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The July meeting of RVAS began as President 

John Goss kicked off his term of office and called 

our virtual meeting to order at 7:30 pm.   

Prior to the meeting, President Goss had encour-

aged members to begin signing on to as early as 7 

pm, serving as an opportunity for members and 

guests to chat with each other similarly to our 

monthly Science Museum meetings.  As people 

signed on and were admitted to the Zoom session, 

there was time to listen in on friendly interaction 

among attendees. The final attendance count was 

36 members and guests participating in the meet-

ing. 

President Goss began with a focus on communica-

tion by demonstrating the use of the “Chat Room” 

feature of Zoom. He first explained the feature 

and then asked each attendee to send a message to 

either another individual or to the whole group as a 

test. As people tried out this feature, there were 

some initial questions, but ultimately all were suc-

cessful in using this tool and could see its benefits 

for exchanging notes in future Zoom sessions. 

In his welcoming message, President Goss then 

acknowledged people that we had not seen at meet-

ings recently and a “glad to see you” was offered.  

This includes Nathan and Kimberly Mason, who we 

are happy to see return, and to Bob Crawford and 

Wil Laska, new members attending for the first 

time. We hope to see you at future meetings 

whether on-line or in person.  

John now posed a question to the attendees asking, 

“Which planet is closest to earth tonight”? He   

offered this in the form of a multiple-choice quiz 

that allowed everyone to vote on one of four  
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choices – Mercury, Venus, Mars, or other.  We 

would find the answer later during Frank Baratta’s 

“What’s Up” segment.  

Noting that this was the first club meeting since 

June’s annual club elections, John first offered 

some words of thanks to those club officers that 

were leaving their Executive Committee positions. 

This included Larry Hill after serving as Treasurer 

for 4 years,  Michael Martin after serving as Presi-

dent for 2 years, and Michael Good after serving 

as President, Immediate Past President and Past 

President for ten years.  John noted that clubs 

such as RVAS only endure through the efforts of 

the volunteers that perform the necessary work. 

Congratulations, certificates, and a round of ap-

plause were offered to Larry, Michael, and Michael.   

John also took this time to ask all current club of-

ficers and other Executive Committee (E.C.) mem-

bers to raise their hands and thanked them for 

agreeing to serve as club leadership for the 2020-

2021 term. This included our five officers: 

President – John Goss 

Vice  President – Todd Atkins 

Secretary – Mike Hutkin 

Treasurer – Frank Baratta 

E.C. Member at Large – Ray Bradley 

The other E.C. members are:  

Immediate Past President – Michael Martin 

Past President – Dan Chrisman 

Providing some RVAS humor, John reminded us that 

when he was RVAS president in 1999, the state of 

telescope technology was very basic. The picture 

shows club members using Image Isolators that 

were a simple tool to see a bit farther in the sky, 

with less light distraction, and with a limited field 

of view (FOV).  We have come a long way since 

1999.   

Member at Large Ray Bradley was now called on 

to present his comments about outreach activity.  

(Meeting Continued from page 1) 
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1999 - RVAS meeting with members demonstrating image 

isolator usage.  
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With outreach being in a completely virtual format, 

Ray has given three of the four virtual classes re-

quested by the 4H center in Franklin County, with 

the 4th scheduled for July 23. Ray noted that the 

class is an introduction to amateur astronomy 

geared toward 9 to 13-year-old children.  Each 

class also included a “What’s Up” section to give the 

participants some objects to view in the evenings 

around the time of the class. 

Ray also spoke about a “pop up” outreach that oc-

curred the night of July 19 at the Great Valley 

overlook on the Blue Ridge Parkway. Initiated by 

Clark Thomas to the Yahoo group, a few RVAS 

members met to look at comet C/2020 F3 

(NEOWISE), one of fifteen comets discovered to 

date by the Nasa NEOWISE mission [subsequently 

to be referenced as NEOWISE]. On a personal 

note, my wife and I arrived around 9:00 pm to find 

the overlook packed with people and cars.  Fortu-

nately, about half were there to see the sunset and 

departed, leaving the rest for comet watching.  

