
 

 

Roanoke Valley 
Astronomical  

Society 
Amateur Astronomy News and Views 

In Southwestern Virginia 

RVAS NL— January 2021— Pg 1 of 14 

   Volume 38—Number  1                                                                                           January       2021

President John Goss opened the December virtual 
meeting at 7:20 pm and along with Treasurer and 
Membership Chairperson Frank Baratta, took the 
opportunity, as people signed in, to welcome guests 
and members.  This included our two newest mem-
bers, Kathi Rakes and Bill Krause. Welcome. 

Traditionally, the December meeting is the winter 
solstice social event with all of our favorite sweets 
and drinks. Tables are set for all to enjoy as mem-
bers reminisce about all things astronomical. In 
this year of social distance and Zoom, however, we 
must socialize virtually and forego the sweets table 
until next year. Ultimately there were 46 members 
and 2 guests in attendance for some portion of of 
the meeting. This included Lily Martin, our young-
est and Vice President Todd Atkins’ daughters, 
Kait and Abigail, our guests who would be helping 

Dad as assistants in the prizes segment of the pro-
gram.  

President Goss then asked each of the members of 
the Executive Committee to introduce themselves 
and to offer a few words of welcome.  

John also offered some comments about the RVAS 
club, what it takes to operate, and challenged all to 
get involved and help make the club better. Every-
one can show their support by attending meetings, 
becoming a club officer, and attending observing 
sessions. With club officer elections scheduled for 
June of 2021, all were encouraged to consider what 
they can do to keep RVAS as a viable and exciting 
organization.    

(Meeting Continued on page 2) 

RVAS December Meeting Report 

 

Winter Solstice Social 
 
By Mike Hutkin, RVAS Secretary 

Page 1 of Zoom attendees – Zoom photo 

Page 2 of Zoom attendees – Zoom photo 

Happy New Year 



 

 

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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The next segment was observing reports and Presi-
dent Goss started with the recent Geminid meteor 
shower.  

[Note: The Geminids are a prolific meteor show-
er caused by the object 3200 Phaethon, which is 
thought to be a Palladian asteroid with a "rock 
comet" orbit. This would make the Geminids, to-
gether with the Quadrantids, the only major 
meteor showers not originating from a comet.  
Wikipedia].  

John reported that he had seen two meteors while 
David Thaler reported seeing five within a quick 
five minutes in the early morning.  David also saw a 
satellite while observing, which led to a bit of dis-
cussion about the impact of seeing a satellite today 
as compared to the excitement some of us remem-
ber on seeing these objects pass overhead in the 
early days of the space age.  

Observing talk then turned to the Jupiter- Saturn 
conjunction and their closest passage this evening 
prior to the meeting. Only John Wenskovitch found 
a ten-second window of visibility and was able to 
see the conjunction.  Ed Dixon did some observing 
on December 9 as did Member at Large Ray 
Bradley on December 13.  Both Ray and John 
shared their screens showing the conjunction as 
they viewed it.  Tomorrow night, December 22, 
promises to have better sky conditions and we are 
certain many will be outside to take a good look at 
the separating planets.   

President Goss reminded us that the next Jupi-
ter / Saturn conjunction opportunity will be on No-
vember 2, 2040 and will offer some added excite-

ment as observers in other parts of the world see 
the crescent moon occult Saturn, and both a bright 
Mercury and the star Spica make appearances.  

Frank Baratta was then called upon for our 
“What’s Up” sky review for January 2021, high-
lighting the near and deep-sky objects.  However, 
he began with a simulation showing this evening’s 
Jupiter- Saturn conjunction as it would have been 
seen through an eyepiece, had clouds not spoiled 
the show, and offered some interesting insight on 
the planets’ actual angular separation. For a sum-
mary of Frank’s program, see this issue’s “What’s 

(Meeting Continued from page 1) 
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The next Great Conjunction – Zoom photo 
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Up Highlights,” and the entire PowerPoint by click-
ing here. 

