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President Michael Martin called the December 

meeting to order at 7:30 pm, presented the 

evening’s agenda, and welcomed the 38 members 

and 1 guest. Our guest was Jenn Trimpe, who found 

RVAS on the Meet Up page, and decided to join us 

this evening. Welcome Jenn and we hope to see you 

again.  

President Martin then kicked off the event by en-

couraging everyone to introduce themselves to 

their neighbors, socialize, get to know each other, 

and to partake of the ample snacks, sweets, and 

drinks provided.   

No time was wasted as people queued up with plates 

in hand and settled down to discuss with each other 

the different astronomy and non-astronomy activi-

ties that held their interest during the year 2019.  

I don’t know the details of each conversation held 

but personally I got to know Tom Wise much bet-

ter as we discussed his interest in astronomy, the 

equipment he used for observation, as well as other 

common ground between us. 

While folks were munching and socializing, we were 

treated to our 8th annual end-of-year slideshow 

depicting members engaged in astronomy activities 

being shown, to the accompaniment of holiday mu-

sic. Thanks Frank and Carolyn Baratta for another 

great job taking pictures and preparing the show. 

Once everyone had eaten and had time to converse, 

President Martin returned to the agenda and be-

gan by asking Exec. Comm. Member at Large, Ray 

Bradley for an outreach program update. Ray re-

ported that with the holiday season and end of year 

(Meeting Continued on page 2) 

Nearly 40 people turned out for December’s Winter 

Solstice social.  

Photo by Frank Baratta 
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upon us there were no scheduled activities.      

However, 2020 will be another matter as events 

are now being scheduled for January and February. 

As always, we encourage all RVAS members to help 

out when asked to support this major club program.    

Next, Immediate Past President Dan Chrisman 

was called upon to present a number of awards to 

our members.  He began by presenting the Astro-

nomical League “Basic Level” Outreach Award to 

Keith Wimmer and Michael Martin, earned by vol-

unteering at least 10 hours in supporting 5 outreach 

events. Mark Hodges was presented the “Stellar 

Level” award, earned by volunteering at least 50 

hours of outreach service beyond the basic level. 

Congratulations to these members for their dedi-

cated outreach service.   

Also, regarding outreach, Frank Baratta mentioned 

that he had received cards and notes from stu-

dents at Andrew Lewis Middle School thanking 

RVAS for our outreach on November 11. John 

Sheffey, Roger Pommerenke, Dan Chrisman, 

Mike Hutkin, Ray Bradley, and Ray’s brother,   

(Meeting Continued from page 1) 

(Meeting Continued on page 3) 

RVAS members queue up for the table overflowing with 

holiday treats.   Photo by Mike Hutkin 

Michael Martin receives the Astronomical League 
Messier Observing Award, recognized by previous RVAS 
awardees: Dan Chrisman (2017), Frank Baratta (1991), 
Michael Good (2000), John Goss (1999) and John 
Wenskovitch (2016).  

Photo by Mike Hutkin 
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Allen Bradley, brought five solar scopes to the 

school to show the students the Mercury transit of 

the sun and answer questions.   

Finally, Dan called up Frank Baratta, Michael 

Good, John Goss, and John Wenskovitch, who to-

gether with himself represent those in attendance 

who have completed the observation of all 109 

Messier objects. This group then presented the 

Astronomical League Messier Observing Award to 

Michael Martin for his recent observation comple-

tion of the Messier list.  Congratulations Michael 

and now on to your next goals of the next list!   

The next agenda item was an “open mic” session 

with members encouraged to speak about recent 

observing sessions, new equipment, and any other 

topics of interest on their minds. Immediate Past 

President of the Astronomical League and RVAS 

member John Goss got things started by bringing 

us up to date on his efforts to bring “dark sky 

park” designations to nearby state parks. He and 

Mahesh Tailor, a former RVAS member, went to 

Douthat State Park on Nov. 20 and were going to 

Natural Bridge State Park on Dec. 18 to take pic-

tures showing the quality of the night sky. These 

photographs are used by the International Dark 

Sky Association to help them determine the wor-

thiness of the park in earning the "Dark Sky Park" 

designation.   

Michael Good told us about his Dec 12 interaction 

with a group of girl scouts and their leaders at his 

home observatory.  Besides learning some great 

lessons in astronomy, they were able to observe 

Vega, the brightest star in the northern constella-

tion of Lyra, the Ring Nebula (M57), double stars in 

Andromeda (M31), and of course, our own moon. No 

doubt it was a successful evening for this group of 

interested scouts and future astronomers. 

