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With Secretary Michael Martin temporarily hand-

ing over the Quasar Quill, let it be recorded that 

President Dwight Holland opened our Winter Sol-

stice Social with a background of Membership 

Chairman Frank Baratta’s Christmas music, and 

with 28 attending.   

 

Following a hearty welcome to members and guest 

Mary Hunt, “The Punch Lady”, Dwight and Treas-

urer Larry Hill announced the sale of the last 2018 

Astronomy calendar. The RVAS is ready for the 

new year! 

 

Focusing on the next three months, Member-at-

Large Ray Bradley asked members to support four 

outreach events.  First, the Science Museum of 

Western Virginia is conducting a Cub Scout Nova 

program on January 19-20, January 26-27 and  (Meeting Continued on page 2) 

December RVAS Meeting Notes 

Food and Fun Fill Winter Social 
 

By Mark Hodges, Ray Bradley, Dan Chrisman and Frank Baratta 

RVAS President Dwight Holland wants to expresses his 
thanks to the officers and members of the club for their 
advice, encouragement and efforts since he took office. 

This Newsletter is Dedicated to: Lynn Slonaker 

June 6, 1928 - Dec 16, 2017  

RVAS Loyal Member since 1985  

Treasurer RVAS from 1990's until Mid 2005 

With our deepest thanks and appreciation  

for his kind, outstanding service to RVAS  



 

 

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.  
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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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February 9-10. The theme for these three sessions 

is “Mars Colonization”.  Participating Scouts will 

complete the program requirements over two days 

at the museum.  For one of these requirements, 

Education Manager Hannah Weiss asked RVAS to 

teach a class on the health effects of long-duration 

space missions and to provide a panel member to 

review the end-of-program projects.  The next out-

reach event is on February 2nd (February 16th as an 

alternate for inclement weather).  At this event, 

we are providing a presentation and, weather per-

mitting, an observing session to the Wilderness 

Medical Society hosted by Wilderness Adventure 

at Eagle Landing in New Castle Va.  Then in March, 

we are participating in two PTA STEM nights at 

local elementary schools:   Mason Cove Elementary 

School on March 20th and West Salem Elementary 

School on March 28th.  At these events, we will 

have several indoor astronomical activities for the 

students.  And, if weather permits, we will have one 

or two telescopes outside for the students to uti-

lize. 

 

At Warp Speed, we transitioned to Frank’s Star 

Wars-themed Ice Breaker game, the latest in his 

annual concoctions to get everyone into the spirit 

of the evening.  After narrating a scenario in which 

Earth is again threatened by a new Death Star, two 

teams were lined up, facing each other.  One team 

(Meeting Continued from page 1) 

(Meeting Continued on page 3) 

The Earth team’s line (right) hurries to keep the globe 
ahead of the destroyer tennis ball chasing it down the 
Death Star team’s line (left) during the evening’s ice-
breaker game. 

Photo by Carolyn Baratta 

Pad and pen in hand, Immediate Past President Dan 
Chrisman takes notes (with help from Mark Hodges, not 
shown) for our Secretary, Michael Martin, who was una-
ble to attend. 

Photo by Carolyn Baratta 
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was given a head start to pass a 6-inch Earth globe 

down and back its line, while the other did the same 

with a tennis ball Death Star passed in frantic pur-

suit. The Death Star chased the Earth. Both teams 

suffered setbacks. But as time elapsed, Earth had 

managed to elude subjugation or destruction.  Team 

Earth declared victory, received the prize of “first 

dibs” at the food table, and its members descended 

upon the delicious goodies that awaited.   

 

Following the excitement of the game, people chit-

chatted, filled their plates and eventually took 

their seats. Noting that our next RVAS meeting is 

Monday January 15th, Dwight offered a plan: a 

presentation via Skype on Astrophotography by his 

associate, Lt Col Tim McDonald, USAF retired, 

USAF Test Pilot School Instructor Pilot.  In case 

of technical difficulties or other issues, Ray            

offered to show two short videos which would likely 

generate some good group discussion, afterwards. 

 

Dwight then called on Frank for his ‘What’s Up’ for 

January 1-31, 2018. See the “What’s Up Highlights” 

elsewhere in this issue.  