Focusing on part of the What’s Up review, Presi-
dent Goss took the opportunity to challenge the 
listeners to consider photographing the moon at 
the perigee (closest to earth) and apogee (farthest 
from earth). Using the identical magnification and 
comparing the sizes, see if you can notice the size 
difference.  John also pointed out that we have an 
opportunity to see the January 21, 2021 conjunc-
tion of Mars and Uranus.  Helpful instructions for 
viewing will soon be provided.     

It was then time for a quiz. Fifty-two years ago, on 
this date, Apollo 8 left the Kennedy Space Center 
on its voyage to the moon. Some of us remember 
that event and the Christmas eve broadcast from 
the lunar orbit by astronauts Bill Anders, Jim Lov-
ell, and Frank Borman, the first humans to travel to 
the Moon as they recited verses 1 through 10 of 
the Genesis creation narrative from the King James 
Bible. After allowing time for a brief discussion, 
John gave us the answer that it was “all of the 
above”.   

Then, for movie buffs, he offered the following 
picture and the challenge to identify what was 
wrong with the two pictures from the movie, 
“Christmas Vacation”.   

Our sharp-eyed members quickly noted that only 
movie magic could show a full moon on December 14 

and December 24, and at the same position in the 
sky merely 10 days apart. 

Immediate Past President Michael Martin sug-
gested an RVAS review of selected movies to iden-
tify astronomical “bloopers” for future monthly 
meeting content.  

It was now time for a holiday special. President 
Goss had encouraged members to create some fam-
ily appropriate, astronomically themed limericks 
which are 5-line poems with an AABBA rhyme 
where A has three feet of three syllable each and 
B has only two feet of three syllables. Several 
members contributed the following limericks: 

Guy Ottewell (well known for producing an astro-
nomical calendar) 

A starlet of magnitude twenty 

Who thought she had brightness aplenty 

Was sore when she found 

'Tis the other way round-- 

The scale's logawrongmical, ain't'ee? 

 

John Goss 

A wispy snowball named Neowise 

Surprised us in clear mid-summer skies 

Morning in Auriga 

Eve-ning below Ursa 

A wonder in our excited eyes 

(Meeting Continued from page 2) 

(Meeting Continued on page 4) Apollo 8 quiz results – Zoom photo 

Lunar comparison in “Christmas Vacation” – Zoom photo 
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We gaze into the starry domain  

with feelings we no longer restrain 

Peace and contentment 

From the firmament 

Gives joy by any other refrain 

 

Dave Thomas 

A great conjunction was expected 

A point which no one rejected 

But when the day came 

The clouds were to blame 

That everyone was disaffected 

 

Bill Dillon 

There once was a year to forget 

2020 was it oh you bet 

But this year won’t last 

It’s flying by real fast 

And the next will be better get set 

 

Harry Montoro 

There are those who have looked at the sun  

Thinking that it might be such fun  

But for most who have done it  

With regret they have oft met  

If protection they used were but none 

 

Dan Chrisman (who even provided titles) 

“Life Choices” 

  

‘Tis my goal to stay out of the bars, 

That is why I observe double stars, 

Tau Tauri may seem cryptic, 

Seen above the ecliptic, 

With this plan, I avoid COVID-SARS. 

 

“Clues for a Curious Novice Observer Seeking 
Advice” 

  

Skippy Sky, Use both eyes, Michael Good, 

Tripod mount, Wenskovitch, dark sky hood, 

Barely see Alpha Cap, 

‘Cuz the sky, murky crap, 

See through clouds, not my skill, wish I could. 

  

“Per President Goss’ Instructions for Meeting 
Limericks” 

  

Our leader, Politeness, his aimus, 

Censorship, as you know, a painus, 

Supreme Court, knows it well, 

Temptation, hard to quell, 

Yes, I fear that I’ll say "REDACTED". 

