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Photographing Hidden Treasures
in the Nighttime Sky
By Michael Martin, RVAS Secretary
With 22 in attendance, including new members Michael and Diane Malpass, President Dwight Holland called the first RVAS meeting of 2018 to order. Tonight’s meeting began on a more somber and
reflective note as Dwight recognized former treasurer Lynn Slonaker, who passed away this past December. Membership Chairman Frank Baratta remembered him as a loyal and long serving treasurer,
but most importantly, as a good friend to the club.
He was a big supporter of his alma mater Virginia
Tech. Dwight and Frank both received letters from
his wife thanking the club for our support during
this difficult time. Dwight led the club in a moment
of silence to honor his life and service to our organization.
To kick off the first order of business, Dwight
turned the floor over to club officers for updates
and observing reports. Vice President John
Wenskovitch, attempted to spot the Aurora while
flying over the North Pole—not something you get
to do every day. Secretary Michael Martin
thanked club members for their responses to a recent Astronomical League Questionnaire and re-

RVAS President Dwight Holland (talking on cell phone)
and others anxiously seek an internet connection for
our evening program.
Photo by Frank Baratta

ported that he is continuing his progress through
the Messier Observing Program and has started to
dabble in some Astrophotography. Treasurer Larry
Hill gave a financial report, stating that the club is
holding steady from year to year. Dwight then suggested that the club’s executive committee look to
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(Meeting Continued on page 2)

(Meeting Continued from page 1)

invest money from our
account more effectively
for future growth. Member at Large Ray Bradley
spoke of upcoming outreach programs, including the
Wilderness Adventure on February 2nd and one at
Mason Cove Elementary School on March 20 th. He
also recently observed Jupiter and Mars near conjunction.
A varying amount of observing reports came from
club members, such as Genevieve Goss who recently
attended a reception at the Hayden Planetarium,
where a concert was held in honor of the Golden
Record currently traveling on

Former President Frank Baratta listens to reports
prior to starting his What's Up program.
Photo by Michael Martin.

Voyager’s 1 and 2. John Goss spoke of the Astronomical League survey and a hope that neighboring
clubs begin to have more interactions between each
other. Finally, Bert Herald told of a recent observing session at the Peaks of Otter with 10 degree
weather and frozen equipment. Thankfully, this has
not deterred his efforts in astrophotography.

RVAS VP John Wenskovitch sets up the Skype connections with our speaker, Lt. Col. Tim McDonald.

“What’s up with Frank” returned for the new year
with highlights including the fact that there is no
full Moon in February and several sights worth seeing for the month. More can be found on these topics in the "What’s Up" highlights in this newsletter.

Photo by Frank 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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The main event of the evening was a fantastic overview of astrophotography from Tim McDonald, who
is currently an experimental Test Pilot and flight
instructor with the USAF Test Pilot School. Tim
has logged over 6,500 hours of flying time in over
80 different types of aircraft. He is also an accomplished amateur astrophotographer. Tim’s presentation, via Skype, entitled “Hidden Treasure for
the Common Man: A Brief Look at Modern Astrophotography” was a step by step walk through of
his ten year journey into astrophotography. As the
presentation began, Tim wanted to make sure we
knew two key points. One: you don’t have to break
the bank to get into astrophotography. Two: It’s all
about the signal to noise ratio.
For the purposes of this talk, he focused on his
imaging of the Andromeda Galaxy. From a beautiful
dark sky location in California, where the shadow of
your hand can show up from the starlight above,
Tim begins his imaging process. An important factor for success is proper setup and location. Be
sure that all your equipment is tightly and properly
installed, with no loose wires hanging around that
could be hit during imaging. Proper alignment with
an equatorial mount is the most important thing, as
it will lead to accurate tracking. Tim reiterated this
point by bring up the 60/20/20 rule. Spend 60% of
your money on the mount, 20% on the telescope and
20% on the camera. Using a guiding scope, he has
computer software track the motion of stars to
make second by second adjustments to the tracking.
Shooting in Raw is imperative, as it will allow the
most amount of data for editing. Once manual focus
has been achieved, he will typically take a 10 minute
exposure shot of his target, followed by a 10 minute exposure with the cap on. This allows him to
use software to cancel out the noise from the original image. Taking 20 exposures at 10 minutes each
will allow him to collect information for 200
minutes of sampling.
This image is then taken to computer software
where it is stacked and enhanced using a variety of

RVAS President Dwight Holland and our speaker, Lt.
Col. Tim McDonald, do a virtual fist bump.