Ed Dixon spoke about some recent work he had 

done using the Raspberry Pi 4 and Stellarmate 

software to control the telescope.  The credit card 

sized, low cost Pi 4 is a computer that interfaces to 

monitor, keyboard, and mouse units. Stellarmate is 

its operating system.   

(Meeting Continued from page 2) 

(Meeting Continued on page 4) 

Ed Dixon exhibits and describes his new Raspberry Pi 4.    

Photo by Carolyn Baratta 

Telescope used by John Wenskovitch on recent Caldwell 
list observing.    

Photo by John Wenskovitch 

The Pleiades, also known as the Seven Sisters and 

Messier 45, located in the constellation of Taurus.   

Photo by Michael Martin 
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Michael Martin stepped up next and showed some 

great pictures he had recently taken of the Pleia-

des, or Seven Sisters, cluster (M45) 

Past Vice President, John Wenskovitch, next 

took the floor to report on his continuing work on 

the Astronomical League Caldwell Observing pro-

gram. With much of this list many of 109 deep sky 

objects appearing in the Southern skies, it is a sig-

nificant additional observing challenge for astrono-

mers in our hemisphere. But John was fortunate to 

be recently attending a conference in Australia, 

established contact with the Astronomical Society 

of New South Wales, and was afforded use of a 17 

½ inch telescope.  John reported that after 15 

hours of intense observing over 3 nights, he was 

able to check off 37 out of the 39 objects he 

hoped to observe during his visit. The remaining 2 

were missed because of the typical issues of 

clouds, trees blocking the view, and moonlit skies.   

A return trip may be in John’s future. He also re-

marked that constellations familiar to us in the 

north have a much different appearance in the 

Southern Hemisphere, pointing out that Orion ap-

pears upside down from what we would expect to 

see.  It should be noted that John Goss and Clark 

Thomas are the only RVAS members to have earned 

this observing award. 

Always vigilant, Keith Wimmer reported on his re-

cent observing which included the Crab Nebula 

(M1), the Dumbbell Nebula (M27), and Polaris in 

Ursa Minor.   

Finally, Michael Martin reported receiving an email 

from Michael Ridenour, a friend of RVAS, who re-

ported on the Stellina telescope and included a pic-

ture of the Orion Nebula. Mark Hodges offered 

that the telescope is available at a pricey $4000.   

Last but not least on the Social agenda, Michael 

called on Frank Baratta for our monthly What’s Up 

sky review.  This evening’s program looked ahead to 

January and the beginning of a new year.  Winter 

will be in full swing as our planet passes closest to 

the Sun, the cold season due to Earth’s northern 

hemisphere tipping back away from the more direct 

rays and not our distance.  In another of January’s 

annual curiosities, we experience the latest sunrise 

for 2020 at the same time that the amount of day-

light hours continues to increase. 

 

Among the other celestial happenings for January, 

the annual Quadrantid meteor shower arrives the 

night of the 3rd/4th.  On the 27th, as evening dusk is 

growing, observers can spot brilliant Venus above 

the dazzling waxing crescent Moon in the south-

west.  But look closer with binoculars or a telescope 

and you may just detect inconspicuous Neptune just 

11 arcmin to the southwest of Venus.  

 

For additional details regarding the January sky, 

see the What’s Up Highlights in this issue.  The 

complete January What’s Up PowerPoint can be 

viewed on the RVAS website, under “Tips and Top-

ics.” 

 

The floor was then opened to questions.  The group, 

filled from the many treats provided and the dis-

cussions offered, had none and the December 

meeting was adjourned. 

(Meeting Continued from page 3) 

Frank Baratta prepares to deliver his “What’s Up” for 
the January skies.   

Photo by Mike Hutkin 
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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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Welcome Mat 
 

The Society bids a warm and cordial welcome to David and Elizabeth (“Betsy”) Kibler, of Salem, who became 

Senior Family members in November.  He’s originally from the Erie, Pennsylvania, area.  She was born in Ethi-

opia while her parents were missionaries there, but grew up in Philadelphia.  Dave is Professor Emeritus of 

civil and environmental engineering at Virginia Tech, whose career focus has been hydrology.  Betsy has a B.S. 

in nursing, a career choice that took her to Kentucky and later to Charlottesville, and ultimately the Roanoke/

Salem area.  Music plays a large role in their lives: both play the euphonium and met through their member-

ship in the Blacksburg Community Band.  As far as their interest in astronomy, it originates mostly through 

David and a community college course he took while living in California in the early 1970s.  But though he had 

some contacts with clubs years ago while at Penn State and then Virginia Tech, he didn’t become excited 

about astronomy until very, very recently.  In fact, the Kiblers were driving by Andrew Lewis Middle School 

the morning of November 11th, the day of the Mercury transit, and noticed several telescopes set up.  Re-

turning a short while later, they were treated to some views by our own Ray Bradley.  David attended the No-

vember 18th meeting and sent in his membership the very next day!  He hopes his membership will help him 

develop observing skill (and put to full use the 25 x 100 Zhumell binoculars he’s acquired!) and learn more of 

astronomy’s fundamentals.  Regarding the latter, he’s currently progressing through the Great Course’s 

“Introduction to Astronomy,” presented by Alex Filippenko, a series other RVAS members have likewise en-

joyed. 

