from a location. Ray continued with a report of
the club’s many outreach activities that have recently been completed, as well as several coming
up.
Ray asked outgoing Executive Committee
member (Past President) Frank Baratta for an
update on planning for the local sidewalk public

Frank Baratta (right) presents outgoing President, Dan
Chrisman, with a Certificate of Appreciation from the
Society for his exemplary efforts these past two
years.
Photo by Carolyn Baratta

viewing of the August 21st solar eclipse. Frank indicated that equipment was being collected (special
thanks to members Harry Montoro and Roger
Pommerenke) and a permit application had been
submitted to the City for use of space in downtown
Roanoke’s Market Square.
With presidential term limits and yearly elections
required by the club’s constitution, Dan gave
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(Meeting Continued on page 2)

Exec. Comm. Member-at-Large – Ray Bradley
(incumbent).

(Meeting Continued from page 1)

This month’s “What’s Up” by Frank Baratta followed, but was interrupted by the arrival of our
newly elected President Dwight Holland, who was
warmly (and humorously) welcomed with a chorus of
“Hail to the Chief”. Thereafter, Frank completed
his program, highlights of which can be found elsewhere in this issue.

Ray Bradley (right), reelected as Exec. Committee Member at Large during the July meeting, surprises Dan
Chrisman with the Society’s gift of a laser pointer.
Photo by Carolyn Baratta

Dan then called on our newly-elected Vice President
John Wenskovitch for the evening’s feature program. John gave a presentation on his recent participation at the annual European Week of

grateful thanks to the club’s five elected officers
for their service over the past year, with special
recognition to outgoing Vice President Clem Elechi
and Secretary Bill Dillon.
Elections were then held to select a new slate of
officers. All candidates ran unopposed and so a
verbal vote was taken. No “nay” votes were cast.
The new officers were duly elected as follows:
President – Dwight Holland
Vice President – John Wenskovitch Secretary –
Michael Martin
Treasurer – Larry Hill (incumbent)

Newly-elected Vice President John Wenskovitch reacts
to a comment during his interesting and humorous program about his travels and presentation in Prague.
Photo by Carolyn Baratta
(Meeting Continued on page 3)

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.
Officers/Executive Committee/Editor/Webmaster
Dwight Holland, President (president@rvasclub.org )
John Wenskovitch, Vice President (vicepresident@rvasclub.org)
Michael Martin, 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
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Astronomy and Space Science (EWASS) held in
Prague, Czechia. The presentation he gave at the
conference involved the evolving collaboration between Computer Scientists (John’s field) and Astronomers, particularly in today’s era of mass data
accumulation. While his conference presentation
may be a topic of another RVAS meeting, the basis
of his presentation to the club was the history of
Prague as it relates to astronomy and the wellknown scientists Tycho Brahe (properly pronounced
‘tee-ko’), Johannes Kepler, Christian Doppler, and
Albert Einstein.
Finally, on behalf of the Executive Committee and
club members, Frank Baratta and Ray Bradley
presented Dan Chrisman with a framed certificate
of appreciation and a Meade astronomical laser
pointer for his two years of service as president of
the greatest astronomical club under the Star.

Newly elected RVAS President Dwight Holland (left) at a
previous meeting in May 2014 working with then
President Frank Baratta on the evenings presentation
Photo by Carolyn Baratta

With all business attended to, the meeting came to
a close at 9:08 P.M.