 

Al Durham 

I was testing my telescope’s function 

When I saw the Jupiter Saturn conjunction 

What a great surprise 

To both of my eyes 

To see such a celestial construction 

 

Uranus the butt of all jokes 

To me I think it’s just a hoax 

When he is seen 

He is always green  

But I think it’s because of what he smokes   

 

Frank Baratta 

In celestial mechanical ways 

The moon goes through each monthly phase 

Like waxing and waning 

It’s so entertaining 

(Meeting Continued from page 3) 

(Meeting Continued on page 5) 
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Just watching it change through the days 

Rand Bowden 

There was an astronomer one night 

Who viewed the stars with delight 

But he wanted to share 

All he saw out there 

So now he takes pictures of the sights 

With the last limerick presented, President Goss 

looked forward to 2021 with some of his astronomy 
resolutions and challenged others to do the same.  
What do we hope to accomplish in the world of am-
ateur astronomy in 2021?   

One of John’s goals is to observe the very thin 
crescent moon in the early morning of January 11 
when the moon is low on the horizon in the south-
east skies. Later in 2021, on June 11 and July 11, 
just after sunset in the west, there will be addi-
tional opportunities.  At these times, provided skies 
are clear and conditions favorable, the moon will be 
less than 1 ½ days old and a challenging observation 
opportunity.  John noted that these are require-
ments on the Astronomical League’s lunar observing 
programs, for those working on those lists.  

Past President Dan Chrisman offered that his ear-
ly Astronomical League Herschel 400 observing 
program efforts had stalled (“the objects are more 
faint and smaller than the Messier objects”). In 
2020, he has really enjoyed and almost completed 
two binocular observing programs (Double Star and 
Deep Sky). For 2021, his goal is to return to the 
Herschel 400 list, paying more attention to a site’s 
ambient light, his eyesight adaptation and wearing a 
dark sky hood.   

John closed this topic by encouraging all to spend 
time looking up in 2021.  There will be a lunar 
eclipse in November, an opportunity to check out 
the dwarf planet, Ceres, in November, and some 
Lunar occultations of stars. Also, there is hope for 
many more outreach opportunities, observing ses-
sions, and RVAS camaraderie.   

It was now Vice President Todd Atkins’ turn to 
step up and lead the door prizes part of the pro-
gram. He began by introducing his helpers for the 
evening, daughters Kait and Abigail, and explaining 
the rules.     

There were seven prizes as part of the giveaway 
and the prizes and winners are:  

AL 2021 calendar – 75th-anniversary edition 

· David Rauchle 

Gosky cell phone adapter 

· Harry Kessler 

· Rick Rader 

Celestron 8mm-24mm Zoom Eyepiece 

· Josh and Robin Jones 

Free Membership Renewal 

· Michael Good 

· David Kibler 

 
 
 

(Meeting Continued from page 4) 

(Meeting Continued on page 6) 

Rand Bowden delivers his limerick – Zoom photo 

The Atkins family prepares to award the prizes – Zoom 
photo 
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Dark Sky Hood (made by Carolyn Chrisman) 

· The Bradley Family 

 
At this point, all of the prizes had been given.  But 
in the spirit of giving, Dave Thomas offered his 
seldom-used Celestron Comet Catcher telescope as 
a prize, which was won by John Wenskovitch.   
 
The meeting attendees were then reminded that 
our January meeting will focus on the planet Ura-
nus.  John also briefly brought the attendees up to 
date on the actions being taken by the club leader-
ship to finalize the tax-exempt status of RVAS.    
 

With no other business, the meeting was adjourned 
at 8:50 pm.   

(Meeting Continued from page 5) 

Prototype #1 of Carolyn Chrisman’s Dark Sky Hood.   
Photo by Amateur Stitcher 

RVAS EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE MEETING  

December 20, 2020 
The RVAS Executive Committee met at 7:00 pm on December 20, 2020, via Zoom, and was attended by Todd 
Atkins,  Frank Baratta,  Ray Bradley, Dan Chrisman, John Goss, Mark Hodges, Mike Hutkin, and Dave Thomas. 

President Goss welcomed the attendees, thanked all for participating, and presented the meeting agenda 
which was primarily to solidify and review the plan for the December winter solstice meeting, to be held the 
next night.  

