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Happy New Year Happy New Year 

President’s Note: Traditionally, the December 
meeting of the RVAS is where we celebrate the 
winter solstice with tables overflowing with 
sweets, ice cream, and refreshing drinks.  Holiday 
music fills the air. Members reflect upon the past 
year’s astronomical highlights. Operating with a 
hybrid model of in-person and Zoom, this holiday 
format is still in the future as we continue to em-
phasize safe practices and take precautions.  May-
be 2023 will be the year when we return to the 
days of old and again have a table overflowing with 
sweets.  Let us hope.  We do want to thank Judy 
Hopping, Nancy Vogelaar, and Alijah Adkins for 
bringing some sweets to share. 

The Celestial Café was opened at 7:00 pm by Pres-
ident Mike Hutkin. The discussion tonight covered 
a variety of topics and they never get old. Many 
members came to enjoy some refreshments and 
treats, but many participants engaged in interest-
ing topics during the Café. Some of the subjects 
that were covered include:  

· Guest attendance of the program 

· The distances some members traveled to at-
tend the meeting in person 

· The frigid temperatures in Wisconsin where 
Michael Good was Zooming in from 

· The incoming cold weather for Roanoke 

· Roger Pommerenke’s travel and issues with 
Zoom 

· Mike’s accordion playing 

· David Thaler’s travels and choice of drink 

· Mike Hutkin and David Thaler’s travels in Italy   

 

To view the recording of the Celestial Café, click 
here. 

At 7:30, the Café closed and Mike, along with our 
Membership Coordinator, Frank Baratta, wel-
comed members and guests to the November hy-
brid meeting. To begin, Mike presented the 
evening’s agenda and introduced the other club of-
ficers: John Wenskovitch, Vice President; Sasha 
Mintz, Secretary; Frank Baratta, Treasurer; 
Nancy Vogelaar, Member-At-Large; and our oth-
er Executive Committee members, John Goss, 
Immediate Past President; and Michael Martin, 
Past President, also recognizing Dave Thomas as 
our Newsletter and Webmaster.  

(Meeting Continued on page 2) 

RVAS December Meeting Notes 

 

SPOTLIGHT ON THE RVAS 
 

By Sasha Mintz, RVAS Secretary &  Mike Hutkin, RVAS President 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1FydfmAMEIJEcC3ZcroDPoaTtsiwczTWG/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1FydfmAMEIJEcC3ZcroDPoaTtsiwczTWG/view?usp=sharing


 

 

 
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. 
For information regarding joining RVAS, including annual dues, click here. Articles, quotes, etc. published in the newsletter do not         
necessarily reflect the views of the RVAS or its editor.   

 
Officers/Executive Committee/Editor/Webmaster 
Mike Hutkin, President (president@rvasclub.org ) 

John Wenskovitch, Vice President (vicepresident@rvasclub.org) 
Sasha Mintz, Secretary (secretary@rvasclub.org) 

Frank Baratta, Treasurer (treasurer@rvasclub.org) 
Nancy Vogelaar, Member at Large (memberatlarge@rvasclub.org) 

John Goss, Immediate Past President (immediatepastpresident@rvasclub.org) 
Michael Martin, Past President (pastpresident@rvasclub.org) 

David E. Thomas, RVAS Newsletter Editor (editor@rvasclub.org) 
David E. Thomas, Webmaster (webmaster@rvasclub.org)  

Attendance:  There were 32 members and 1 guest 
in attendance, of whom 16 were in person and 17 
were on Zoom. 

A special welcome went to Jack and  John Rick-
etts attending their first meeting as new members.  
Jack is a youth member with a strong interest in 
astronomy. Welcome to the Ricketts. 

Astrophotography:   

We thank Ed Dixon, Michael Martin, and Michael 
Good for providing their work this month. The fo-
cus was on Mars, Jupiter, the moon, the Heart 
Nebula (IC 1805), and the Large Magellanic Cloud. 

To provide each image with the focus it deserves, 
we are sharing each submission in a separate article  

 

 

within the newsletter. Don’t miss checking out the 
rest of these images. 

Observing Reports:  With the past month exhibit-
ing mostly cloudy skies there was not much to re-
port.  John Goss did mention that he and Genevieve 
observed the near occultation of Mars at about 
10:30 pm on a dark evening when the clouds provid-
ed a momentary break.  John recommends that any-
one who has not seen an event such as this look for 
any future opportunities. You won’t be disappointed.   

Outreach:   There was no outreach provided in the 
past month, but Mike did mention an opportunity in 
January at the East Salem Elementary school.  
More information will be shared as it becomes 
available. Please consider being a participant in out-
reach events. 

