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RVAS president Dan Chrisman, sporting his 

“constellation socks”, opened the January 2017 

meeting at 7:30 p.m. with 27 members and 2 guests 

in attendance. While there were no new members 

present, Dan with help from Past President Frank 

Baratta acknowledged our two guests, Bert Herald 

and Dolores Skelly, wife of member Tom Skelly. 

Dan’s request for observing reports brought mostly 

polite snickers as our area skies since the Decem-

ber meeting and Winter Solstice Social have been 

mostly overcast. 

Dan introduced the featured speaker for the even-

ing, our own Michael Good, to present two quite 

varied topics, the mystery and facts behind Dr. 

Clay Sherrod’s lens cleaning potion, and a practical 

application of Laser Ranging.  

Michael opened his presentation with an audience 

tease. As described by Michael, a long awaited 

cleaning out of his basement led to the re-

discovery of a collection of optical lenses manufac-

tured at the Goddard Space Flight Center, and ac-

quired by Michael while employed there. A quick 

showing of a few of the lenses and the promise of a 

later giveaway to meeting attendees made just 

about everyone sit up and pay attention. 

 Michael’s first topic was the special lens cleaning 

“potion” devised by Dr. P. Clay Sherrod. Dr. Sher-

rod, scientist, lecturer, astronomer, and author or 

co-author of several books and over 2000 articles 

and papers has come up with a “sure-fire” solution 

for use in cleaning “precision coated optical lenses, 

corrector plates and other refractive glass”. His 

precise yet somewhat whimsically presented formu-

la for this solution is available on his website at 

http://arksky.org/asoclean.htm, and is made from 

(Meeting Continued on page 2) 

January 2017 Meeting Report 

    Lens Cleaning and Laser Ranging 
By Bill Dillon, Secretary 

RVAS Immediate Past President Michael Good, our Janu-
ary featured speaker, enlightens the group about proper 
care of telescope optics. 

       Photo by Frank Baratta 

http://arksky.org/asoclean.htm
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components readily available at your local super-

market or drug store. Michael says, “Try it; it 

works”. 

Michael next spoke about Laser Ranging and a prac-

tical application he helped to develop while working 

for GE. The basic principle of laser ranging as it 

relates to astronomical or space-based applications 

is nothing much more than knowing the exact loca-

tion of the laser origin, and then: emit a laser pulse 

at the target; count the time for the reflected 

pulse to return; multiply by the speed of light to 

convert time to distance; and divide by 2 (smiley 

face). The technique, useful in fixing the exact lo-

cation of objects in space such as satellites, was in 

use during his time spent at Goddard.   

Michael then described the earth based laser rang-

ing project he helped to design and test while 

working at GE, the ultimate purpose of which was 

to develop a hands-off computerized system to fa-

cilitate the transfer of shipping containers from 

ship to trailer at commercial seaport facilities. He 

shared photos of lasers developed in Germany, tar-

gets designed and tested at GE in Salem, seaport 

facilities he visited in Singapore and Japan, massive 

port cranes, containers and automatically guided 

vehicles (AGV’s) at the shipyards, as well as a com-

puter program he designed, which generated 3-axis 

graphics used to analyze the test results. At the 

conclusion of his presentations, He promised to re-

turn at the end of the meeting to hand out optical 

lenses. 

Frank Baratta  presented a five-minute photo re-

view of VAAS 2016. The photos included a few of 

our door prize winners and of course all four of our 

distinguished speakers being presented with the 

proverbial RVAS coffee mug specially personalized 

for each speaker. 

Frank then began his monthly “What’s Up” presen-

tation highlighting the near and deep sky for the 

month of February. General information for Febru-

ary included a few “celestial happenings”, sunset 

ranges for the month as well as the times of “full 

darkness” at the beginning and end of the month.  

(Meeting Continued from page 1) 

(Meeting Continued on page 3) 

Dr. Dwight Holland (leaning forward) and fellow RVAS 
members listen intently to the laser range-finding seg-
ment of Michael Good’s featured program. 

         Photo by Carolyn Baratta 
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Our opportunities for best viewing, assuming clear 

skies, will be the Last Quarter Moon on Saturday 

the 18th and the New Moon on Sunday the 26th.  