In addition, Mark Hodges attended and explained the options and the steps he is taking to investigate a re-
placement for the discontinued YAHOO group. This includes evaluating the option for the RVAS to conduct a 
member forum, rather than an email-based group. 

Other items discussed were the January RVAS meeting program, the status of determining the correct 
RVAS Employee Identification Number (EIN), the course of action options regarding tax-exempt status for 
the club, when we might be able to re-convene in person, the status of the Science Museum’s Planetarium 
Funding Campaign, and the status of the Science Museum as a venue for meetings.   

The meeting was adjourned at 8:25 pm 
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RVAS Member Anniversaries 

  
Congratulations to the following members who 
reach the indicated number of consecutive years 
with the RVAS since joining or re-joining during the 
month of January: 
  

Mark Hodges (1986) – 34 years 
John, Sarah and David Pero (2015) – 6 years 

Bert Herald (2017) – 4 years 
Michael and Diane Malpass (2018) – 3 years 

Lynn Stanwyck (2020) – 1 year 
  

Thanks to all of you for being RVAS members! 
  

Welcome Mat 
 
The Society bids a warm and cordial welcome to Kathi Rakes, of Daleville, who became a member last 

month.  Though she was born in Olney, Maryland, her father was from our area and in 1984 the family re-

turned to Roanoke.  Her husband, Mike, on the other hand, is Roanoke born and bred.  Kathi and Mike have 

three children, two in college and one attending Read Mountain Middle School.  Her career path includes 15 

years as a paralegal before volunteering at Greenfield Elementary’s library pointed her in another direc-

tion.  Upon completing her undergrad degree at Bridgewater College and Master’s at Longwood University, 

Kathi entered the field of public education.  For the past five years she’s served as the librarian at Roa-

noke County’s Glenvar Elementary School, a position she feels is her true calling.   As for her interest in 

astronomy, Kathi connects this to an overall appreciation of the outdoors she absorbed from her father, a 

professional golfer.  Being outdoors at night instilled a fascination with the stars, planets and what’s “out 

there.”  She picked up on this again during college by taking an astronomy class.  While she’s yet to invest in 

any astronomical gear, she’s graced with a decent night sky at home and enjoys just stepping out and look-

ing up.  She was encouraged to attend our November meeting by RVAS members Kimberly and Nathan Ma-

son, whose son, Micah, attends Glenvar Elementary.  We’re Kathi’s first experience with an amateur astron-

omy club and she’s hoping to expand her knowledge, perhaps as much to be able to enrich her students’ de-

velopment as her own.  When not focused on her family and students, Kathi enjoys reading, occasionally 

golfing—something Mike encourages more of—and exercising, especially biking. 

 

Kathi, thanks for joining!  We’re glad to have you with us.  Our members will be glad to share their 

knowledge and experience.  Many have participated in outreach activities such as school STEM nights.  Let’s 

hope that it’s not too long before circumstances allow for doing so again at Glenvar Elementary. 
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A December 22nd 
photo of last 
month’s Great Con-
junction of Jupiter 
and Saturn was 
made  with a Sony 
SLT-A33 at ISO 
800, 1/60 sec expo-
sure, through a 20” 
Ritchey-Cretien at 
the Lynchburg Col-
lege Belk Observa-
tory. 
 

Photo by  
Ray Bradley 
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What’s Up Highlights 
January 1-31, 2021 

 

A summary of the What’s Up program presented at the December 21st Zoom meeting. 
The complete PowerPoint is available for viewing by clicking here. 

 

This Month: 
 

It’s a new year and a new decade!  The focus of the past 
month—namely, the Great Conjunction of Jupiter and 
Saturn—is quickly changing, as the giant planets slip 
to the western horizon and are lost from view be-
fore mid-month.  In their place two far less dra-
matic, but still worthy, viewing opportunities 
arise.  The first is the pairing of Mars and Ura-
nus in which the former passes less than two de-

grees from the latter during the four-day 
stretch from the 18th to the 20th.  Meanwhile, 
late January is a good time to try and catch sight 
of Mercury as it climbs to a height of about 13°.  
On the 2nd, Earth comes closest to the Sun for the 
year.  Sadly, the Quadrantid meteors’ peak a few 
hours later is spoiled by a nearly full moon. 