 

David and Betsy, thanks so much for joining the RVAS!  We’re glad to have you as members.  We’re anticipat-

ing regularly having your company at club meetings and activities.  And we’re sure you’ll find your fellow mem-

bers ready to share their experience and learn about yours in return. 

RVAS January Anniversaries 
 

Membership Milestones 
 

This month, the tenth installment in our series, we’re highlighting the current RVAS members who celebrate 

their anniversary with the club in January.  Those who joined during this month, and the years when their 

membership began, include: Mark Hodges (1986), John, Sarah and David Pero (2015) and Bert Herald (2017) 

and Michael and Diane Malpass (2018).  Congratulations to all of you on your RVAS Anniversaries! 

 

To say that we offer special recognition to Mark Hodges would be a gross understatement.  Mark, as most 

readers of this newsletter column know, is the most senior among our current members.  This month, we cele-

brate his 34th consecutive year of RVAS membership!  His knowledge and easy-going friendliness strengthen 

the core of our club.  Thank you, Mark, for your long and continuing loyalty to the RVAS! 

 

Among the others celebrating anniversaries this month, we note that the Pero membership has hit the five-

year level.  Thanks to them for reaching this milestone year.  For Bert Herald, it’s three years; and for the 

Malpasses, it’s two years.  Thanks to them as well.   

 

To all mentioned above, and to all those among our current 74 memberships, we’re glad to have you with us! 
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Our club was welcomed back for a second year at 

the Salem Red Sox Park on July 17th, 2019 to cele-

brate the 50th anniversary of the Apollo 11 moon 

landing.   

We offered baseball fans coming into the Park 

many interesting facets related to this monumental 

event. 

Ray Bradley provided Apollo mission details re-

garding the Saturn V rocket and demonstrated mis-

sion objectives via his scaled model.  He also pro-

vided participants a virtual reality tour of our 

known universe thanks to a handy “app” he acquired.  

  

Harry Kessler, John Sheffey, Rand Bowden and 

John Spruhan offered solar observing through our 

club Coronado telescope.  NASA solar research 

handouts were warmly welcomed by participants to 

that station.   

Several club members including Michael Martin and 

Dan Chrisman demonstrated gravity/weight varia-

tions on the Earth, Moon, and Jupiter by guiding 

participants to use our planetary scales.  For some 

reason, some folks preferred to forego weighing 

themselves on the Jupiter scale...must be the in-

credible weight Jupiter’s gravity creates...  ;) 

Several members brought their personal telescopes 

or library telescopes for demonstration/education 

of different aspects regarding imaging, perfor-

mance, and best of all...live moon and Jupiter view-

ing from the stadium. 

(Game Continued on page 8) 
Ray Bradley fields a question from a young family about 

the third stage of the Apollo Saturn Rocket.  

With the Coronado solar scope at his side, John 
Sheffey discusses astronomy phone apps with a local 
amateur astronomer at the Salem Memorial Ballpark. 

Rand Bowden introduces the library telescope to a Sa-
lem Red Sox fan with a view of a Poor Mountain radio 
tower viewed through a Ferris wheel. 

Extra Innings at the Salem Red Sox Game 
 
By Rand Bowden, Ray Bradley, Dan Chrisman, Harry Kessler,  

   Michael Martin, John Sheffey and John Spruhan 
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This was a very successful outing as we promoted 

our club and networked with individuals, couples, 

and families about our astronomy-based mis-

sion. About seventy baseball fans enjoyed our ac-

tivities. 

Thanks to our members that organized and volun-

teered to make this wonderful three-and-a-half-

hour event happen. 

[Photos by Dan Chrisman] 

(Game Continued from page 7) 

Lily and Lauren Martin watch President Michael Mar-
tin, immersed in the Lunar Reconnaissance Orbiter video 
clip from Ray Bradley’s Apollo 11 50th anniversary 
presentation 

Nearing the end of the post-game observing session with 
twenty baseball fans, Ray Bradley and Harry Kessler 
guide a child’s first view of Jupiter and its Galilean 
moons using Rand Bowden’s Orion 10” Dobsonian tele-
scope.  Rand Bowden tests the moon port of the Orion 
4.5” library telescope as the full moon rises between full 
stadium lights. 
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What’s Up Highlights 
January 1-31, 2020 

 

(A summary of the What’s Up program presented at the December 16th meeting.) 
 