The sky in February offers some viewing challenges 

including a daytime telescopic challenge on Sunday 

the 5th at approximately 3:30 p.m. EST to find   

Aldebaran 5 arcmin from the waxing gibbous Moon 

in the east, 30 degrees high; and on Saturday the 

11th to see if you can catch a slight dimming of the 

Moon’s brightness as it passes through the Earth’s 

Penumbra beginning at about 5:30 p.m. and ending 

at about 9:55 p.m. EST.  

Frank concluded his “What’s Up” for February re-

viewing the “Winter Patterns” in our night sky, 

highlighting Algol, Venus, Mars, Uranus, the Ecliptic 

and the galactic equator or Milky Way. Frank’s 

“What’s Up” programs are posted on the RVAS 

Website under “Tips and Topics”.  

Astronomical League president and RVAS member 

John Goss presented his “Where’s That” observing 

challenge. For this month John chose an asterism in 

Camelopardalis, “Kemble’s Cascade”, a star pattern 

created by an unrelated grouping of stars, and NGC 

1502 found at one end of the asterism. This is a 

binocular challenge and six easy steps will get you 

there. You can find the six steps to follow else-

where in this newsletter. 

 Dan and Ray Bradley reviewed several upcoming 

outreach opportunities. RVAS has been invited to 

participate in several activities: an observing ses-

sion for the Wilderness Medical Society in Febru-

ary, the Science Museum of Western Virginia’s 

“Math-Day” on Tuesday March 14th and the West 

Salem Elementary School STEM PTA meeting on 

Tuesday April 4th. Rand Bowden will lead our Earth 

Day/Astronomy Day outreach on April 22nd.  

Capping off club outreach, Dan congratulated Ray 

Bradley for earning the Astronomical League Out-

reach Award. Ray earned the Basic Level for com-

pleting more than four outreach events and accu-

mulating more than ten hours of outreach activi-

ties. He is well on his way to the Stellar Level of 

fifty additional hours. 

Dan and Ray updated the attendees on LiTel news. 

On Wednesday January 18th, Rand Bowden and Dan 

Chrisman are scheduled to hand over an RVAS do-

nated LiTel to the Craig County Public Library. The 

nascent Craig County Dark Skies Initiative makes 

this donation extra special and has created quite a 

(Meeting Continued from page 2) 

(Meeting Continued on page 4) 

Astronomical League President and RVAS member John 
Goss explains how to find the deep-sky object of the 
month, Kemble’s Cascade. 

    Photo by Carolyn Baratta 

RVAS President Dan Chrisman (left) presents RVAS 
Executive Committee Member-at-Large Ray Bradley 
with the Astronomical League’s Outreach Award. 

Photo by Carolyn Baratta 
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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! 

 

 

bit of buzz in the County. And on Friday, January 

20th, the Franklin County Public Library in Rocky 

Mount and the Westlake Branch Library in Hardy 

will both receive new LiTels funded by their 

“Friends of the Library” chapter. With these latest 

additions to the RVAS program, the total number 

of library telescopes in area libraries will be thir-

teen. 

At this point in the meeting, Dan invited Michael 

Good back to the front of the room to make “good” 

on his promise of an optical lens giveaway. As the 

membership converged on Michael, Dan deftly 

brought the meeting to a close at 8:44 p.m.    

 

(Meeting Continued from page 3) 

RVAS Monthly Meeting 
Monday, February 20, 2017, 7:30 p.m. 

 

Special Guest Speaker 
 

Colonel Gregory A. Topasna, PhD 
Professor of Physics and Astronomy 

Virginia Military Institute 
 

Join us at the Roanoke Valley Astronomical Society’s February meeting as we welcome our special guest 

speaker, Colonel Gregory A. Topasna, PhD.  Professor Topasna will discuss the work being conducted at 

VMI exploring the structure and constituents of the interstellar medium with optical polarimetry.  His 

talk will guide us through what polarimetry involves, as well as how amateurs can build their own polar-

imeters, make observations and contribute to the science.  It has been 25 years since Professor 

Topasna—then a Virginia Tech undergrad—was last featured at an RVAS meeting!  So, we are also look-

ing forward to hearing about his academic journey leading from Blacksburg to Lexington! 
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Eighteenth century astronomers felt there was 

something wrong with our solar system. They sus-

pected that a missing planet existed, moving be-

tween the orbits of Mars and Jupiter at 2.8 Astro-

nomical Units from the sun. A curious mathematical 

relationship, eventually called the Bode–Titus Law, 

had been formulated which seemed to satisfactori-

ly describe the relative spacing of the planetary 

orbits. A planet was predicted  orbiting 2.8 AU 

from the sun, but nothing was seen. 