 
 
Celestial Events: 
 

 
· Sat., 2nd – Earth at perihelion; 0.9833 AU (91,403,445 mi.) from the Sun.  (3% closer to Sun than 

at aphelion in July.) 
· Sun., 3rd, 3:00 a.m. – Quadrantid meteors peak.  Can produce 120/hour (ZHR), but this year the 

waning gibbous moon rises around 10:00 p.m. 
· Tue., 5th – Latest sunrise (7:34:04 a.m.) for 2021 for the Roanoke area. 
·  Sat., 9th – Moon at perigee; distance 57.60 earth radii. 
·  Mon., 11th, 6:45 a.m. – Challenge Observation.  View Venus and super-thin moon (4% illum.), less 

than 5° high in SE, before lost in gathering dawn.  
·  Mon., 18th – Mars and Uranus begin 4-day close passage; closest on 20th, 1.6° sep., but waxing to 

first-quarter moon closest to the pair that day. 
·  Thu., 21st – Moon at apogee; distance 63.40 earth radii.  (10% farther than on 9th. 
·  Tue., 26th, 6:00 p.m. – View Mercury, mag. -0.34, 12° high above WSW horizon.  The nearly full 

moon is 140° to the east. 

Sat. Jan. 16th, 6:30 p.m. 
(30 min. before fully 

 
Sunset and Twilight: 

 
Moon Phases: 

 
Sunset Range: 5:13 p.m. (Jan. 1st) to 5:44.m. (Jan. 31st) 

  
  
 

Wed., 6th – Last Quarter 
  

Wed., 13th – New Moon 
 
 

Wed., 20th – First Quarter 
  

 Thu., 28th – Full Moon 

Twilight Ends: 6:47 p.m. (Jan. 1st) to 7:13.m. (Jan. 31st) 

 
Weekend Observing Opportunities: Jan. 8th/9th 

Jan. 15th/16th 
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RVAS from the Past 

 

By Bill Dillon 
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Something a little different this month to kick off 
a New (and better) Year in 2021. 

January 1984 

Volume 1, Number 1 of the “RVAS Newsletter” (No 
“by-line”, but it is believed that Gary Close, now 
deceased, may have been the initial writer, editor, 
and publisher). This first edition of our Newsletter 
was “hand printed” and published under the logo 
and banner of the Astronomical League. There 
were only two articles, both announcing events for 
the month. 

The first was to announce the “First meeting” of 
the club at the new Science Museum in the Center 
in the Square on Monday, January 16th at 7:30pm. 
(Third Monday, 7:30pm. Some things never change.) 
A program of slides from the National Deep Sky 
Society was to be shown. 

The second was an invitation to attend a dinner at 
the home of Phil and Ellen Constantine, near Smith 
Mountain Lake. Food and dark skies were to be fur-
nished by the Constantine’s. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

August 1984 

Volume 1, Number 8 of the Newsletter published in 
August 1984. Some changes appeared in this 8th 
edition. Though still hand printed, with “Roanoke 
Valley Astronomical Society” appearing above the 
Astronomical League logo, with the words “Bull 
Chit”(huh?) printed below.  

The Newsletter was now two full pages long. It an-
nounced the August 1984 meeting which was to in-
clude a narrated slideshow on “Voyager I at Sat-
urn”. An observing session was planned for mile 139 
on the Blue Ridge Parkway for Saturday, August 
20th at “Late Dusk”. 

“New members” Neil Fitzpatrick and Tom Hanson 
were introduced, followed by a full- page article on 
Stellafane 1984, which the author attended. 