Are You Receiving Your Newsletters
and Other Club Emails?
To save having to download newsletters from our website, these and other items of interest are emailed
to members. If you have not been receiving these items by email, please let us know by calling the RVAS
Message Line at 540-774-5651. Please also check whether your spam blocker is intercepting our emails.
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Big Brothers, Big Sisters,
Big Solar Eclipse Outreach
By Dan Chrisman, Carolyn Chrisman, John Spruhan, and Ray/Rene’/Sierra Bradley
On Saturday, July 15, in the second of a summer
trio of Solar Eclipse events, the Science Museum
of Western Virginia hosted the “Big Brothers, Big
Sisters” chapter from Christiansburg. Ms. Tina
Cameron guided her ten middle-school-aged boys
and girls, paired with their Big Brother or Big Sister, to a 5-hour day camp organized by Education
Manager Hannah Weiss and Educator Adam Daniel.
This event satisfied a requirement of a grant from
the American Astronomical Society which is part of
the Julena Steinheider Duncombe Mini-Grant
Awardees & Projects.
Member-At-Large Ray Bradley coordinated an
RVAS team to reinforce and expand upon the museum’s solar eclipse program composed and conducted
by Adam Daniel. Ray explains: “Adam kicked off
the day camp with an hour-long class where the
Bigs and Littles made a relative-size model of
Earth and its moon placed upon a toilet paper roll
stand while he explained general details of an
eclipse. RVAS was given the next hour for our activities which first debuted at the museum’s solar
eclipse outreach event on June 10. With 6 members participating, we ran 6 activity stations that

Viewing a sunspot through a LiTel scope with solar filter.
Photo by Hannah Weiss

included our trusty gravitational scales (Carolyn
Chrisman), safe solar viewing (Dan Chrisman), sun
and moon apparent size activity (John Spruhan),
pinhole camera (Rene’ Bradley), lunar phases
(Outreach Continued on page 5)

SMWV Day Camp for Big Brothers and Big Sisters, Christiansburg Chapter.
Photo by: Tina Cannon
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(Sierra Bradley), and a dynamic solar eclipse model
(Ray Bradley). At the last minute, Hannah Weiss,
Education Coordinator for SMWV, nabbed time on
the building’s roof. So, with John’s 4.5” reflector,
Rene’s 4” refractor, a filtered LiTel scope, and a
pair of Lunt 8x32 Sunoculars, we lead the group to
the observation deck and gave everyone a glimpse
of the sun and an unusually large sunspot using this
assortment of instruments. After a short lunch,
Hannah lead the group to the planetarium where
Adam held an excellent eclipse show for the public
using media from NASA’s Scientific Visualization
Studio.
Carolyn added: “Given the sizes of the Sun, Earth
and moon in our demonstration, the students were
amazed at how the objects had to line up ‘just so’
for a solar eclipse to occur.”
Sierra’s activity to demonstrate the lunar phases
as seen from Earth was very popular (particularly
with the boys in the group – says Dad). Ping pong
balls painted half black are placed on pegs around a
model Earth with the sun placed to one side. Each
peg is labelled for the respective phase and the
participant must properly orient the “shadow” of
the ping pong balls at each phase. The pattern of
shadows facing away from the sun quickly becomes
obvious from this model bird’s eye view.

Pinhole camera demonstration.
Photo by: Hannah Weiss

Bigs and Littles alike were very excited to learn
how to make their own pinhole camera from common
items around the house.
John Spruhan added: “This event was very enjoyable. I came because the Salem Public Library is doing an eclipse program on August 21st, which I will
be involved in. Besides showing how an eclipse takes
place as in the photo, I showed how to observe the
sun on the roof with my “vintage”, 35-year-old Astroscan telescope. A sun spot was visible!

:Angular size activity by John Spruhan

Sierra teaches the moon's phases with the Lunar Phase
Board

At one station, Rene’ showed how to create a pinhole camera with a hole punch and an index card to
project an image of the sun onto the ground to
safely view the eclipse. Rene’ commented that the

