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After a delicious meal at Blue 5 attended by 24 

RVAS club members and guests, the party shifted 

to the third floor of the science museum where 

RVAS President Dwight Holland opened the meet-

ing at 7:30pm with a warm introduction to some 

guests including Cindy Conard, Michelle Dowling, 

Stephen Hughes, Jack and Gloria Gross, Roger 

and Terry Yeager, Rich Scott, Dolores Shelly 

and Jen Feazelle. A good number of our visitors 

tonight were from the Blue Ridge Astronomy Club, 

our neighboring astronomy club in Lynchburg who 

journeyed into Roanoke to hear our guest speaker. 

 

Outreach Announcements were made from Member

-at-Large Ray Bradley. He discussed several suc-

cessful outreach programs that were conducted in  

September and October, including an outreach ob-

serving party and the Halloween Spooktacular. He 

also mentioned the weather forcing his cancellation 

of the club’s participation at the Virginia Tech Sci-

ence Festival.  This upcoming January, the Science 

Museum of Western Virginia will host a Cub Scout 

Nova Program that will simulate a Mars colony for 

kids to live in for an evening. We would like to have 

a club member present on January 19/20, 26/27 

and February 9/10 to discuss the importance of 

astronomy with these future explorers. Concluding 

the outreach announcements, Immediate Past 

President Dan Chrisman called up Darien Bradley 

who was awarded the Astronomical League’s Out-

(Meeting Continued on page 2) 

RVAS November Meeting Report 

 

The Seen and Unseen  

Spectrums of Astronomy 
 
By Michael Martin, RVAS Secretary 

The mezzanine of Roanoke's Blue 5 Restaurant was 
filled by our pre-meeting dinner group of 24.   

 

Photo by Michael Martin  
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reach Award for volunteering at 5 events during his 

time as club member.  

 

The conversation then turned to the December 18th 

Winter Solstice Social, where Dwight opened up 

the idea of having the party at another venue 

where there could be more variety in music and re-

freshments. The group was asked their opinion on 

this topic, with most members being in favor of an 

updated Solstice Party or not caring either way. 

The executive committee will further discuss this 

idea, including possible venues.  

 
For our monthly observing report, RVAS Secretary 

Michael Martin reported on some views he 

glimpsed flying back from Japan in October. He 

looked out his window at about 4:00 am in the 

morning local time, just south of Anchorage Alaska 

and saw Ursa Major out the window, looking beauti-

fully sharp and clear at 30,000 feet. 

 

Having drawn an audience of 46, our main event for 

the evening was a presentation by Steve Conard, 

an optical engineer at the Johns Hopkins University 

Applied Physics Laboratory and owner of the Wil-

low Oak Observatory in Gamber, Maryland. This is 

Steve’s fourth presentation to our club. He has an 

extensive career spanning such NASA missions as 

Lucy and New Horizon’s. Steve began the presenta-

tion with the simple yet complicated question of 

“What is Spectroscopy?”  

(Meeting Continued from page 1) 

(Meeting Continued on page 3) 

Classrooms A and B were needed to accommodate the 
nearly fifty people who turned out for Steve Conard's 
talk. 

Photo by David Thomas 

Darien Bradley (left) receives his initial Astronomical 
League Outreach Award from Immediate Past President 
Dan Chrisman.   

Photo by Carolyn Baratta 
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With our eyes sensitive to only a small portion of 

the entire electromagnetic spectrum instruments 

are created to study and analyze the wavelengths 

beyond the grasp of the human eye using spectrom-

eters. All objects glow, reflect and absorb light, 

and the spectrum that these objects create or ab-

sorb can characterize the object. Going deeper, we 

can analyze the light to see what elements a star is 

made of. As another example, Steve illustrated the 

benefit of spectra analysis on a portion of Jupiter, 

showing the wavelength shift in light caused by 

planetary rotation. From this analysis, scientists 

identified atmospheric gases and measured the 

temperature and rotational speed of Jupiter. 

 

Instruments, such as a spectrometer can be used 

to turn amateur equipment into tools that are help-

ful for this type of science. With software such as 

Star Analyzer 100, amateur astronomers are doing 

long term studies of variable stars and comet spec-

tra. Steve hoped that his presentation would en-

courage people to get into this aspect of the hobby.  