The last comments were about Ray Greenman and 
John Overstreet’s recent observing session at Tom 
Hanson’s house. They both agreed that Tom’s “new 
Shiefspiegler is going to be a real corker when he 
gets it aligned.” 

March 1985 

Volume 2, Number 3 of the Newsletter was the 
first to be produced with a computer. 

An observing session was announced for Saturday, 
March 16th, with March 23rd as a rain date (really? 
In Roanoke in 1985?). 

The editor pointed out some upcoming events which 
might interest some folks, including the Texas Star 
Party in May, A Summer Astronomy camp for kids 
in Kansas, and several pieces of information re-
garding tours for observation of Halley’s Comet. 

The last piece was a profile of member Ray Green-
man, who just happened to be the Club’s cartoonist.    

   



 

 

NASA Night Sky Notes  January 2021 

This article is distributed by NASA Night Sky Network  

The Night Sky Network program supports astronomy clubs across the USA dedicated to astronomy outreach. 

Visit nightsky.jpl.nasa.gov to find local clubs, events, and more! 

 

Check Your Sky’s Quality with Orion! 

David Prosper 

Have you ever wondered how many stars you can see at night? From a perfect dark sky location, free from any light pollution, 

a person with excellent vision may observe a few thousand stars in the sky at one time! Sadly, most people don’t enjoy pristine 

dark skies – and knowing your sky’s brightness will help you navigate the night sky. 

The brightness of planets and stars is measured in terms of apparent magnitude, or how bright they appear from Earth. Most 

visible stars range in brightness from 1st to 6th magnitude, with the lower number being brighter. A star at magnitude 1 appears 

100 times brighter than a star at magnitude 6. A few stars and planets shine even brighter than first magnitude, like brilliant 

Sirius at -1.46 magnitude, or Venus, which can shine brighter than -4 magnitude! Very bright planets and stars can still be seen 

from bright cities with lots of light pollution. Given perfect skies, an observer may be able to see stars as dim as 6.5 magnitude, 

but such fantastic conditions are very rare; in much of the world, human-made light pollution drastically limits what people can 

see at night. 

Your sky’s limiting magnitude is, simply enough, the measure of the dimmest stars you can see when looking straight up. So, 

if the dimmest star you can see from your backyard is magnitude 5, then your limiting magnitude is 5. Easy, right? But why 

would you want to know your limiting magnitude? It can help you plan your observing! For example, if you have a bright sky 

and your limiting magnitude is at 3, watching a meteor shower or looking for dimmer stars and objects may be a wasted effort. 

But if your sky is dark and the limit is 5, you should be able to see meteors and the Milky Way. Knowing this figure can help 

you measure light pollution in your area and determine if it’s getting better or worse over time. And regardless of location, be it 

backyard, balcony, or dark sky park, light pollution is a concern to all stargazers! 

How do you figure out the limiting magnitude in your area? While you can use smartphone apps or dedicated devices like a 

Sky Quality Meter, you can also use your own eyes and charts of bright constellations! The Night Sky Network offers a free 

printable Dark Sky Wheel, featuring the stars of Orion on one side and Scorpius on the other, here: bit.ly/darkskywheel. Each 

wheel contains six “wedges” showing the stars of the constellation, limited from 1-6 magnitude. Find the wedge containing the 

faintest stars you can see from your area; you now know your limiting magnitude! For maximum accuracy, use the wheel when 

the constellation is high in the sky well after sunset. Compare the difference when the Moon is at full phase, versus new. Before 

you start, let your eyes adjust for twenty minutes to ensure your night vision is at its best. A red light can help preserve your 

night vision while comparing stars in the printout.  

Did you have fun? Contribute to science with monthly observing programs from Globe at Night’s website (globeatnight.org), 

and check out the latest NASA’s science on the stars you can - and can’t - see, at nasa.gov  
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NASA Night Sky Notes  January 2021 

The Dark Sky Wheel, showing the constellation Orion at six different limiting magnitudes (right), and a photo of Orion (left). 

What is the limiting magnitude of the photo? For most observing locations, the Orion side works best on evenings from Janu-

ary-March, and the Scorpius side from June-August. 