Ray, who had come with family members, wasn’t an-

ticipating this to be an outreach and noted that 

social distancing became impossible. This was espe-

cially true because he had brought a telescope, 

which became a people magnet. Ever the RVAS out-

reach ambassador, Ray was quick to share his tele-

scope and astronomy knowledge to an appreciative 

crowd even though he now had to do some heavy 

equipment sanitization.  

 

With the topic of the comet raised, there was no 

shortage of members commenting on their success-

es, failures, opinions, and suggestions.  Since many 

of the comments were similar, we note that those 

offering comments regarding the comet were John 

Goss, Dave Thomas, Michael Martin, Todd At-

kins, Frank Baratta, Eric Shelton, Paul Caffrey, 

and Ricky Parker.  Some of the things we heard 

were:  

· With no visible moon, now is the best time to 

view NEOWISE 

· It is one of the best comets to view since 

Hale-Bopp in 1996-1997 

· Tripod stabilized binoculars provided better 

viewing than telescopes 

· The Skysafari app was invaluable in locating 

the comet 

· It was currently about 24 degrees above the 

horizon at 9:30 pm but is gaining altitude and 

becoming dimmer 

· NEOWISE is an acronym for Near-Earth Ob-

ject Wide-field Infrared Survey Explorer 

· It was nearest to earth on July 23 at a dis-

tance of 64 million miles 

· The pros and cons of using PHD2 telescope 

autoguiding software to automate tracking 

We also learned that members viewed NEOWISE 

from a variety of locations. This included: The 

Great Valley and Cahas overlooks on the Parkway; 

the Mill Mountain Star; Explore Park; while on a 

walk in the neighborhood; the Blue Cow ice cream 

parlor in Roanoke.   

Under the topic of new equipment, Mark Hodges 

shared his experiences viewing the comet from the 

Cahas overlook on Saturday morning. Mark, Carolyn 

and Dan Chrisman had arranged for an early morn-

ing observing session, with Mark arriving at 3:00 am 

to set up and experiment with his SkyGuider Pro 

camera mount.  

He shared his work in setting up and taking a varie-

ty of pictures of the comet, including this beauty 

shown below.  

Mark and Dan repeated their early bird outing Sun-

day morning to get some additional viewing while 

they were able.   

It was clear from the discussions that many mem-

bers had taken pictures of the comet. President 

Goss congratulated everyone for their efforts and 

asked that anyone that had taken pictures share 

them with Dave Thomas for inclusion in the next 

newsletter. Send photos to editor@rvasclub.org 

While observing reports focused on the comet, 

John Wenskovitch showed that there is more than 

a comet to see in the  evening skies and reported 

(Meeting Continued from page 2) 
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on his efforts since our last meeting.  Pulling an all-

nighter, John completed the observation of 6 more 

Caldwell objects and 24 Herschel objects.  To date, 

he has also filled in his second logbook which he 

proudly displayed and declared that he was ready 

for book number 3.  Great work, John! 

As the next agenda item, Treasurer Frank Baratta 

was called upon to present the club’s financial sta-

tus.  Frank, who has developed a complete spread-

sheet of financial data, reported that we are in a 

solid financial position. The key thing that needs to 

be addressed now is how to best put our resources 

to good use. This is a key focus of the club’s E.C. as 

we operate through this current fiscal year.   

Frank Baratta’s What’s Up sky review for August 

was next on the agenda.  Following the range of 

sunset and ends of twilight times and moon phases 

for the month, several celestial events were cited.  

August is the month of the annual Perseid meteor 

shower, normally one of the strongest.  But this 

year its predicted peak at 2:00 a.m. on the 12th is 

impacted by the rise of the one-day-past last quar-

ter moon at 12:39 a.m.  Among the other celestial 

events, Frank noted the opportunity to observe 5 

planets and the moon on the 31st, just before mid-

night. 