Next up was our 6th annual end-of-year slideshow, 

which spanned the time from our December 2016 

Social to date.  For our 2017 edition, no fewer than 

16 people contributed images.  Special thanks go to 

our primary meeting and activities photographer, 

Carolyn Baratta, for her dedicated efforts.  Run-

ning just a bit over 15 minutes, the 150-plus slides 

were set to Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto No. 4 and 

elicited a running commentary and quips from those 

present.  Everyone enjoyed the images of members, 

friends and guest speakers “caught in the act” at 

meetings, the annual picnic, August’s solar eclipse 

and numerous other events and outreach activities.  

Thanks to Frank for preparing the slideshow from 

the over 400 photos contributed during the course 

of the year. 

 

With members re-energized, Mark Hodges and 

Bert Herald impressed the audience with some 

wonderful astrophotographic results from the Au-

gust solar eclipse and Messier object sessions. 

 

Thanking Frank, Mark, Bert and all for their contri-

butions and hard work, Dwight closed the meeting 

at 9:06 pm with an invitation to a local watering 

hole for members inclined to continue the holiday 

festivities into the night. 

 

(Meeting Continued from page 2) 

Club member Carol Mesimer (left) tats and chats with 
guest Mary Hunt during a break in the night’s activities. 

Photo by Carolyn Baratta 

Club member Frank Baratta shares information about 
the night sky for January 2018 during his What’s Up pro-
gram. 

Photo by Carolyn Baratta  
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Tim McDonald ("NiCd") is currently an Experi-

mental Test Pilot and flight instructor with the 

USAF Test Pilot School and currently flies five 

different aircraft types, including the F-16.  

 

He is a classroom and flight instructor in the test 

disciplines of stability & control, handling qualities, 

loads, aero-elasticity, high-angle-of-attack, perfor-

mance, propulsion, mission systems and human fac-

tors.  

He serves on the Board of Directors for the 

Society of Experimental Test Pilots Foundation and 

is an award-winning author and public speaker on a 

variety of topics.  

 

Tim attended the USAF Academy and obtained his 

BS in Astronautical Engineering in 1986; then a 

MS, Mechanical Engineering, with honors, from Cal 

State University, Fresno in 1998.  

 

He has 9 years operational flying experience in the 

F-16 and A-10, in Korea, the Philippines, Japan, 

United Kingdom, Germany, Turkey and Iraq. 

He was the European A-10 Demonstration Pilot in 

1991.  

 

He is a 1996 graduate of the Air Force Test Pilot 

School, and has 20+ years of experimental flight 

test experience in the F-16, F-15, F-117, T-38, DG-

1000 and Boeing 747. Tim has logged over 6,500 

hours of flying time in over 80 different types of 

aircraft. He is also an accomplished amateur astro-

photographer. 

(Bio Continued on page 5) 

Tim McDonald's Short Bio and abstract of 

his January Astrophotograhy talk 

Tim McDonald F-117 

Horsehead M31 
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Presentation Summary: 

 

The proliferation of CCD technology and rapid ex-

pansion of personal computing power has made it 

possible to capture deep-sky images that were 

considered out-of-reach for most amateur astro-

photographers only a few short decades ago.  

 

Join test pilot and amateur astrophotographer Tim 

McDonald as he explains the basics of telescope 

optics, navigating the night sky, closed-loop track-

ing of moving targets, signal-to-noise ratio optimi-

zation techniques and the data processing methods 

today's digital astrophotographers are using to 

produce stunning images of galaxies, 

nebulae, globular star clusters and planets.  

 

The presentation will be made over Skype and is 

expected to last 45-50 minutes, with some time at 

the end for questions and answers. 

 

(Bio Continued from page 4) 
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From The Front Seat 

Dwight Holland, MD, PhD 

RVAS President 

 

Dear Members and Friends: 

 

After having a wonderful Holiday Party that Frank 

Baratta Masterminded where fun was had by all, 

including a "don't drop the planet" race to see who 

got to get the goodies first-- we were sad to find 

out that a long-time loyal member and past Treas-

urer went to the great Observatory in the sky (see 

Lynn Slonaker's obituary  at http://

www.oakeys.com/memsol.cgi?

user_id=2049798  ).  As stated, he served our 

group as Treasurer until mid 2005, and was a mem-

ber since 1985!  He certainly "ran his course, and 

kept the faith" by all accounts.  What a great guy, 

friend/faithful officer of our group for many 

years, and Great VT Hokie. 