This Month: 
Welcome to 2020!  Early in January observers braving 

the cold and late hours can enjoy the first of the 

new year’s major annual meteor showers.  A day lat-

er, and anomalously, since it’s winter, Earth makes 

its closest passage to the Sun, a reminder that 

the tilt of our gyroscopic planet causes our sea-

sons.  And the next day after that we experience 

the latest sunrise for the entire year, a follow-up 

to last month’s earliest sunset and longest day for 

2019.  Late in January astrophiles can observe a 

close conjunction of the brightest of the planets 

and one well below naked-eye visibility.  See below 

for details. 

 

January Celestial Events: 
• Wed., 1st – Moon at apogee; 63.43 Earth-radii from Earth. 

• Fri./Sat., 3rd/4th – Quadrantid Meteor shower peaks (ZHR 110); best after 2:00 a.m. on the 4th (near 

first quarter moon sets at 1:21 a.m.). 

• Sun., 5th – Earth at perihelion; 0.9832 AU from the Sun (147,091,144 km  or 91,398,199 mi, center to 

center; 3% closer than at aphelion in July). 

• Sun., 6th – Latest sunrise of 2020 (7:34:04 a.m. for Roanoke). 

• Thurs., 9th – Moon at ascending node (ecliptic longitude 98.4°). 

• Mon., 13th – Moon at perigee; 57.38 Earth-radii from Earth (9.5% closer than on the 1st). 

• Wed., 22nd – Moon at descending node (ecliptic longitude 278.4°). 

• Mon., 27th, 6:30 p.m. – Challenge Observation: Spot 3-day-old thin crescent moon low in the SW, and 

Venus above it, with Neptune 11 arcmin to SW. 
 

Sunset and Twilight: Moon Phases: 

Sunset Range: 5:13 p.m. (Jan. 1st) to 5:43 p.m. (Jan. 31st) 
  

Thurs., 2nd – First Quarter 
  

Fri., 10th – Full Moon 
  

Fri., 17th – Last Quarter 
  

Fri., 24th – New Moon 

Twilight Ends: 6:46 p.m. (Jan. 1st) to 7:12 p.m. (Jan. 31st) 
  

Weekend Observing Opportunities: 

  

Jan. 17th/18th 

Jan. 24th/25th 

RVAS NL— January 2020— Pg 9 of 12 



 

 

Reflection nebula M45 Pleiades 12/19/19 

Photo made with a Canon T7i DSLR equipped with a 

300mm zoom lens set at 300mm with a CLS filter mount-

ed on  a ioptron Sky Guider Pro. 31 light frames and 10 

dark frames of 120 seconds each at 1600 ISO stacked 

in DeepSkyStacker and post processing using GIMP and 

PhotoPad Image Editor 

Emission nebula Barnard’s loop in Orion 12/24/19 

Photo made with a Canon T7i DSLR equipped with a 

300mm zoom lens set at 75mm with a CLS filter mounted 

on  a ioptron Sky Guider Pro. 30 light frames and 10 dark 

frames  of 120 seconds each at 1600 ISO stacked in 

DeepSkyStacker and post processing using GIMP and 

PhotoPad  Image Editor 

Member Observation 

M45 Pleiades, Barnard’s Loop 
By Dave Thomas 

RVAS NL— January 2020— Pg 10 of 12 



 

 

RVAS from the Past 
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By Bill Dillon 

RVAS 25 Years Ago 

Newsletter articles from January 1995 

RVAS to Host VAAS in Early April 

Not the lead article in the January 1995 Newslet-

ter, but no doubt the most important news of the 

day, “At its December 4th  meeting our Executive 

Committee voted to proceed with preparations for 

the next Astronomical Societies convention.” The 

convention was (appropriately) scheduled for April 

1, 1995. Indoor activities would take place at the 

Science Museum of Western Virginia. At the pub-

lishing of the newsletter, some speakers had been 

lined up including Colonel David duPuy, professor of 

astronomy and director of the observatory at VMI. 

Also, ITT, Inc and Hubble Lighting, Inc had com-

mitted to provide speakers on night vision goggles 

and environmentally sensitive lighting, respectively. 

A planetarium show, swap-meet and a star party 

were also being considered. Stay tuned to this col-

umn for further developments as April approaches. 