 

 Planetary Spacing Table 

 

Planet         B–T  Actual 

  value  value 

Mercury 0.40 AU 0.39 AU 

Venus  0.70  0.72 

Earth  1.00  1.00 

Mars  1.60  1.52 

?  2.80  ---- 

Jupiter  5.20  5.20 

Saturn  10.0  9.54  

Uranus  19.6  19.19 

 

European astronomers felt strongly enough about 

the reality of this unknown planet that they formed 

a team, nicknamed the “Celestial Police,” to search 

for it. However, a new body was spotted shortly 

before they could begin their organized search. On 

the night of January 1, 1801, team member 

Guiseppe Piazzi spied a starlike object that had 

moved slightly in the heavens between the Hyades 

and Pleiades star clusters. It was soon realized 

that it was a small body located near the same dis-

tance from the sun as was the “missing” planet pre-

dicted by the Bode-Titus law. It was eventually 

called Ceres. 

 

Three other small bodies were found over the next 

few years, all lying about the same distance from 

the sun as Ceres. They were named Pallas, Juno, and 

Vesta. Over the years, many thousands of these 

small planetoids were found. They became known as 

asteroids.  

 

Within the past twenty years, Ceres has been re-

classified as a “dwarf planet.” The rest, including 

Vesta, are still referred to as asteroids. 

 

Binocular Program: Tracking the asteroid 
Vesta in its orbital path 
 
How to find Vesta: 

1. Locate the bright star Pollux in Gemini. It will be 

found at or approaching the zenith in the early 

evening this time of year. Pollux will be next to a 

similarly bright star, Castor, which lies to its 

northwest. 

2. Aim a pair of binoculars at Pollux. Sigma Gemi-

norum will be seen shining towards the north-

west. 

3. Put Pollux just outside the upper edge of the bin-

ocular field of view. This will help prevent its 

glare from interfering with observations. 

4. Use the accompanying map to establish the loca-

tions of Kappa, Upsilon, and Iota Geminorum, all 

stars of moderate brightness. 

5. Locate Vesta. It will not appear very bright, but 

it will resemble the relatively dim reference star 

indicated on the map. That star lies just east of 

Iota Geminorum. 

 

At the beginning of February, Vesta will appear 

near Kappa as a 6th magnitude starlike object. It 

will lie 143 million miles from Roanoke, but by the 

(Footsteps Continued on page 6) 

A binocular activity 

 

In the footsteps of the Celestial Police 
 
By John Goss 

RVAS NL— February  2017— Pg 5 of 9 



 

 

end of March that distance grows to 191 million 

miles. With that increasing distance, Vesta dims 

somewhat, dipping below magnitude 6.5, but still 

should be relatively easy to spot in binoculars. 

 
Plot the stars in the field, and, as the nights go by, 

Vesta will be seen to change locations. (Be aware 

that this is a rich area in the Milky Way, containing 

many faint field stars.) Throughout February, its 

“retrograde” direction moves a little bit westward 

each day. On March 5th, it reverses course, assum-

ing a “prograde” orbital path. The best dates to 

observe in the early evening are the ones when 

bright moonlight does not interfere: before Febru-

ary 4, between February 13 and March 4, and after 

March 14. 

(Footsteps Continued from page 5) 
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Telescope for sale… 
 

Meade Ultima 8 inch Schmidt-Cassegrain 

$400 

• good optics 

• electronic drive inoperative 

Contact: John Allen, (540) 581-5162; jallensax77@gmail.com 
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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. 

RVAS from the Past 
 

By Bill Dillon 
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RVAS 25 Years Ago 

The opening article in the February 1992 News-

letter announced an inter-club coordination be-

tween RVAS and the Virginia Tech astronomy 

club. The coordination was planned to include VT 

astronomy club speakers at future RVAS meet-

ings and at least one opportunity for RVAS mem-

bers to visit and perhaps use the facilities at the 

Miles Horton Center’s Martin Observatory at VT. 