Photo by Michael Martin.

techniques. Tim pointed out how long it can take at
first to understand the editing software and figure
out which settings work for which types of targets
and images. A night’s worth of imaging can take
days to process.
The resulting image of Andromeda from all this
time and post processing was stunning. Tim pointed
out that similar processes can be used on varying
scales for the Moon and Planets with webcams or
DSLR cameras. With Jupiter, he took a webcam and
used software to stack the best 2,000 frames of
the video file. The resulting image showed Jupiter
in sharp detail.
He ended by encouraging everyone to not be discouraged by the difficulty of getting into this
aspect of the hobby. Your images don’t have to look
like they came from the billion-dollar Hubble Space
Telescope. Astrophotography is a very personal endeavor which allows you to put your own touch on
the beauty of space. The four tips that Tim wanted
us to take away as the most important were:
1. The 60/20/20 rule
2. Match your Camera to your Optics
3. Bigger is not always better
4. Research and Study
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Roanoke Valley Astronomical Society
February 19, 2018, 7:30 PM
Featured Speaker

John Wenskovitch
RVAS Vice President
Visualization, a subfield of computer science, focuses on creating images, interactive tools, and
animations to communicate information. Astronomy has become a very data-rich field, generating numerous ongoing collaborations between computer scientists and astronomers to visualize a variety of immense and complex datasets. Witty, articulate and engaging, John is pursuing his PhD in Visualization. His talk will introduce his field to us, discuss its ties with current
astronomy research, and introduce both his own work and research done by others at the intersection of these two fields. Be sure to join us on the 19th for this fascinating program!

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.

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!
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From The Front Seat
It is the day after the landmark SpaceX Falcon Heavy
launch and after watching video after video (the CNN
one is the best for the time spent, I think) I am finally
feeling like we are closer to a new era of Space exploration that is less costly per launch and Kg of payload into
space. When I was in my late 30's, NASA invited me to
be one of the national experts on an assessment of the
technologies and readiness to go to Mars. This was the
late 1990's and we just were not ready. Not. Even.
Close. Many thought we were, but I knew better, and
recent long duration stays in space have proved that to
be true. We are getting there, though.

SpaceX Falcon Heavy launch Vehicle
Photo Credit NASA

Astronomical Sciences are exploding due to better imaging, processing, tracking, and underlying theoretical
science that supports what to really look for. Astronomy and Planetary Sciences collectively hold a deep fascination with the public-- and will do so even more with future Lunar and Mars missions. Can you imagine what
we will be able to see with powerful telescopes from the Moon?
Citizen-Astronomers/Scientists can now access databases that allow for the search by indirect methods for
Exoplanets. Some have been found by dedicated planet finders like you and me after considerable preparation and time. Unbelievable.
Our February lecture is by no other than our ACE grad student John Wenskovitch-- he is talking about computer technology and astronomy synergies and breakthroughs. Please come to hear his talk.
We need to start thinking about officer elections for the late spring and summer. So, fire those campaign
slogans up! And, talk to me and others officers if you might be interested in serving in our group.
Lastly, I'll be gone in March teaching skiing in Vail, CO for almost a month. So, John will handle that meeting
and folks can give him and me ideas for the talk in March.
Until then,
Ad Astra!
Dwight
Dwight Holland, MD, PhD
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Maine Astronomy Retreat
Medomak Retreat Center in Washington, Maine - a vacation for you and your telescope!
Washington, Maine has some of the darkest skies in the Northeast, with a limiting visual magnitude of 6.3
(SQM value: 21.3 MPSAS). This summer, August 11-17, we are hosting our fifth annual Maine Astronomy
Retreat. For six nights you will be able to revel under our expansive dark skies - we will have telescopes on
hand and encourage you to bring yours, too. During the day, in addition to engaging lectures and programs by
our expert facilitators, our facility is at your disposal. Enjoy our quiet waterfront equipped with canoes and
kayaks, play tennis and basketball on our courts, or take a scenic drive and explore the beautiful coastal
towns of mid-coast Maine.
The retreat is led by J. Kelly Beatty, Sky & Telescope's senior editor, and Bruce Berger, director of Amateur Telescope Makers of Boston Research and Imaging Observatory; Our special guest and instructor will
be Babak Tafreshi, founder of The World at Night and nightscape photographer for the National
Geographic image collection.