 

After August’s celestial events, Frank revealed 

“Venus” to be the answer to our President’s earlier 

poll question on tonight’s closest planet to earth.  

He then displayed and pointed out various features 

of the all-sky map for August 16th at 9:15 p.m., 30 

minutes before full darkness.  These included the 

location of Comet C/2020 F3 (NEOWISE) as it 

continues its outward journey from the inner solar 

system.  Frank concluded with a graphic of the 

comet’s path from July 18th to August 6th. 

 

For additional details, see the What’s Up Highlights 

in this issue and the entire PowerPoint on the RVAS 

website, under “Tips and Topics”. 

 

It was now time for the presentation of tonight’s 

main theme and this was offered by our new presi-

dent, John Goss, who wanted to share his thoughts 

on the state of astronomy as a general hobby and in 

terms of our own RVAS.  

 

He started with some numbers, noting that in 2010 

there were an estimated 300,000 stargazers in the 

United States. Scaling this number down to the 

Roanoke Valley population would mean we should 

expect about 200 stargazers in our region. Data 

also shows that about 1/3 of those looking up into 

the skies are members of an astronomy club. This 

means that 60 to 70 members are what we should 

expect and is in the range of our annual member-

ship. But John was quick to point out that we should 

continue our efforts to attract more people.  He 

provided a little history noting that the RVAS was 

founded in the 1970s as a successor to a Roanoke 

Amateur Astronomers group that had its begin-

nings in the 1950s when a then 10-year-old Clark 

Thomas was its treasurer.  John then showed us a 

chart of 13 clubs in the state of Virginia, with 

memberships ranging from a handful of people to 

the Northern Virginia Astronomy Club (NOVAC) 

club and its 696 members. He noted that we are 

similar in size to the Richmond club, which was a 

segue to introduce their president, Jim Browder, 

who was joining us again in our virtual audience.   

(Meeting Continued from page 3) 
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Comet NEOWISE.  

Photo by Mark Hodges 

RVAS NL— August 2020— Pg 4 of 16 



 

 

President Goss asked Jim to share some thoughts 

on how he viewed the comparison between our two 

clubs.  It was interesting to note how similar we 

are, as he touched on membership size, outreach 

programs, science fair participation, star parties, 

and observing sessions. Notably, the Richmond club 

has had 850 consecutive meetings, which shows 

quite a level of commitment. Congratulations, Jim.    

Jim also mentioned that while their club has 60 to 

70 dues-paying members, they have an extensive 

online following of people who are interested but 

not ready to commit to being a part of an official 

organization.  

This led President Goss to raise the topic of get-

ting more than a small core of people involved in 

doing the actual work of the club and also how to 

get younger people involved in the hobby and at-

tract them to RVAS membership.   

Having recently joined RVAS, member Eric Walter, 

who resides in the “younger-than-the-RVAS-

average-age”  category,  had some outstanding sug-

gestions that warrant pursuit. He is an active as-

tronomer who has become highly integrated into 

the area of social media, using his live astronomy 

feed to share his interest and his work with others.  

In this manner, he attracts people to the hobby, 

and it is a good suggestion for RVAS to evaluate.  

The key point, echoed by others, is that we need to 

reach out to people using the tools and mechanisms 

that are their go-to means of communication and 

pique their interest.  We cannot grow by expecting 

people to just find us. More discussion is needed. 

Another interesting idea offered by Eric was to 

partner an RVAS event with a venue that attracts a 

younger crowd of people, such as one of the many 

brewpubs that have grown in popularity. This is an-

other excellent idea to explore.  