 

Steve then brought out his ALPY 600 for some live 

demonstrations looking at the different types of 

light emitted by certain objects. Because the 

ceiling’s lighting would interfere with the analysis 

of each demonstration, providing a fluorescent 

spectrum, they were turned off.  For each candle 

and flashlight put in front of it, the software 

showed a certain spike in the wavelength spectrum. 

Two of the more interesting objects tested were 

Dan Chrisman’s Meade green laser pointer which 

spiked at 530 nm and Ray Bradley’s Tesla Coil. For 

Ray’s Tesla Coil, the spectrum broadly spiked from 

350 nm to 450 nm. 

 

With the presentation concluded and the live 

demonstration complete, people were reminded to 

contact Larry Hill (see box elsewhere) if they 

were interested in a 2018 Astronomy calendar and 

Dwight called an end to the meeting. Our next get 

together will be on Monday, December 18th for the 

Winter Solstice Social. 

(Meeting Continued from page 2) 

Guest speaker Steve Conard draws attention to the man-
ner in which a stellar spectrum provides data on the   
velocity of an object.   

Photo by Carolyn Baratta 

 

RVAS President Dr. Dwight Holland (left) presents an-
other of our coveted mugs to Steve Conard, who now 
likely has more of them than any of our members.   

Photo by Frank Baratta 
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As we enter the Holiday Season I am delighted to 

report that the RVAS Spacecraft is humming along 

nicely with the Warp Drive intact, and no cloaked 

Romulans in scanning range.  Dave Thomas has once 

again done a very nice job on the Newsletter con-

tent, format, and photography. And, I thank others 

for their contributions herein as well.  As you can 

see-- our November Meeting was a "Yuge" success 

as our President says-- and we were joined by  

Steve Conard and his wife Cindy, along with Jack 

Gross and his Lynchburg Blue Ridge Astronomy 

group at dinner-- and for the meeting.  Jack and 

others, you are always welcome at our meetings, 

and I hope to have one Stargaze at a Vineyard near 

Huddleston after the weather warms up (perhaps 

Seven Doors Vineyard). 

 

I also want to personally and publicly thank and 

CONGRATULATE Steve Conard for his 4th talk to 

our group.  That might be a record for us for a 

Guest Speaker!  Steve and Cindy are looking for 

retirement locations in a few years, and I hope 

they choose this region.  We will have to fight with 

our friends in Lynchburg to get them though! 

 

This group's inquisitiveness and expertise continue 

to amaze me.  Ray Bradley brought a Tesla coil 

project from home and we looked at the spectra of 

that, among other cool items noted earlier at the 

last meeting.  FASCINATING-- as Spock used to 

say!  You just don't get to see this stuff every day! 

 

Thinking of Outreach, Ray is spearheading a group 

of us to help Boy Scout with a Space/Mars merit 

badge type of education program after the new 

year starts for Scouts.  I have volunteered to help 

Ray, and I hope some of you will too. 

 

Frank Baratta has been great again to keep the 

wheels of the org turning reliably in multiple areas 

with good works, and gentle reminders to me and I 

really appreciate his support. 

 

Our Holiday Party will be at the same Bat Time, 

Same Bat channel as in the past.  It was difficult to 

find a place to go to have our party in the area that 

met low cost requirements and the like.  I realize 

some folks wanted a more "spirited" holiday party-- 

but in the end the $$ and needs didn't line up well 

enough.  Maybe next year, a different venue for a 

$5 fee? 

 

The rest of the Newsletter has other details in it 

that will answer many of your questions.  

 

Please get those photos into Frank ASAP for the 

End-of-Year slideshow, bring some goodies if you 

wish, and plan to have fun and a light-hearted 

meeting in Dec 2017 as we celebrate the end of the 

year-- with my personal thanks to the Officers and 

Members that helped to get us here. 

 

LLAP (Live Long and Prosper), 

 

Dwight 

 

 

RVAS President Dwight Holland at the Keck Observatory 

FROM THE FRONT SEAT  
 

by Dwight Holland, MD, PhD 

President RVAS 
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On Saturday, October 21, the Science Museum of 

Western Virginia hosted their second annual Sci-

ence Spooktacular at the Center in the Square.  

For an encore performance to last year’s “Weirdest 

Volunteers Ever”  (see Dec. 2016 newsletter), 

RVAS members disembarked from the Magic 

School Bus to staff a series of hands-on activities 

while doling out treats to the youthful visitors.  