1995 Meeting and Observing Dates 

A nice touch included in this newsletter from 25 

years ago which (at least in the mind of this writer) 

ought to be repeated each year was a complete list 

by month and date of all scheduled RVAS meeting 

dates and observing dates. In the words of the au-

thor, “For members who like to set their plans well 

in advance…”.  

Several other worthwhile articles graced the pages 

of our January 1995 newsletter covering topics 

ranging from a giant storm on the surface of Sat-

urn to observing the Rosette Nebula and the re-

ports, updates and Sky Tour from the Society’s 

December meeting. 

RVAS 10 Years Ago 

Newsletter articles from January 2010 

2010 Celestial Highlights 

A well written and informative article for visual 

astronomical observers by John Goss lays out “a 

variety of sights and events” for 2010. Topics cov-

ered included observing the moon next to a few 

beautiful deep sky objects; a close approach by 

Mars in late January; directions to “view” the As-

teroid Belt’s brightest member, Vesta; a chance 

beginning in early May to more easily find and ob-

serve Uranus; and some helpful hints in finding 

Comet 103P/Hartley 2 in October. 

Stardust in Your Rain Gutters 

In his January 2010 newsletter article, Jack Gross 

suggests that among the 40,000 tons of stuff that 

fall from the sky each year, some may fall on to 

your roof and be subsequently washed off of your 

roof and down your rain gutters, to accumulate in a 

small pile of debris at the bottom of your rain gut-

ter spout. If this be so, to begin your meteorite 

collection, start in that   pile of wet “stuff” laying 

under your gutter spout. Oh, why not?    



 

 

Monthly Calendar 
  

MONTHLY MEETING: Monday, January 20th, 7:30 p.m., Classroom B, 3rd floor, Center on Church, 

Downtown Roanoke.  For our monthly meeting, the RVAS is pleased to welcome back Steve Conard as our 

special guest speaker.  An optical systems engineer for the Johns Hopkins University Applied Physics Labor-

atory (APL) in Laurel, Maryland, Steve led the team that built and tested the Long-Range Reconnaissance 

Imager (LORRI) instrument aboard the New Horizons spacecraft that visited Pluto in July 2015.  More re-

cently, the craft has been traversing the Kuiper Belt.  Steve will discuss its encounter with Kuiper Belt Ob-

ject Arrokoth, as well as a new LORRI being built for the Lucy mission to Jupiter’s Trojan Asteroids.  (See 

elsewhere in this issue for more details.)  Steve is always informative and entertaining, so be sure to join us 

for his talk and our other January meeting activities! 

 

RVAS WEEKEND OBSERVING OPPORTUNITIES: RVAS members observe from various sites, with Cahas 

Knob Overlook, at milepost 139 on the Blue Ridge Parkway, being our traditional location.  For updates on 

members’ observing plans, log onto the RVAS Yahoo Group (RVAS members only) and/or call the RVAS Mes-

sage Line, 540-774-5651, about an hour before sunset on the indicated dates. 

 

-- Friday and Saturday, January 17th and 18th.  Sunset is at 5:29 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 7:00 

p.m. The Moon rises at 1:25 and 2:33 a.m., respectively. 

 

-- Friday and Saturday, January 24th and 25th.  Sunset is at 5:36 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 7:07 

p.m. The Moon sets at 5:26 and 6:25 p.m., respectively. 

 

-- Future Weekend Observing Opportunities: February 14th and 15th: 21st and 22nd. 

 

ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: Saturday, January 18th, 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 15th, 6:45 p.m., 

Cahas Knob Overlook.) 

Astro-Quiz 
 

The Milky Way has over 150 known globular clusters.  Of these, NGC 2419 might be one that would readily 

capture the attention of an astronomer inhabiting the Andromeda Galaxy looking our way.  Why would that 

be?  

 

Answer to Last Month’s Quiz:  Last month we asked for both the moon’s phase and the time of year, if it 

were near the meridian and very high in the sky at midnight.  Hats off to member Harry Montoro and brand-

new member David Kibler for correctly answering “full moon and winter.”  The “meridian” is the imaginary arc 

running from the north to south horizon points and through our zenith, dividing the sky into eastern and 

western halves.  The only phase when the moon is near mid-way between the eastern and western horizons at 

midnight is “full.”  Meanwhile, it must be near the winter solstice.  At that time, the sunward side of Earth’s 

northern hemisphere is tipped upwards, farthest above our planet’s orbital plane.  And the night side is 

tipped downwards, farthest below the orbital plane.  Since the moon orbits roughly in the same plane, it ap-

pears highest in the night sky near the solstice.  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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