For this star party there’s no need to bring a tent, sleep in a sleeping bag, or eat uninspired food. Medomak
has comfortable, private cabins with real beds, hot showers, and electricity, as well as delicious, locallysourced meals prepared on the premises. And it's all included in your tuition. Limited to 40 participants.
We would love it if you would pass on this information to your group members or include it in your
newsletter and calendar of events.
Also, please be sure to stop by our booth at NEAF to learn more, or just for a nice “hello.”
More details and the ability to register can be found here: http://www.astronomyretreat.com
Questions? Would you like to speak with a live human? Please feel free to give us a call at 1-866MEDOMAK.

Summer Camp for Families & Retreat Center for Adults
www.medomakcamp.com
www.medomakretreatcenter.com
www.astronomyretreat.com
www.maineyogaretreat.com
www.fiberartsretreat.com
Winter September-May
12230 Clarksville Pike, Suite C
Clarksville, MD 21029
(301) 854-9100

Summer June-August
178 Liberty Rd.
Washington, ME 04574
(207) 845-6001
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RVAS from the Past
By Bill Dillon

were encouraged to bring their own scopes.
May and June events were to include National

RVAS 25 Years Ago

Astronomy Day’s outreach event on May 1st,

Chalking it up to the busyness and distractions
of a December full of family, mirth and spirits
(mostly of the liquid kind), this author missed
the Newsletter deadline (read “totally for-

and the Club’s annual picnic and star party;
site to be determined.

RVAS 10 Years ago

got”) for the January 2018 edition. So, what

It was reported in the February 2008 edition

was reported in the Club Newsletter for Jan-

of the Club Newsletter that there were 16

th

uary 1993? Well, the December 9 lunar

members and 16 guests present. The guests

eclipse outreach on Mill Mountain was pretty

were predominantly members of Cub Scout

much clouded out and best described as

pack 720. The Scouts and their pack leaders

“underwhelming”. On a more positive note, the

were treated to a program on Telescopes and

Society was invited into the always appreciat-

Mounts presented by Mike Overacker and

ed venue of the Hopkins Planetarium for its

Mark Hodges. A special report from the Dark

January meeting, with planetarium director

Sky Committee was given by Genevieve Goss.

Britt Rossie presiding.

Two major outreach events were planned for

The February Newsletter set the stage for

February. The first, set for February 1st but

upcoming activities beginning with the second

postponed to February 8th due to inclement

“mixer” of the 92/93 membership year to

weather, was an educational and observing

take place on the regular meeting night of

event to be held at Staunton River High

February 15th. With the Club providing finger

School in Bedford County. The second was a

food and beverages, plenty of time would be

public outreach event for the February Total

provided for members to socialize and get to

Lunar Eclipse on Wednesday, February 20 th.

know each other. Weather permitting, the

The event was tentatively planned to take

evening would culminate with an observing

place on the Explore Park Spur Road just off

event on the roof of the adjacent garage uti-

the Blue Ridge Parkway.

lizing the Science Museum’s 17” telescope.
March events were to be highlighted by a trip
to the NRAO at Green Bank, West Virginia, to
include a guided tour of the inner workings of
one of the massive radio telescopes. Activities
in April planned to include the open house at
UVA’s Fan Mountain Observatory, including
guided tours and observing with the observa-

Members were being encouraged to participate in The 2008 Globe at Night Campaign.
Because of the ambient light of urban landscapes, many city dwellers have never seen a
sky full of stars. The idea was to help make
the world’s population aware of the effects of
light pollution by helping with the event and
reporting observing results.

tory’s 10”, 30” and 40” telescopes. Members
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What’s Up Highlights
February 1 - 28, 2018
(A summary of the What’s Up program presented at the January 15th meeting.)