Photo by: Tina Cannon

The students, Big Siblings, and Big Leaders were
very appreciative of everyone’s efforts toward a
successful day camp at the Science Museum of
Western Virginia!
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K-5 Camps
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Sky Party at Natural Bridge State Park!
by Rene’ and Ray Bradley, Carolyn and Dan Chrisman, Robin and Josh Jones
Virginia’s newly designated Natural Bridge State
Park participated in the national “Great American
Camp-out” by hosting a sky party on Saturday, 24
June 2017. Through Frank Baratta, Natural
Bridge State Park Ranger and event coordinator,
Katie Charles, invited RVAS members to participate along with Lynchburg College professors, Danielle Racke and Crystal Moorman. Our thenpresident, Dan Chrisman was very pleased to accept the invitation to the park’s inaugural "Sky Party". To promote attendance, the park offered free
camping at the Monican Trail trailhead. From the
makeshift campground, the observing site was a
healthy climb up a hill to a rock outcrop formally
used as a Stonehenge replica. (Unfortunately, the
Styrofoam replica monoliths were removed by the
park’s previous owners, thus denying us the opportunity to see the historic and renown “Foamhenge.”) Thankfully, Katie Charles allowed participants with stargazing equipment to use an old partially-gravelled road that was filled with potholes
of near astronomical dimensions to drive to the
observing site instead of hauling hundreds of
pounds of gear up that hill.
First to arrive was the Bradley Five with a Celestron 8” SCT, an 80mm Orion short tube assembly
on an equatorial mount, and a pair of 70mm Celestron AstroMaster binoculars – the latter two won
as door prizes at last year’s VAAS conference.
Darien Bradley used his camera welding drone to
scout out the hilltop as Ray, Rene, and Sierra
Bradley set up the equipment. (Alexander Bradley, Geology major at VT, investigated the rock
outcrop.) A few minutes later, Josh and Robin
Jones drove up to the site regretting not taking
their truck but glad their trusty Impala was up to
the challenge. They set up their 10” Dobsonian
facing southwest towards Jupiter just as the sun
set behind a grove of trees. Dan and Carolyn

Looking up! No stars, yet. Just a flyby of Darien
Bradley's drone.
Photo by Carolyn Chrisman

Chrisman soon joined the group and added two LiTel 4.5” Orion StarBlast reflectors to our motley
assemblage of equipment. With the arrival of our
newest member, Harry Kessler, RVAS proudly contributed ten stargazing participants to this inaugural event. Just as constellations started to become
recognizable, Danielle Racke and Crystal Moorman
arrived with students from Lynchburg College, two
small telescopes, and an assortment of astronomical instruments. Everything was in place as the
skies darkened and a slight breeze pushed thin
clouds further and further from us. As night fell,
it became very apparent that the Natural Bridge
State Park could easily qualify for Dark Sky Site
designation.
A family from Richmond staying at the Natural
Bridge Hotel was the first to make the hike up the
hill from the trailhead to enjoy the sky party. A
group of bikers (yes, the motorized kind) on a
cross-country trek soon followed having heard of
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(Party Continued on page 8)

(Party Continued from page 7)

the night’s event while touring Natural Bridge.
With the encroaching darkness, Park rangers used
green and purple glow-in-the-dark bracelets to line
the trail to our little hilltop observation post which
helped guide a steady flow of people to our scopes.
Ray trained his 8” SCT on Jupiter and Saturn for
much of the night as it became apparent that most
visitors had never seen either planet up close and in
person. Much to our envy, Crystal Moorman used
her powerful green light saber to guide visitors
through the skies. Carolyn Chrisman and Harry
Kessler were seen showing a contingent of college
students how to operate the two LiTel scopes as
Dan Chrisman fielded their questions about Jupiter, Saturn and Antares. The Jones’ (Robin and
Josh) also showed visitors Jupiter and Saturn in
their Dobsonian as they answered astronomical
questions posed by the curious. Robin even reported having a lengthy discussion with one nice lady
about, uh, well . . . rabbits.
By eleven o’clock, most visitors started working
their way down the trail while participants began to
stow equipment back into their vehicles. Before

Circle of astronomical friends
Photo by Dan Chrisman

the night ended, however, Jim Jones, manager at
Natural Bridge State Park, expressed his sincere
appreciation of everyone’s efforts. He was very
impressed that ten RVAS members volunteered
their time, bringing five telescopes, 4-5 pairs of
binoculars and a drone! This event and the park’s
recent sky meter survey will fuel their application
to become an International Dark Sky Park with similar astronomical activities seen at the state parks
of Staunton River, James River and Douthat. It’s
always a good day when we enlarge our circle of
astronomical friends.