This year’s group comprised elementary school 

teacher Ms. Frizzle (Sierra Bradley), a ready-for-

my-bedtime-story four-year-old (Carolyn Chris-

man), Master Chief from the Halo universe (Darien 

Bradley), a elderly wizard (Dan Chrisman), a wacky 

scientist (Ray Bradley) and the virtual Magic 

School Bus (Rene’ Bradley).  

Wearing a variety of costumes, kids of all ages 

swarmed around the museum like meteoroids trav-

eling the solar system.  We strategically placed our 

now  famous planetary scales  along the ecliptic to 

capture these stellar objects and hurl them into an 

alcove. There, our activity tables were arranged in 

a U-shaped formation to act as a gravity well with a 

bowl of candy in the center.   Young minds and ac-

tive hands navigated among our quintet of activi-

ties, eventually arriving within arm’s reach of the 

candy.  Acting as a gravity assist, the sugar-

induced treats  slingshot the young meteoroids be-

yond our event horizon  to explore other science 

stations.  Our ingenious setup provided a meteor 

shower of over a hundred curious visitors from 10 

am until 3 pm. Dan adds:  Inspired by the Minneso-

ta Astronomical Society at August’s ALCON 2017, 

Ray unveiled a hands-on Constellation Construction 

game. Darien helped children assemble Orion, fo-

cusing on the concepts of the light year and Earth’s 

line-of-sight.  

Besides approval of our ingenious games, I recollect 

adult-sized meteoroids from Franklin County, 

South County, Vinton, Blacksburg and West Virginia 

inquiring about our library telescope program. 

Rene’ adds:  Another successful Spooktacular 

event has come and gone. We had more activities  
(Magic Continued on page 7) 

Riding the Magic School  

Bus at Spooktacular 
 

 

 

By Ray Bradley, Rene’ Bradley and Dan Chrisman 

Strategically placed at the top of the stairs, young minds 
encased in costumed bodies flowed like an accretion disk 
into our Astronomy Alcove.  

Photo by Dan Chrisman 

The Magic School Bus group [L to R] Darien Bradley, Ray 
Bradley, Rene’ Bradley, Sierra Bradley and Dan Chris-
man (Not pictured: Carolyn Chrisman).  

Photo by VT ICAT Outreach & Engagement Coordinator 
Phyllis Newbill 
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 (Magic Continued from page 6) 

(Magic Continued on page 8) 

 Sierra Bradley (Ms. Frizzle) proposes a potential planet 
to a Pink Princess while Carolyn Chrisman and Scruffy 
Fred prepare for a nap.  

Photo by Dan Chrisman 

Ray Bradley (certified Wacky Scientist) demonstrates 
lunar eclipses and moon phases to a flashlight-wielding 
young princess.   

Photo by Dan Chrisman 

Having established Mercury & Neptune, Sierra Bradley 
(Ms. Frizzle) and a Curious Cat discuss Venus as       
Rene’ Bradley (the Magic School Bus) observes.   

Photo by Dan Chrisman 

Darien Bradley (Halo’s Master Chief) guides Cinderella 
as she constructs Orion's Belt.   

Photo by Dan Chrisman 



 

 

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 ad-

dress.  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 mod-

erator.   

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! 

 

 

this year and, I believe, more visitors to our tables! 

Ms. Frizzle and I (the Magic School Bus) manned 

the planet game and phases of the moon activity, 

respectively.  

The Mad Scientist demonstrated the Solar Eclipse. 

Our newest activity, building the Orion constella-

tion, was run by the Halo Master Chief. The Wizard 

introduced our visitors to the library telescopes.  

And, of course, everyone’s favorite, the scales of 

the Solar System, was manned by the ready-for-my

-bedtime-story 4-year-old. A good time was had by 

all! We look forward to the next Spooktacular 

event, which will be here before we know it. It’s 

wonderful working with Hannah Weiss and the 

staff at the museum! 

 

 

 

(Magic Continued from page 7) 

Sierra Bradley (Ms. Valerie Frizzle) watches a 
ROYGBIV-skirted young lady place Venus in its proper 
orbit.   