Thurs.,
Thurs.,Feb.
Feb.15,
15,2018
2018
7:00
7:00PM
PM EST
EST

This Month:
Winter’s chill is still with us, as the brilliant
stars of Orion and Company continue to
dominate the central portions of our main
viewing area. From dark sky sites, clear
nights after sunset early this month
are prime time to glimpse the ethereal
glow of the Zodiacal Light, the
reflection of sunlight off dust and ice
particles in the plane of the solar
system. Planet-wise, Neptune sets
early, leaving only Uranus to observe
until after midnight, when Jupiter
rises. But moon-free nights during
the month offer ample compensation
with some of our favorite deep-sky
objects. This is the best time of the
year for evening observing of the Great
Orion Nebula, the star clusters of Auriga,
Gemini and Perseus, and so much more. Enjoy!

February Celestial Events:

 Fri., 2nd – For the next two weeks, try to spot the tall cone of the Zodiacal Light in the west
after sunset from dark sites.
 Sun., 11th – Equation of time is at minimum for 2018, 14 min. 14.4 sec. (clocks are ahead of Sun).
 Sun., 11th – Moon at apogee; distance 63.61 Earth-radii.
 Mon., 12th – Jupiter, Mars, Saturn and thin crescent Moon line-up in the SE before dawn.
Compare Mars’ and Antares’ colors, both mag. 1, about 5º apart.
 Wed., 14th, 9:06 PM EST – Partial solar eclipse (lower South America and Antarctica; our next
eclipse is the total lunar one Jan. 20/21, 2019).
 Fri., 16th – Sun enters Aquarius. (Astrologically, the Sun enters Pisces on February 18 th, but
doesn’t do so astronomically until March 12th.)
 Tue., 27th – Moon at perigee; distance 57.06 Earth-radii (10.3% closer than on the 11th).

Sunset and Twilight:

Moon Phases:

Sunset Range: 5:44 p.m. EST (Feb. 1st) to 6:13 p.m. EST (Feb. 28th)
Twilight Ends: 7:14 p.m. EST (Feb. 1st) to 7:40 p.m. EST (Feb. 28th)

Weekend Observing Opportunities:

th

Wed, 7th – Last Quarter
th

Feb. 9 /10
Feb. 16th/17th
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Thurs., 15th – New Moon
Fri., 23rd – First Quarter

THE TRIAD STARFEST, *TRI*STAR*

TriStar 2018 will be held on Saturday, 3 March
Sears Applied Technologies Center
Guilford Technical Community College
Jamestown, NC
A special pre-TriStar lecture: the evening of Friday, 2 March 2018
Details TBA – featuring a visiting astronomer courtesy of the Harlow Shapley Visiting Lectureship Program of the American Astronomical Society
The Triad Starfest, *Tri*Star* for short, is a gathering of astronomers of all types, from novice to professional, for a full day of presentations, displays, and observing. The event allows astronomy enthusiasts to
share ideas, learn about a range of astronomical topics, get together with old friends, and make new ones.
The event will draw astronomers from North Carolina and surrounding states. *Tri*Star* is free and open to
anyone with an interest in astronomy.

*Tri*Star* 2018 will be held Saturday, 3 March, beginning at 8:30 a.m. in the Percy H. Sears Applied
Technologies Center on the campus of Guilford Technical Community College in Jamestown, NC.