(Meeting Continued from page 1) 

(Meeting Continued on page 3) 

In-person attendees watch the program 

Mike Hutkin photo 

The Heart Nebula  

 Ed Dixon photo 
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Help Wanted:  Mike continued to promote the 
April 22, 2023, Earth day event in Roanoke and his 
goal of having RVAS participation. Several people 
have stepped up to help and we will work as a team 
to put the RVAS program together and solicit oth-
er participants to staff our exhibits. So far, we 
want to thank – Erin Elliott, Nancy Vogelaar, Da-
vid Kibler, Rand Bowden, and Mark Hodges (Solar 
scope) for their willingness to assist.  Please email 
president@rvasclub..org to offer your help for the 
day of the event. 

In the news:  Mike shared some items of interest 
that have appeared in the news this past month. 
This included items submitted by: 

 

John Wenskovitch 

"Galileo's Telescopic Discoveries: Thinking Vis-
ually in the History of Science" was really fas-
cinating, and it is now available on YouTube.  

 

Harry Kessler 

Siril: This is another free astrophotography 
program that is feature rich and updated often.  
See Roanoke Valley Astronomical Society Face-
book page for more details. 

Download Siri 

YouTube 

 

 

Awards: Tonight, we were fortunate to present 
Astronomical League awards to 2 of our most dedi-
cated members.   

Genevieve Goss received two awards for out-
reach in support of the hobby of astronomy. 
First was the Outreach level award which re-
quired participation at a minimum of five events 
with 2 hours each. The second was the Stellar 
outreach level award which required an addi-
tional fifty hours of participation. 

 

Keeping it in the family, John Goss received 
the Master outreach level award which required 
an additional 100 hours of outreach participa-
tion beyond the outreach and Stellar levels.   

 

Our thanks to Dan Chrisman for his work in cata-
loging the hours that our members have accumulat-
ed in performing their outreach activities.  

 

 

WHAT’S UP? Frank Baratta was up next on the 
agenda with the sky review for January. After the 
sunset, moon rise/set and phases and end of twi-
light data, Frank offered various celestial events 
for the group’s consideration. Among these were: 
the perihelions of comet C/2022 E3 (ZTF) and of 
earth early in the month; the latest sunrise for 
2023; a close pairing of the moon and Antares; and 
a challenge to observe the close pairing of Venus 
and Saturn in the pre-dawn sky later in the month. 
For additional details, see the “What’s Up?” High-
lights in this issue and the full PowerPoint 
at http://www.rvasclub.org/page23.htm. 

 

(Meeting Continued from page 2) 

(Meeting Continued on page 4) 

Astronomical League Outreach since 2006 
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RVAS in the Spotlight: Tonight's program had 
several components all of which were focused on 
the club and member accomplishments in 2022 as 
well as a look forward to 2023.  The complete pro-
gram can be viewed here.  This included: 

VP John Wenskovitch 

• The year 2022 in Review 

• A taste of 2023  

John Goss 

      Volunteerism / How you can help.   

      Note: Please see more on page 9 

About volunteering. 

      Astronomical highlights 2022 / 2023. 

     Note: Take a look at the “7  Best of  

     2023” on page 10  

      

Mike Hutkin 

• RVAS  2023 goals 

Sasha Mintz  

• Astronomical League program participation 
by RVAS members 

Members 

• New equipment plans for 2023 

• Mark Hodges – robotic camera called 
Dwarf II. Learn more here 

• Jack Ricketts - Lens 

• Carson Ray – Tracking mount; T rings 
for his new camera 

• Michael Martin – binoculars 10x50 

• “Wow” moments of 2022 

 

• Greatest achievements of 2022 

• John Wenskovitch  – finished the Cald-
well and double star observation pro-
grams 

 

 

• Goals for 2023 

 “I’d like the club to do” in 2023 

• Judy Hopping – theoretical / relativity  
quantum mechanics 

• Alijah Adkins - Field trip to visit an ob-
servatory 

 Limericks: As has become our tradition at 
the winter solstice social, a limerick or two 
is an appropriate way to begin to close out 
the meeting.  Tonight’s offerings were all 
first-class entries.  We thank…  

John Goss: 

The sun is approaching solar max 

Prominences are not very lax 

A strong magnetic field line 

Shows the path one can define 

Incredible are the solar facts. 

 

Dave Thomas: 

The clouds cover the stars in the sky. 

They keep us from seeing them, why? 

We wish for a clearing 

It would be so endearing 

We can only hope the clouds go by and by 

 

Frank Baratta 

When COVID first came around 

Its impact was wide and profound 

So instead of viewing 

My scope just sat stewing 

And, sadly like me, was homebound 

 

But I’ve walked in my hood many nights 

Keeping track of celestial sights 

There’s light glow, it’s true 

But there’s much that shines through 

And fills my heart with delights 

(Meeting Continued from page 3) 

(Meeting Continued on page 5) 
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Mike Hutkin 

There once was a planet named Pluto 

Discovered in 1930 to raucous kudos 

It was round, it had gravity, it circled the sun 

Through a 248 year orbit it had glory and fun 

But In 2006 for Pluto it was Kaput’o 

Anonymous – One of last year’s entrants felt a lit-
tle disrespected, leading to this excellent entry 
this year 

No love from last year, 

Poor rhymes so I fear, 

So now I lay low, 

I'll not join the show, 

Let you get the cheers....or jeers. 