Photo by Dan Chrisman 
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     RVAS from the Past 

By Bill Dillon 

RVAS 25 Years Ago 

As the Society prepared for a total Lunar 

eclipse on December 9, 1992 with a public 

eclipse watch at the Mill Mountain Star, they 

were also celebrating a resurgence in interest 

as more than a dozen new members had joined 

the Society so far during the 1992/1993 

membership year. With a total of a record 70 

members the officers decided it was time for 

another get-acquainted meeting. Plans were 

being put into place to make the regular 

February, 2008 monthly meeting a “mixer” 

with snacks and beverages provided by the 

Society enhanced by additional treats to be 

voluntarily provided by members. With a 

limited business agenda there will be plenty 

of time for old and new members to get 

acquainted. As an additional attendance 

incentive, there will be a rare opportunity for 

an observing session on the adjacent parking 

garage roof at the conclusion of the indoor 

meeting/mixer. Members were encouraged to 

bring a treat to share, their scopes and light 

pollution filters. 

An article taken from the May/June 1992 

Planetary Report, discussed the 

unconventional rotation of three of our solar 

system’s “nine planets”. The three include 

Uranus with an equator nearly perpendicular 

to its orbital plane and an obliquity of 98 

degrees; Venus with an obliquity of 177 

degrees which rotates or spins “backward” 

very slowly; and lastly “Pluto” with an obliquity 

of 122 degrees, an equator at a steep angle to 

its orbital plane. (But any discussion of  

 

 

 

comparing Pluto to its sister “planets” is a 

discussion all its own). 

RVAS 10 Years Ago 

In 2007 the Society’s officers had 

committed to do an “Astronomy Day” event in 

both the spring and fall. As luck would have it 

due to poor weather in the spring and other 

complications in the fall, neither event had 

taken place as of October. Not to be 

discouraged, member Kristen Gillespie 

stepped up to the plate, and with assistance 

from member Paul Gensurovsky put together 

a plan for an Astronomy Night on November 

1st on the campus of Hollins College. According 

to Society president Mike Overacker, the 

skies were “reasonably dark, and objects were 

easy to find.” In addition to a setting Jupiter 

and some deep sky objects, observable 

through scopes, Comet Holmes 17/P was an 

easy naked eye target. The turnout was good 

and the questions were clearly well thought-

out. Mike thanked Kristen and Paul for their 

planning efforts as well as Jiri Kolejka and 

Fred Davis for their participation.  

Due to unfortunate (for RVAS) logistical 

changes and restrictions for Vinton’s 

“Enchanted Eve”, an annual outreach 

opportunity for the Society on New Year’s 

Eve, it was decided that RVAS could not 

participate in 2007. Other public outreach 

events would be sought for the remainder of 

the 2007/2008 year. 
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The scarcity of dark skies – especially on the East 

Coast – makes them a precious natural resource, 

one that is rarely created. That is why it is so unu-

sual when a dark area suddenly becomes available 

near a metropolitan area like Roanoke. When Natu-

ral Bridge became a state park, it opened up the 

area not just to nature exploration, but to nature 

exploration at night, including its wonderful dark 

sky. 

 

The Natural Bridge State Park administration 

knows this, too, which is why they are in the pro-

cess of obtaining a Dark Sky designation from the 

International Dark Sky Association (IDA). The 

Park must meet certain standards for the darkness 

of the sky, which it does because of its Sky Quali-

ty reading of a respectable 21.3 magnitudes/second 

squared. They must install suitable lighting fixtures 

throughout the park that directs the light down-

wards and does not give excessive illumination. 

They must hold public activities to promote dark 

skies, such as stargazes, and talks, and have dis-

plays that address light pollution and sky glow. Plus 

– and this is a big and difficult plus – it needs to 

work with surrounding land owners to make sure 

that they have only acceptable outdoor lighting.  

 

Saturday November 11, presented an opportunity 

for Natural Bridge State Park to publicize its won-

derful night time natural resource. As darkness 

settled, fifteen guests went on a hayride to the 

designated observing area, about one mile from the 

visitor's center on top of a high hill having a com-

manding view of the region. There, they enjoyed a 

fascinating owl talk by Park Naturalist Katie 

Charles. With her owl calls, she enticed owls to 

perch in the trees across the observing field. 

 

By 6:30, four RVAS members, Dan and Carolyn 

Chrisman, Ray Bradley, and John Goss, arrived to 

set up scopes for the stargaze. Once the eerie owl 

calls had quieted, John began giving the crowd a 

tour of the mid November celestial dome. The sky 

had been mostly cloudy an hour earlier, but had 

begun to clear.  