Another topic near and dear to the hearts of most 

amateur astronomers is light pollution. While this 

could be a program in itself, President Goss 

showed a night-time picture of the Cedar Plateau 

Plaza in Daleville where the designers had taken 

great effort to minimize its light pollution.  This 

led to his suggestion that RVAS could sponsor a 

“Good Lighting Award” that would be presented 

annually to a local business that demonstrated best 

practices in outdoor lighting. With the presentation 

of a certificate and perhaps some media publicity, 

RVAS could achieve some local recognition. Yet an-

other good idea to pursue.  

The last topic presented by John were his com-

ments on the subject of Constellation Satellites.  

(Meeting Continued from page 4) 
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Cedar Plateau Plaza in Daleville.  

Photo by John Goss 

Constellation Satellites Graphic.  

by John Goss 
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Wanted 

Astro photos for publication on the RVAS  web page, or in the RVAS Newsletter. Send  

the photos to editor@rvasclub.org. Observing  reports and articles are also welcome. 

  

RVAS Member Anniversaries 
  
Congratulations to the following members who reach the indicated number of consecutive years with the 

RVAS during the month of August: 
  

Bill and Janice Dillon (2004) – 16 years 

Josh and Robin Jones (2010) – 10 years 

George Blanar (2014) – 6 years 

John Wenskovitch (2016) – 4 years 

Keith Wimmer (2016) – 4 years * 
* was also a member from 10/84 to 6/89 

  
Thanks to all of you for being RVAS members! 

  

These are a group of artificial satellites working 

together as a system. Unlike a single satellite, a 

constellation of satellites can provide permanent 

global or near-global coverage, such that at any 

time everywhere on Earth at least one satellite is 

visible. What isn’t said is that we can expect over 

100,000 of these devices to be in orbit in the next 

few years.  

While companies such as SpaceX are looking at 

ways to reduce their brightness, they will certainly 

impact local observing, astrophotography, and even 

the Hubble telescope imaging. 

Secretary note: Image from March 9, 2020 article 

on Petapixle.com “Satellite Boom to ‘Wreak Havoc’ 

on Astrophotography, NASA Says” shows the sat-

ellite growth from 1957.  

In closing, John reported that the August Zoom 

monthly meeting would feature Ray Bradley speak-

ing on the topic of the Mars Perseverance Rover. 

The meeting was then adjourned at 9:01 pm. 

 

 

 

 

(Meeting Continued from page 5) 

Secretary note: Image from March 9, 2020 article on 

Petapixle.com “Satellite Boom to ‘Wreak Havoc’ on Astro-

photography, NASA Says” shows the satellite growth 

from 1957.  
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RVAS EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE MEETING 

 

 

The RVAS Executive Committee met at 7:00 pm on July 9, 2020, via Zoom, and was attended by John Goss, 

Michael Martin, Todd Atkins, Frank Baratta,  Mike Hutkin, Dan Chrisman, and  Ray Bradley.   

President Goss welcomed the attendees, thanked all for participating, and presented the meeting agenda.   

The first item was a meeting program review for the remainder of the year.  With Zoom format continuing 

through at least September, Vice President Todd Atkins has arranged a presentation for August, which will 

be Ray Bradley speaking about the NASA Mars 2020 Perseverance Rover. In September, John Wenskovitch 

will be speaking about Planet 9.  With current social distancing limitations and not knowing when in person 

meetings can restart, a demonstration of telescope maintenance is on hold, as are the traditional October 

picnic and December Christmas social events. Todd will email a spreadsheet of these programs to E.C. mem-

bers for review and comment.  The committee discussed other options to provide meaningful observing and 

other group activities for members, and they will be evaluated as conditions and limitations evolve.  One po-

tential Zoom event that interested the committee would be a lecture by a UVA astronomy professor to a 

combined virtual meeting with other state Astronomical League clubs.  The logistical challenges will be inves-

tigated under the direction of John Goss, and a proposal will be developed. 