Welcome Mat 
 
The Society bids a warm and cordial welcome to William (“Bill”) Krause, of Roanoke County, who joined in 

December.  Bill’s Associate Professor of Music at Hollins University, where he’s taught classical guitar, mu-

sic history, and arts management for the past 17 years.  An Indiana native, his father’s career as a Navy 

pilot and as an aerospace engineer brought new assignments and new places to call home.  Changing venues 

have remained a theme for Bill, as his devotion to classical guitar brought study here and abroad.  Inter-

spersed with his undergrad education at Santa Clara University, a master’s at Southern Cal and Ph.D. from 

Washington University in St. Louis was travel to New York, Mexico City and Alicante, Spain, for private 

study with masters of the instrument.  It was at Southern Cal that Bill met his future wife, Judith Cline, 

Ph.D., a noted soprano and Chair of the Music Department at Hollins.  Bill’s postgrad development turned to 

nonprofit management through courses at Virginia Tech and Harvard University Extension School.  The 

combination of music and management led to a leadership role in the arts and cultural community in Mar-

tinsville and, thence, to becoming Executive Director of Opera Roanoke, where he continues to serve as its 

Board President.  Astronomically, Bill traces his interest to childhood memories of viewing the night sky 

with his father.  Years later came an undergrad course in astronomy.  But it was the star-filled nights of 

backpacking in Yosemite and other dark-sky places in the 1960s and 70s that sealed his interest.   More 

recently, Bill was inspired by Hollins colleague Brian Gentry and Judith to get connected with others who 

enjoy astronomy.  A web search promptly led him to the RVAS. 

 

Bill, we’re glad to have you with us!  You’ll find plenty of new friends in the club who are eager to share 

their experience and knowledge, and learn from your own.  And they’ll be glad to help with any issues you’re 

having with that C8 and iOptron iEQ45 mount.  Thanks for joining!  
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My interest in astronomy began with a college elec-

tive course and then took a hiatus until 2017 when I 

discovered RVAS and began attending meetings.  I 

was always in awe of those around me with their 

extensive knowledge and assortment of equipment. 

Early in 2020, I purchased a simple 6” Sky-watcher 

Dobsonian mounted telescope and a couple of eye-

pieces to get me started. In the following months I 

discovered what most of you had already experi-

enced – the thrill of collimation; when you want to 

observe something,  the skies are cloudy; that ob-

jects quickly moving out of the field of view.  I was 

not having much success or fun.  

Then the Jupiter Saturn conjunction became front 

page news.  I made plans to take my telescope to a 

nearby location that had a reasonable view of the 

SW skies and was somewhat dark. But then on    

December 21, as we all know,  the skies were 

cloudy. Plan B was move to December 22, which was 

predicted to have  clear skies, and that evening I 

loaded my equipment into the car. My neighbors 

knew of my astronomy interest and despite my lim-

ited experience, I invited four friends to join me at 

6:00pm for an observing session. In the back of my 

mind, I feared that all of the problems I had been 

having to this point would all manifest themselves in 

front of my friends.   

Miraculously everything came together in that one 

fabulous observing session.  Once set up, I had 

both planets in view within my eyepiece, easily see-

ing the Galilean moons and the Saturn rings.  My 

friends were amazed as each took their turn to 

take a look.  Then the unexpected. Cars and people 

began arriving until there were some 20 people 

looking at the spectacle with their naked eyes or 

binoculars. They kept looking at the guy with the 

telescope and I thought, how could I not share this 

experience. I quickly began offering people a look 

through the telescope, a line formed, and I was 

suddenly the “expert”.  I was explaining which one 

was Jupiter and which one was Saturn; that the 

little bright dots were the Galilean moons; that Ju-

piter and Saturn really were about 450 million miles 

apart; how many years it took each to orbit the sun; 

why the planet positions were reversed in the tele-

scope view.  I had a sense of pride and accomplish-

ment as each person smiled and offered a “wow”, a  

“that’s amazing”, or “thanks for sharing”.  Many 

used their cell phones to take pictures.   Finally, I 

needed to announce “last call”, or I would have nev-

er been able to leave.  