 

First the North Star was pointed out, peeking 

above a dissipating bank of clouds. In the west, 

stood the three stars of the Summer Triangle, 

while almost overhead was the Great Square with 

its western and eastern stars pointing southward 

respectively to the stars of Fomalhaut and Deneb 

Kaitos. Participants where then able to spot the 

Milky Way, growing brighter as the minutes passed, 

and its dark nebula, the Great Rift. They "jumped" 

(Bridge Continued on page 11) 

A Natural Bridge to the Stars 
 

By John Goss 

North view in daylight from the observing field. 

Southeast view in daylight from the observing field. 
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from Deneb to Cepheus to Cassiopeia to Perseus to 

Capella. Lastly they went back to Cassiopeia and 

used it as a guide to locate the Andromeda Galaxy. 

 

The crowd gathered around the scopes and were 

treated to views of M31, the Double Cluster, M57, 

the Pleiades, and the binary star Polaris. Many of 

the guests had never peered through a quality tele-

scope before. Judging from their reactions at the 

eyepieces, this was to be a memorable experience 

for them!  

 

People were simply amazed scanning with binoculars 

along the Milky Way to see numerous unnamed 

stars and glimmering star clusters glowing next to 

wispy nebulous regions. They were engrossed with 

the Pleiades and its nearly 80 stars. They were 

amazed to see the 2.5 million light-year distant 

Andromeda Galaxy. 

 

By 8 pm, the temperatures had dropped into the 

30s and clouds had started rolling in. 

 

Some of the novice stargazers were from the area, 

others from as far away as New Jersey and Flori-

da. Because of efforts like those by Natural Bridge 

State Park, the lives of city folk enjoying the night 

outdoors have been enriched. Thank you James 

Jones, NBSP Manager, and Katie Charles, Natural-

ist! 

 

 

(Bridge Continued from page 10) 

December sky map, similar in style to the November map 
given to the guests. 
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Monthly Calendar 
 

MONTHLY MEETING: Annual Winter Solstice Social, Monday, December 18th, 7:30 p.m., Classroom A, 

3rd floor, Center on Church, Downtown Roanoke.  Time again for our annual end-of-year gathering.  Bring a 

treat or two to share with others.  The RVAS will provide the beverages.  Also bring your latest astro-gizmo, 

photos, short videos, stories or whatever to share during “open mic” time.  We’ll also have our annual end-of-

year slideshow, maybe a game or two, and  holiday and other music to put us in a festive mood.  And who 

knows else?  But mark your calendar and plan to spend a fun evening with your RVAS friends!  See elsewhere 

in this issue for additional information. 

 

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, December 8th and 9th.  Sunset is at 5:02 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 6:35 

p.m. The Moon rises at 10:51 and 11:55 p.m., respectively. 

 

-- Friday and Saturday, December 15th and 16th.  Sunset is at 5:04 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 

6:37 p.m. The Moon sets at 3:41 and 4:18 p.m., respectively. 

 

-- Future Weekend Observing Opportunities: January 5th and 6th; January 12th and 13th.   

 

ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: Saturday, December 16th, 5:45 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: January 13th, 6:15 p.m.,  

Cahas Knob Overlook.) 

Astro-Quiz 
 

For this month’s quiz, we’re staying with last month’s subject of the Messier Marathon and asking why is the 

time around the spring equinox preferred for conducting this dusk-to-dawn activity? 

 

Answer to Last Month’s Quiz: On a new moon night closest to the vernal equinox, many amateur astronomers 

engage in test of object finding skill and knowledge known as the Messier Marathon.  In a single dusk-to-

dawn session participants attempt to locate all 110 deep-sky objects listed in the Messier catalog using at 

most only star charts—no go-to or other locating aids.  Spiral galaxies M77 and M74 and globular cluster 

M30 perennially defy many Marathoners,  But unlike runners who hit a wall at mid-marathon, M77 and M74 

are Messier walls encountered at the beginning, and M30, at the end, of the session.  M77 and M74 are lo-

cated near the western horizon in the lingering glow of the setting sun, while M30 is located near the east-

ern horizon in the gathering glow of dawn.  Congratulations to Harry Montoro and Dan Chrisman for correctly 

answering the quiz.  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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