Upon taking office, Treasurer Frank Baratta had created a comprehensive spreadsheet of club finances and 

had shared this with the EC, who were now asked to comment.   Frank noted that there is $500 that had 

been previously donated by a member family without specific usage constraints.  It was agreed that the fam-

ily would be consulted  by Todd and Frank to explore uses for the donation.  There was also discussion about 

the non-profit and tax-exempt status of the club, and the related pros and cons of changing our status or 

remaining with our current status.  We are a non-profit according to our Constitution but neither incorpo-

rated nor a tax-exempt organization; whether or not a change is warranted will be explored.  It was also 

agreed that the certificate of deposit held by the RVAS, which matures on July 28, 2020, will be allowed to 

roll over for another 11 month term at the current rate. Finally, there was some discussion about the current 

dues structure and whether a simpler set of categories would be helpful.  This will be reviewed before the 

next fiscal year begins. Ray agreed to email to E.C. members the PowerPoints he had presented on tax-

exemption and a proposed dues rate structure.  

It was noted that in the past, the club had coffee mugs, polo shirts, and T-shirts that displayed club-related 

logos and were used as promotional tools and as a gift to outside presenters.  When “normalcy” returns we 

will investigate restocking the club with these items.  

An RVAS member has been storing equipment belonging to the RVAS and  has asked the club to pick it up. 

Frank, Ray and Dan will coordinate with the member to pick it up, refurbish it as needed, and provide storage 

until appropriate disposition can be arranged. (e.g. loaning to another member or awarding to a member as a 

door prize at a meeting) 

In closing, it was suggested that a worthwhile future project for RVAS could be an award presented to a lo-

cal business that best demonstrates the principles of effective outdoor lighting in support of improving and 

promoting dark sky conditions. 

The meeting was adjourned at 8:10 p.m. 
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July 19, 2020, 10:00PM. 14 , 30 second exposures stacked to 7 minutes worth of data. Equipment:   Canon 

SL2, 50mm F/4 Lens, ISO 200, SkyGuider Pro. Processing: DSS & PixInsight  (The Ion tail is prominent) 

Photo by Michael Martin 

Comet NEOWISE Gallery 

Comet NEOWISE July 12, 2020, 4.24 am.  Five second exposure 75mm. 

Processed in GIMP to bring out  the Ion tail. Camera, Canon  T7i, ISO 3200  

Photo by Dave Thomas 
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Taken with iPhone 11 Pro Max, hand-held, July 11, 2020 at 4:55 AM, 1 sec exposure. 
 

Photo by Eric Shelton 

 Stacked 50 frames with Sequator. Each a 10 sec exposure, 
ISO-400, f/5.6, 75mm lens, July 14, 2020 9:50-10:05pm.  

Photo by John Wenskovitch 
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Canon T3i, Tripod mounted, ISO 1600, Morning July 12/13 timeframe 

Photo by Bert Herald 

This  photo taken at Chatfield State Park South of Denver , CO 

Photo by Vincent St  Angelo 
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 How many moons of the solar system can you see 

with the unaided eye? 

 

1. Earth’s moon, Luna. Duh! 

2. Any others? 

 

The Challenge:  

 

Keen–eyed observers located in a dark sky site are 

tasked to discern the Galilean moons Ganymede and 

Callisto with no optical aid (other than eye glasses 

or contact lenses). 

 

Since Jupiter reaches opposition in July, the next 

few weeks offer good opportunities for spotting 

one or both Ganymede and Callisto. 

 

To find one of these moons when it lies east of the 

planet, place Jupiter just out of view behind the 

left side of a building that is at least 100 feet 

away. To find the moon when it lies west of the 

planet, place Jupiter behind the right side of a 

building. Since the glaringly bright Jupiter is then 

out of direct sight behind the building, can you spot 

the 4.7 magnitude Ganymede or the 5.7 magnitude 

Callisto? You will need to be located in a dark site 

to do this. 

 

Here is a table of optimum dates at 10 pm EDT 

when Ganymede or Callisto lie 5 minutes or more 

from the planet’s edge. (A few hours difference 

from the stated times won’t change the separation 

distance much, but 12 hours certainly will.) Callisto 

can reach nearly twice as far from Jupiter as Gany-

mede, so it should be easier to spot – but, perhaps 

not, since it is only about half as bright as Gany-

mede. Be sure to confirm your observations with 

binoculars. 