In club meetings I am the novice but on that night 

I felt like an expert and had a renewed sense of 

confidence and fun with the hobby. I was actually 

an amateur astronomer.   It was a truly rewarding 

experience and I owe it all to RVAS and the many 

members that have been there to answer all of my 

questions.  Clear Skies.  

On Becoming an Amateur Astronomer  
By Mike Hutkin 
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Monthly Calendar 
 
MONTHLY ZOOM MEETING: Monday, January 18th, 7:30 p.m.  The old year has ended with the Great 

Jupiter-Saturn Conjunction still fresh in our minds.  Now, the new year begins with another planet-planet 

conjunction.  To be sure, this month’s pairing of Mars and Uranus will be less dramatic, but still worthy of our 

attention.  And to assist our viewing, January’s meeting program will feature our own President, John Goss.  

With some help from his friends, John will zero-in on Uranus’ location, fortuitously aided by the passage of 

first-magnitude Mars.  With charts, graphics and explanations, John and company will cover where the pair 

will be, the period of closest passage and what to expect from your binocular or telescopic view.  The pro-

gram will also provide historical context regarding Uranus, the first planetary body discovered telescopically.  

In addition, it will encourage members to engage in the Astronomical League’s solar system observing pro-

gram, part of which involves Uranus.  Our regular monthly segments such as observing and new equipment re-

ports and the What’s Up sky review will round out the evening.  Watch for your meeting e-invitation and plan 

to join us at the January meeting! 

 

WEEKEND OBSERVING OPPORTUNITIES: During the continuing COVID-19 health emergency, the follow-

ing information on Fridays and Saturdays that may be suitable for observing is provided solely as a courtesy 

to RVAS members and other readers. The RVAS assumes no responsibility for the health and safety of any-

one venturing out to stargaze, and cautions all doing so to observe social distancing and other health and 

safety precautions. 

 

-- Friday and Saturday, January 8th and 9th.   Sunset is at 5:20 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 6:47 

p.m. The Moon sets at 1:30 and 2:09 p.m., respectively. 

 

-- Friday and Saturday, January 15th and 15th.  Sunset is at 5:27 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 6:59 

p.m. The Moon sets at 8:09 and 9:12 p.m., respectively. 

 

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

 

ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: The first quarterly session for 2021 is 

scheduled for Saturday, February 6th at 6:45 p.m. at Cahas Knob Overlook, milepost 139 on the Blue Ridge 

Parkway, pending a decision nearer that date as to whether safe viewing can be provided.  For information/

registration, contact the Department at 540-853-2236.  Registration is not required for RVAS members, 

but is recommended in order to receive any cancellation notice. 

Astro-Quiz 
 
Manufacturers specify the “apparent field of view” provided by an eyepiece.  What two additional specifica-

tions must you know to determine the “true field of view” seen through your telescope? 

 

Answer to Last Month’s Quiz:  While his heliocentric theory earned Copernicus consideration as the father 

of modern astronomy, his concept of the motions of bodies was flawed.  Last month we asked what the flaw 

was and whose theory corrected it about a hundred years later.  Copernicus’ pivotal flaw stemmed from an 

inability to abandon the view that the planets traveled in circular orbits.  As a result, he had to introduce 

epicycles—smaller circles superimposed on the orbits to account for aspects of the planets’ motions—into his 

theory, just as Ptolemy had.  It was left to Kepler a hundred years later to rectify matters.  As the assistant 

to Danish astronomer Tycho Brahe and eventual heir to his voluminous observations, Kepler found that, de-

spite his own mystical belief in circular orbits, they were inescapably elliptical.  Have an answer to this 

month’s quiz (or a future question and answer to suggest)?  E-mail it to astroquiz@rvasclub.org!  

RVAS NL— January 2021— Pg 14 of 14 

mailto:astroquiz@rvasclub.org