 

Dr Paul Caffrey was in town visiting relatives and 

he and I sat together during the funeral, I under-

stand others from our club went to the wake.  I 

sent a condolence on behalf of the club, and bought 

a plant that his family could have from us as a 

"Thank You" for his years of service.  The pic of 

Paul and me is just after his funeral at Christ Lu-

theran Church in the Raleigh Court neighborhood. 

 

On a happier note-- I am delighted that we are do-

ing so well with Outreach, having managed a great 

Solar Eclipse event, a beautiful fall picnic, and oth-

er fun and education events at schools, libraries, 

etc.  We are a force for good in this community, 

and I am proud of this group, the Board, and our 

members and supportive Friends.  

 

We will be helping Scouts with their NOVA pro-

gram in the near future and I thank Ray, Dan, and 

others, for being willing to support this.  Ray has 

the stick for that. 

 

I hope you all had the best possible holidays, and 

am excited about our possibilities for the New 

Year. 

 

And, THANK YOU all again for helping this "new" 

President to get over his sea trials without too 

many ball drops.  It has been a fun, rewarding 

cruise to date, with many more good times ahead, I 

hope.  

 

May The Force be with you in 2018. 

 

LLAP, 

 

Dwight 

 

P.S.  Due to Frank saving the day several times and 

being the Past Past Past (3P) President-- he is now 

known as "3PO".  The O is for Organizer.   
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Paul Caffey and Dwight Holland attend Lynn Slonaker's 

funeral at Christ Lutheran Church in Dec 2017-- Roanoke, 

VA  
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Monthly Calendar 
 

MONTHLY MEETING: Monday, January 15th, 7:30 p.m., Classroom A, 3rd floor, Center on Church, 

Downtown Roanoke.  For our January meeting we’re once again planning to feature a guest speaker via a re-

mote, real-time hook-up.  A close friend and colleague of RVAS President Dwight Holland, retired USAF Lt. 

Col. Tim McDonald is an Experimental Test Pilot and flight instructor with the USAF Test Pilot School.  An 

astronautical and mechanical engineer, he’s piloted a variety of aircraft at home and in Europe, the Middle 

East and the Far East.  But he’s also an avid and accomplished astrophotographer.  He’ll be spending the even-

ing with us via Skype, and sharing his astrophotography knowledge and experience with the tools and digital 

techniques that are used to produce today’s stunning images of the night sky.  (Note: In the event of tech-

nical difficulties, we’ll present two Hubblecast videos, with audience discussion to follow.)  We’ll also have our 

usual reports and announcements, and our regular What’s Up short program.  Mark your calendar and join us 

on the 15th! 

 

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, January 5th and 6th.  Sunset is at 5:17 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 6:50 p.m. 

The Moon rises at 9:41 and 10:56 p.m., respectively. 

 

-- Friday and Saturday, January 12th and 13th.  Sunset is at 5:24 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 6:56 

p.m. The Moon sets at 2:19 and 2:58 p.m., respectively. 

 

-- Future Weekend Observing Opportunities: February 9th and 10th; February 16th and 17th.   

 

ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: Saturday, January 13th, 6:15 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: February 10th, 6:45 p.m., 

Cahas Knob Overlook.) 

Astro-Quiz 
 

The night sky is divided into 88 constellations.  Which of these shares its border with the most other con-

stellations and which with the fewest?  How many constellations border these two? 

 

Answer to Last Month’s Quiz: Last month we asked why the time around the spring equinox is preferred for 

conducting a Messier Marathon activity.  There are two primary reasons why this is so.  The first reason is 

that there is no other time during the course of the year when all Messier objects either emerge from even-

ing twilight before setting or rise before they are overcome by morning twilight.  The second reason is that 

around the spring equinox the ecliptic attains its steepest angle to the horizon, such that the Sun sinks be-

low the horizon more rapidly in the evening and climbs toward the horizon more slowly in the morning, reduc-

ing twilight at the beginning and end of the Marathon.  Congratulations to Dan Chrisman for correctly ad-

dressing the first reason in his response.  Have an answer to this month’s quiz (or a future question and an-

swer to suggest)? E-mail it to astroquiz@rvasclub.org! 
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