Members were encouraged to closely observe, 

note and report bright meteor sightings to mem-

ber Britt Rossie, the local contact for the 

“Fireball Network”, a program of the Smithsonian 

Institution’s National Museum of Natural History. 

Any such sightings will likely be reported in the 

organization’s monthly bulletin. 

Speaking of meteorites, an interesting article 

taken from the Back Bay (Virginia) Amateur As-

tronomers newsletter reports on a 13-year old 

youth in Noblesville, Indiana who witnessed the 

fall and recovered a one pound meteorite which 

had landed only five feet from him. 

Lastly, in the January meeting report, it was not-

ed that member Allen Majewski has been doing 

his “astronomy” lately via computer, and that “he 

has a number of GIF images he can share with 

other members by exchanging floppy disks”. (How 

far we have come in just 25 years!) 

RVAS 10 Years Ago 

In the February 2007 Newsletter’s lead article, 

past president Michael Good explained in great 

detail his recent dissection of a crab, the Crab 

Nebula to be exact. The article accompanied by 

several stunning images, described how Michael 

cooked up this 10-light year in diameter crab us-

ing his 10” LX200 scope with an SBIG ST10xme 

CCD camera and an A07 (adaptive optics) guider, 

and red, blue and green filters. The article goes 

on to describe the elements and overall make-up 

of this remnant of a 1054 AD supernova. 

A very nice letter from Dr. Matt Fleenor thanked 

RVAS president Mike Overacker and other mem-

bers for holding a recent observing outreach at 

Roanoke College. Matt received many positive 

comments and thanks from students following the 

event. 

The Board of Directors approved three important 

items to help promote the Club; a display case for 

the Planetarium hallway, a brochure to replace 

rack cards, and the purchase of a 4.5” reflecting 

telescope for loan to members and for public out-

reach events.    



 

 

Astro-Quiz 
 

Suppose you were an inhabitant of a world located at the center of the Large Magellanic Cloud.  About how 

much of your sky would our Milky Way Galaxy cover?  

 

Answer to Last Month’s Quiz:  Last month’s quiz sought to identify the four reference planes that are the 

basis of the four “great” coordinate systems used to designate the location every celestial object, including 

one plane unique to each observer.  Starting with the last is the plane of our horizon, generating altitude and 

azimuth coordinates that vary according the observer’s latitude and longitude on the globe.  Also referenced 

to the globe is the plane of its equator projected into space, yielding the familiar right ascension and declina-

tion equatorial coordinates in common usage today.  Referenced to earth’s orbit, the third plane is that of 

the ecliptic, providing ecliptic latitude and longitude coordinates.  Finally, there’s the plane of our Milky Way 

Galaxy itself, which produces galactic latitude and longitude coordinates centered on the Sun’s location.  

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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Monthly Calendar 
 

MONTHLY MEETING: February 20th, 7:30 p.m., Classroom A, 3rd floor, Center on Church, Down-

town Roanoke.  This month the Society welcomes Colonel Gregory Topasna, PhD, of the Department of 

Physics and Astronomy at the Virginia Military Institute, as our featured speaker, and for the 25th Anniver-

sary of his last appearance at a monthly meeting!  Professor Topasna will highlight his academic journey 

from Virginia Tech undergrad to PhD, his current research and interest in polarimetry, and how amateurs 

can become involved in and contribute to this field of astrophysics.  Make plans to join us for this special 

evening!  

  

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, February 17th and 18th.  Sunset is at 6:03 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 

7:30 p.m. The Moon rises at 12:38 and 1:32 a.m., respectively.  

 

-- Friday and Saturday, February 24th and 25th. Sunset is at 6:10 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 

7:37 p.m. The Moon sets at 4:22 and 5:24 p.m., respectively. 

 

-- Future Observing Opportunities: March 17th and 18th; March 24th and 25th. 

 
ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: Saturday, February 18th, 7:00 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: March 18th, 8:15 p.m., Ca-

has Knob Overlook, milepost 139, Blue Ridge Parkway.) 
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