In addition to a series of speakers scheduled throughout the day, there will be a wide range of astronomical
displays, assorted astronomy-related vendors, prize drawings, “how-to” help for astronomy beginners, an astroimaging contest, and daytime and nighttime observing sessions (weather permitting).
In addition to Saturday’s agenda, *Tri*Star* usually features a special Friday evening presentation held in
the Auditorium of the Sears Building (the same location as Saturday’s activities), at 7:00 p.m., with Cline Observatory open for observing after the talk, weather permitting. Our 2018 featured speaker will be Donovan
Domingue of Georgia College, who comes to us through the Harlow Shapley Visiting Lectureship Program of
the American Astronomical Society to secure a notable astronomer to speak on Friday and Saturday of this
year’s event.
Best of all, there is no registration fee – this event is always free and open to anyone with an interest in
astronomy!
(Tri Star Continued on page 10)
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(Tri Star Continued from page 9)

Note: In case inclement weather causes the Jamestown Campus of GTCC to be closed on the date of
*Tri*Star*, please monitor campus status before coming to GTCC. Information is available at the GTCC web
page, on Twitter, or by dialing the GTCC switchboard at 336-334-4822.

TriStar 2018 Speakers

Pre-*Tri*Star* Shapley Lecture
Friday, 2 March 2018, 7:00 p.m.
Auditorium, Applied Technologies Building, GTCC
Donovan Domingue, Georgia College and State University, Topic TBA
*Tri*Star* 2018 Saturday Speakers – Detailed Info Coming Soon!
(Speakers include Donovan Domingue, Barbara Becker, and Jeff Regester)
Click here to see last year’s (2017) Schedule & Speaker Bios
Saturday, 3 March 2018
Also in the Applied Tech Auditorium

Morning Presentations
9:30 a.m. Speaker TBA
Topic TBA
11:00 a.m. Speaker TBA
Topic TBA

Afternoon Presentations
2:00 p.m. Speaker TBA
Topic TBA
3:30 p.m. Speaker TBA
Topic TBA
Contact Information
Tom English
Cline Observatory
336-334-4822, ext 50023
Stan Rosenberg
GAC President
336-299-0074
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Monthly Calendar
MONTHLY MEETING: Monday, February 19th, 7:30 p.m., Classroom A, 3rd floor, Center on Church, Downtown
Roanoke. This month’s meeting program features our own Vice President, John Wenskovitch. John’s pursuing his PhD at
Virginia Tech in a subfield of computer science devoted to communicating visually the vast amounts of data various disciplines
collect. Witty, articulate and engaging, John will introduce how astronomers and computer scientists are collaborating to create
the images, interactive tools and animations that make today’s burgeoning astronomical knowledge accessible. Make plans to
join us on the 19th for John’s talk, and for our monthly What’s Up review, observing and outreach reports and other updates and
announcements!
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 9th and 10th. Sunset is at 5:54 p.m. Astronomical twilight ends at 7:22 p.m. The Moon
sets at 12:56 and 1:38 p.m., respectively.
-- Friday and Saturday, February 16th and 17th. Sunset is at 6:02 p.m. Astronomical twilight ends at 7:29 p.m. The Moon
sets at 6:56 and 7:55 p.m., respectively.
-- Future Weekend Observing Opportunities: March 9th and 10th; March 16th and 17th.
ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: Saturday, February 10 th, 6:45 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: March 10 th, 7:00 p.m., Cahas Knob Overlook.)

Astro-Quiz
The orange dwarf star Gliese 75 in Cassiopeia is almost exactly 10 parsecs from us, which means it has an interesting claim to
fame regarding its brightness. How so?
Answer to Last Month’s Quiz: Last month we asked which of the night sky’s 88 constellations is bordered by the most other
constellations and which by the fewest. Of all the star patterns, Hydra, the water snake, stretches across the greatest expanse of
the sky, nearly 7 full hours of right ascension from its western to eastern borders! So, as you therefore might expect, it holds
the title, touching 14 other constellations (including Lupus, which touches only at the point r.a. 15h 3min, dec. -30º 4´). The
“fewest” title goes to Crux, the Southern Cross, which covers the least amount of the celestial sphere and touches only 2 other
constellations. No constellation is completely surrounded by a single other constellation. 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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