 

Try your luck! If you succeed, you will be part of a 

small group of people who have seen another moon 

of the solar system, this one moving 390 million 

miles from our view on Earth. 

An unusual observing Challenge  

during these unusual times… 

 
By John Goss 

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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Sun., Aug.. 16th, 9:15 p.m. 
(30 min. before fully dark) 

What’s Up Highlights 
August 1-31, 2020 

(A summary of the What’s Up program presented at the July 20th Zoom meeting.) 
 

 

This Month: 
 

August is typically the month many amateur 

astronomers associate with the Perseid 

meteors, one of the routinely stronger of 

each year’s dozen recurring showers.  But 

the 2020 display, predicted to peak at 

2:00 a.m. on the 12th, won’t be at its 

best due to the rising of the Moon at 

12:39 a.m.  Still, Perseid meteors tend 

to be swift and bright, so many should 

shine through the moonglow.  Along 

with the Perseids, this month offers 

many other observing opportunities, 

several of which involve the Moon.  On 

the 15th, it’s paired with Venus in the 

morning sky, and on the evening of the 

28th, with Jupiter.  However, the best comes 

on the night of the 31st, when it joins Jupiter, 

Saturn, Mars, Uranus and Neptune in a grand 

display. 
 

Celestial Events: 
 

• Sun., 9th – Moon at apogee; distance 63.45 Earth radii. 

• Wed., 12th – Perseid meteors peak at 2:00 a.m. Parent 109P/Swift-Tuttle. ZHR: 100.  Swift 

and bright. Moon is one day past last quarter (~45% illum.) For an orbit visualization, visit: 

https://theskylive.com/109p-info. 

• Sat., 15th, 6:00 a.m. – Observe the slender crescent Moon (~16% illum.) and Venus in the 

eastern sky, separated by 3.7°. 

• Fri., 21st – Moon at perigee; distance 57.00 Earth radii (10.2% closer than on 9th). 

• Fri., 28th – Observe the waxing gibbous Moon about 2° south of Jupiter. 

• Mon., 31st – Complete the month by observing 5 planets and the Moon together in the night 

sky, just before midnight. 
 

Sunset and Twilight: Moon Phases: 
 

Sunset Range: 8:27 p.m. (Aug. 1st) to 7:49 p.m. (Aug. 31st) 
 

Mon., 3rd – Full Moon 
 

Tue., 11th – Last Quarter 
 

Tue., 18th – New Moon 
 

Tue., 25th – First Quarter  

Twilight Ends: 10:08 p.m. (Aug. 1st) to 9:20 p.m. (Aug. 31st) 

Weekend Observing Opportunities: Aug. 14th/15th 
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Welcome Mat 
 

The Society bids a warm and cordial welcome to Bob Crawford, of Roanoke County, who joined with a Senior 

Individual membership last month. Pennsylvania born, his family moved to Cambria (now part of Christians-

burg), Virginia, and then to Roanoke, where he graduated from Jefferson High School. Bob studied chemistry 

as an undergrad at Carson-Newman University and during graduate study at the University of Georgia before 

turning his attention to philosophy. But he considers himself an artist, having been drawn to painting and pho-

tography. An exhibition of his at the then-Roanoke Fine Arts Center led to a decade of teaching introductory 

and intermediate photography as an adjunct professor at Hollins University, and continuing freelance photog-

raphy work. Astronomy-wise, Bob places his interest in “What’s out there?”—the stars, planets, galaxies, and 

the possibility of life—somewhere during his middle school years. He’s retained a general interest ever since. 

More recently, his friend and our member, George Blanar, invited him to attend an RVAS meeting, which he 

did a couple of times last year. His reading and “even finding a few of the Messiers” with his small refractor 

has now blossomed into a desire to connect with and learn more from others who also enjoy astronomy. 