Get Connected!
Want to be more in touch with other RVAS members? Join the RVAS Yahoo Group! Share last-minute
observing plans, articles, ideas, astrophotos—you name it. You’ll need to have or create a Yahoo email address. Click the link below. Once logged in, provide the information requested, including your real name
since the group is only for members and those invited. You’ll receive an acknowledgement from the moderator.
https://groups.yahoo.com/neo/groups/RVAS_Club/info
For assistance, call the RVAS Message Line (540-774-5651). We’ll have you connected in no time!

Use Our Message Line!
Want to check whether anyone is getting out on a scheduled observing session night or share that you’re
planning to do so? Have questions about the club or need its assistance? Call the RVAS Message Line,
540-774-5651, and leave a message or listen for any information available.
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What’s Up Highlights
August 1 to 31, 2017
(A summary of the What’s Up program presented at the July 17th meeting.)

This Month:

Tues., Aug. 15, 2017
9:15 p.m. EDT

This month, virtually all else pales compared
to “America’s Total Solar Eclipse” on
August 21st. For the first time since
June 8, 1918, the entire U.S. sees
the event, though only locations
along the path of totality will view
the disk of the Sun completely
obscured by the Moon. All of
Virginia sees a partial eclipse.
Locally, at maximum coverage, a
narrow sliver of the Sun will remain
visible above the dark disk of the
Moon (see below). In other celestial
happenings, one of our most prolific
annual meteor showers is hobbled by
an early rising Moon. Also this
month, we experience two lunar apogees
and watch Saturn change direction across
the starry sky.

August Celestial Events:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Wed., 2nd – Moon at apogee; distance 63.51 Earth-radii.
Sat., 12th – Perseid meteors. The waning gibbous Moon rises at 11:19 p.m., reducing visibility to the
brightest meteors.
Fri., 18th – Moon at perigee; distance 57.40 Earth-radii (10% closer than on the 2nd).
Sat., 19th – Pre-dawn risers get a chance to spot a -8 magnitude thin crescent Moon about 4º below
-4 magnitude Venus.
Mon., 21st – Total Solar Eclipse along the path of totality. Partial eclipse for the Roanoke area.
Locally, begins 1:12 p.m., maximum 2:40 p.m. (Sun 90.3% obscured by the Moon); and ends 4:01 p.m.
Sat.26th – Saturn stationary in right ascension; resumes direct (eastward) motion.
Wed., 30th – Moon at apogee; distance 63.65 Earth-radii.

Sunset and Twilight:

st

st

Sunset Range: 8:26 p.m. EDT (Aug 1 ) to 7:49 p.m. EDT (Aug 31 )
Twilight Ends: 8:55 p.m. EDT (Aug 1st) to 8:15 p.m. EDT (Aug 31st)

Weekend Observing Opportunities:

August 11th/12th
August 18th/19th
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Moon Phases:
Mon., 7th – Full Moon
Mon., 15th – Last Quarter
Mon., 21st – New Moon
Tues., 29th – First Quarter

RVAS from the Past
By Bill Dillon

April of 1973 was “leaving the solar system

RVAS 25 Years Ago
The August 1992 edition of our club’s newsletter invited members who had not recently attended monthly meetings to consider the upcoming August meeting to be held in the Science Museum’s Hopkins Planetarium, and

after looping past Saturn”. A quick search of

the internet indicated that Pioneer 11 was last
heard from on September 30, 1995. One can’t
help but wonder where that little 571 pound
spacecraft is nearly 22 years later.

RVAS 10 Years Ago

thereby be treated to a special presentation

In August 2007, RVAS President Mike

of the planetarium’s latest feature, “Nature’s

Overacker was encouraging members to join

Bequest: The Roanoke Valley…Our Inher-

the RVAS Yahoo Group to give them a forum

itance.” Members and guests were promised an

for sharing ideas and information on astrono-

enjoyable journey from the depths of the so-

my and RVAS related topics. It also provides a

lar system to the Roanoke Valley.

calendar of RVAS events.