Among his other interests, Bob’s an environmentalist and an officer in the Roanoke Group of the Sierra Club. 

He and his wife, Betty, are also active birders and hikers, and he especially enjoys photographing birds in 

flight.  

 

We’re glad to have you with us, Bob!  Thanks for becoming a member.  We sure you’ll find your fellow RVAS 

members eager to share their knowledge and experience with you, and hear about your own.  A great way to 

do so is by participating in our Yahoo Group. 

Welcome Mat 
 

The Society bids a warm and cordial welcome to William ("Wil") D. Laska, Caldwell, West Virginia. He joined 

last month with a Senior Individual membership.  Originally from Cleveland, Ohio, Wil completed his under-

graduate studies in industrial technology at Kent State.  Twenty years in the U.S. Navy followed, serving as a 

naval officer and pilot aboard such aircraft carriers as the USS Ranger, Nimitz, and Kitty Hawk.  Wil’s edu-

cation continued with a Master’s in Systems Engineering from Virginia Tech, Ph.D. studies in Public Policy at 

George Mason University, and an Executive Certificate in Strategy and Innovation from MIT Sloan.  Along 

the way, he's put his education to use in program management, consulting, collegiate-level teaching and en-

trepreneurial endeavors, the latter including six years as co-owner of a microbrewery.  Looking back, Wil re-

calls the excitement with science he felt during the Apollo moon program.  His earliest involvement with as-

tronomy came as the landings continued through courses at Kent State.  But his current interest in astrono-

my began within the last few years, and not least from a desire to develop an interest in his grandkids.  They 

and his wife, Alma, have enjoyed the night sky's views through his current telescope, a Celestron 6SE 

Schmidt-Cassegrain.  Wil's increasing interest prompted his Internet search and finding the RVAS, where 

he’s already begun to connect with other astrophiles.  When not spending time pursuing astronomy or other 

ventures, Wil enjoys piloting his two drones.  

 

Wil, thanks for joining the RVAS!  We’re glad to have you with us and that you were able to participate in our 

July Zoom meeting.  Joining the club’s Yahoo Group would be a great way to stay in touch with members be-

tween meetings, including with some fellow drone pilots. 
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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! 

 

Summer Triangle Corner: Deneb 

David Prosper 

The Summer Triangle is high in the sky after sunset this month for observers in the Northern Hemisphere, its component stars 

seemingly brighter than before, as they have risen out of the thick, murky air low on the horizon and into the crisper skies over-

head. Deneb, while still bright when lower in the sky, now positively sparkles overhead as night begins. What makes Deneb 

special, in addition to being one of the three points of the Summer Triangle? Its brilliance has stirred the imaginations of peo-

ple for thousands of years! 

Deneb is the brightest star in Cygnus the Swan and is positioned next to a striking region of the Milky Way, almost as a guide-

post. The ancient Chinese tale of the Cowherd (Niulang) and the Weaver Girl (Zhinü) - represented by the stars Altair and Ve-

ga - also features Deneb. In this tale the two lovers are cast apart to either side of the Milky Way, but once a year a magical 

bridge made of helpful magpies – marked by Deneb – allows the lovers to meet. Deneb has inspired many tales since and is a 

staple setting of many science fiction stories, including several notable episodes of Star Trek. 

Astronomers have learned quite a bit about this star in recent years, though much is still not fully understood – in part because 

of its intense brightness. The distance to Deneb from our Sun was measured by the ESA’s Hipparcos mission and estimated to 

be about 2,600 light years. Later analysis of the same data suggested Deneb may be much closer: about 1,500 light years away. 

However, the follow-up mission to Hipparcos, Gaia, is unable to make distance measurements to this star! Deneb, along with a 

handful of other especially brilliant stars, is too bright to be accurately measured by the satellite’s ultra-sensitive instruments. 