Club loyalty was recognized by an article spot-

An interesting newsletter article by member

lighting long distance members, Paul Hoback

Clark Thomas presented his ideas on the possi-

from Bluefield, West Virginia, and two mem-

bility of “Earthlings”, not necessarily human

bers from Richmond, Margaret Fowler and Da-

earthlings, but computer earthlings

vid Reese. The article also recognized 19 indi-

(“Comphumans”; computer lifeforms with philo-

viduals who had been members for more than

sophical consciousness) walking on Mars in

five years.

thirty years or less. According to Clark, these

The unfortunate passing in May 1992 was reported of the bi-monthly magazine the Ob-

server’s Guide. The brainchild of George Kepple and Glen Sanner, this glossy, high-quality
magazine made it to issue 32, which completed
the skies visible from the northern latitudes.
A brief article on the Pioneer spacecraft programs noted that Pioneer 11 launched in

comphumans, immune to most deep space travel dangers, will precede the more vulnerable
human lifeform to set up human-friendly communities. With 20 years or less to go, will

Clark’s prediction come true? Stay tuned.
A short report accompanied by a photo of
member Michael Good and a couple of children
cutting a ribbon spotlighted the official opening of the GE Volunteer Observatory at Apple
Ridge Farm on July 28, 2007.
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Member Observation

Scenes from Green Bank
By Dave Thomas

The above photos were taken on the evenings of July 24th and 25th at the Green Bank Observatory in Green Bank, West Virginia.
The first photo is of the 100 meter telescope with tower lights burning. The camera was a tripod mounted Canon 3Ti with a
zoom lens at f/8, ISO-800, focal length of 55 mm, 183 second exposure.
The second photo was of the Sagittarius region of the Milky Way. The camera was a Canon 3Ti attached to a tripod mounted
camera tracker by iOptron set at the sidereal rate.. The camera used the same settings as above except the exposure time
was 300 seconds at a 18 mm focal length.
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Monthly Calendar
MONTHLY MEETING: The August Meeting has been canceled. The 2017 Great American Total Solar
Eclipse takes place on Monday, August 21st, the same day as the RVAS regular monthly meeting. With many
of our officers and members traveling to locations where the eclipse will be total, or busy locally with public
or personal eclipse viewing activities, it was deemed best to forgo the August meeting. We’ll look forward to
everyone’s eclipse experiences at our September 18 th monthly meeting.
RVAS WEEKEND OBSERVING OPPORTUNITIES: RVAS members observe from various sites. Cahas Knob
Overlook, at milepost 139 on the Blue Ridge Parkway, is the traditional location most frequented. For updates
on members’ observing plans, log onto the RVAS Yahoo Group (RVAS members only) and/or call the RVAS
Message Line, 540-774-5651, about an hour before sunset on the indicated dates.
-- Friday and Saturday, August 11th and 12th. Sunset is at 8:16p.m. Astronomical twilight ends at 9:53
p.m. The Moon rises at 10:44 and 11:41 a.m., respectively.
-- Friday and Saturday, August 18th and 19th. Sunset is at 8:07 p.m. Astronomical twilight ends at 9:42
p.m. The Moon sets at 5:46 and 6:40 p.m., respectively.
-- Future Weekend Observing Opportunities: September 15th and 16th; September 22nd and 23rd.
ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: Saturday, August 19 th, 9:00 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: September 16th, 8:00 p.m.,
Cahas Knob Overlook.)

Astro-Quiz
Each solar eclipse is separated from all others by whole multiples of certain units of time. What are
these units of time?
Answer to Last Month’s Quiz: In his work, the “Almagest,” the ancient astronomer Ptolemy listed 48
constellations, all but one of which are still in use. Last month we asked which one failed to survive and
why. Members Rick Rader and Harry Montoro correctly answered that the casualty of time was the
great ship “Argo Navis.” Broken up into Puppis (the deck), Carina (the keel) and Vela (the sail), its
break-up was the result of its great expanse. Collectively, these three constellations cover 1667
square degrees of sky, nearly 30% larger than the 1303 square degrees of Hydra, today’s largest
constellation. Argo was unwieldy: before its break-up was already being referred to by its parts, "Argus
in velis", "Argus in carina" and "Argus in puppi." 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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