Deneb is unusually vivid, especially given its distance. Generally, most of the brightest stars seen from Earth are within a few 

dozen to a few hundred light years away, but Deneb stands out by being thousands of light years distant! In fact, Deneb ranks 

among the top twenty brightest night time stars (at #19) and is easily the most distant star in that list. Its luminosity is fantastic 

but uncertain, since its exact distance is also unclear. What is known about Deneb is that it’s a blue-white supergiant star that is 

furiously fusing its massive stocks of thermonuclear fuel and producing enough energy to make this star somewhere between 

50,000 and 190,000 times brighter than our Sun if they were viewed at the same distance! The party won’t last much longer; in 

a few million years, Deneb will exhaust its fuel and end its stellar life in a massive supernova, but the exact details of how this 

will occur, as with other vital details about this star, remain unclear. 
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Long exposure shot of Deneb (brightest star, near center) in its richly populated Milky Way neighborhood. Photo credit: 

Flickr user jpstanley. Source: https://www.flickr.com/photos/jpstanley/1562619922   License: https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/  

 

Spot Vega and the other stars of the Summer Triangle by looking straight up after sunset in August! 
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Monthly Calendar 
 

MONTHLY ZOOM MEETING: Monday, August 17th, 7:30 p.m.  July 30th began a launch window extending 

through August 15th for the Mars 2020 mission.  On board will be the Perseverance Rover, scheduled to land 

on the Red Planet February 18, 2021.  Its main job is to search for signs of ancient life and collect rock and 

soil samples for possible return to Earth.  For our featured program at the August Zoom meeting, E. C. Mem-

ber at Large and Outreach Coordinator Ray Bradley will discuss the mission and provide details about its de-

velopment, instrumentation, capabilities and goals.  In addition we’ll have our monthly What’s Up sky review 

for September, along with observing and other reports and announcements.  Participation will continue to be 

limited to RVAS members.  Invitations and instructions for signing in will be emailed to members. 

 

WEEKEND OBSERVING OPPORTUNITIES: During the continuing COVID-19 health emergency, the follow-

ing information on Fridays and Saturdays that may be suitable for observing is provided solely as a courtesy 

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

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

safety precautions. 

 

-- Friday and Saturday, August 8th and 9th (Short Sessions).   Sunset is at 8:20 p.m.  Astronomical twi-

light ends at 9:59 p.m. The Moon rises at 10.52 and 11:17 p.m., respectively. 

 

-- Friday and Saturday, August 14th and 15th.  Sunset is at 8:12 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 9:49 

p.m. The Moon sets at 4:55 and 5:53 p.m., respectively. 

 

-- Future Weekend Observing Opportunities: September 11th and 12th; 18th and 19th. 

 

ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: The quarterly session scheduled for 

Saturday, August 15th has been cancelled.  The final quarterly session for 2020 is scheduled for  Novem-

ber 14th, 6:00 p.m., at Cahas Knob Overlook. 

Astro-Quiz 

 
This month’s Astro-Quiz is courtesy of RVAS President John Goss.  John asks, “What is the smallest celestial 

body that can be seen with the unaided eye?” 

 

Answer to Last Month’s Quiz:  Last month we asked how much of Io’s sky would Jupiter cover if the giant 

planet were located directly overhead.  Jupiter’s diameter is about 85,968 miles, taking the average of its 

equatorial and polar dimensions.  Io, the closest of Jupiter’s four Galilean moons, orbits 262,000 miles from 

Jupiter’s center, which is the radius of the celestial sphere seen from Io.  The entire celestial sphere equals 

41,253 square degrees, so the half visible from Io’s surface is 20,626.5 square degrees.  Given these parame-

ters, it works out that Jupiter’s angular diameter  is 18.8° as seen from Io and covers 1.4% of Io’s sky.  For 

comparison, earth’s angular diameter is only 1.9° as seen from the moon and covers only 0.014% of the lunar 

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

troquiz@rvasclub.org!  
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