Next Month: 

Dr. Caitlin Ahrens speaking on “Volcanism in the 
solar system”. Look for more details in the next 
month's section of this newsletter.  NOTE:  The 
January meeting will only be on Zoom since VWCC 
is closed for the MLK holiday. Watch for the meet-
ing invitation. 

Door Prizes: No event such as this is complete 
without a door prize or two. Tonight, we had two 
wall posters:  a “Map of the Starry Sky” was won by 
Judy Hopping and a “Zodiac Wavy Chart” was won 
by Alijah Adkins.   

Thanks to Nancy Vogelaar for managing the ticket-
ing and drawing of the winners. 

Closing thought: 

 

Wishing all a very merry Christmas, a happy Hanuk-
kah, a blessed Kwanzaa, or joy in however you cele-
brate.   

The meeting was adjourned at 9:00 pm 

 

 

(Meeting Continued from page 4) 

  

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

Mark Hodges (1986) – 37 years 
John, Sarah and David Pero (2015) – 8 years 

Bert Herald (2017) – 6 years 
Michael and Diane Malpass (2018) – 5 years 

Greg Shaffer (2022) – 1 year 
Josh Urban (2022) – 1 year 

  
Thanks to all for being RVAS members! 

  

RVAS NL— January 2023— Pg 5 of 17 



 

 

The RVAS Astrophotographers 

     December 2022 

There is a table with pertinent information after the pictures 

 
 

 

 
MICHAEL GOOD - 1 

  
  
  
  

  

 
MICHAEL GOOD -2 

 
MICHAEL GOOD - 3 

 
  

MICHAEL MARTIN - 4 

  

 
ED DIXON - 5 

  

 
ED DIXON - 6 
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ED DIXON - 7 
  

  

 
ED DIXON - 8 

  

 
ED DIXON - 9 

  

  

 
ED DIXON - 10 

  

  

 
ED DIXON - 11 
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LEGEND 

1 Michael Good - Mars from Dec 2. This is a 17 arc second target, using four RGB sequences closest to the meridian, 
hence central time was 12:45pm EST. C14, 2x barlow, ZWO ASI178MM, 60 sec subs at around 16msec, and ~70FPS. 

2 Michael Good - The attached view of Mars includes IR (H-alpha wide band), which is interesting because the polar cap 
tends to disappear, and the near IR cuts through the haze of Mars nicely to show more details near the limbs/poles.   

3 Michael Good - I did not include Blue so here is a single image so you see how weak it is in blue light 

4 Michael Martin – Mars and the moon 

5 Ed Dixon - Second cut at an image of the Heart Nebula, IC 1805, which is some 7500 light years away from Earth and 
is located in the Perseus Arm of the Galaxy in the constellation Cassiopeia. Taken at between 8:02 PM and 10:30 PM 
on 11/20/22. I used an iOptron HEM27 mount and ZWO 30mm guide scope and ZWO ASI120MM-S camera. Image is 
from a William Optics GT71 scope with 13x600 subs with an ASI294MC Pro, camera, gain 127, and Optolong L-
Extreme filter. This version is based on new calibration dark frames using the Optolong filter in the image train. Data 
stacked and processed with Pixinsight, Windows, and Apple edit. 

6 Ed Dixon - First cut at an image of the Large Magellanic Cloud (LMC), one of the closest galaxies at about 160,000 light 
years away. The data is from 18 one minute exposures: 6 each for RGB. Captured on 11/3/22 via staff at the 
iTelescope observatory in the Rio Hurtado Valley in Chile using a Samyang 135 mm @F3.5 lens and a ZWO 
ASI1600MM Camera. Data stacked and processed with Pixinsight, Windows, and Apple edit. 

7 Ed Dixon - First cut at an image of Jupiter and 3 of its moons taken 12/16/22 , 7:31 PM, here at home. Taken with a 
Celestron C6N and ASI485MC camera and Televue Powermate 2.5x barlow. Captured as a 30 second AVI with 465 
frames, gain of 117 and exposure of 16ms. Processed with AutoStakkert, Registax, Windows and Apple edit. 

8 Ed Dixon - An image of Jupiter and its moon Io, taken 12/18/22 , 7:44 PM, here at home. This is just before Io moved 
behind Jupiter. Taken with a Celestron 8SE and ASI485MC camera and Televue Powermate 2.5x barlow. Seeing was 
only fair at best with some haze. This was a cooperative effort with BIll Krause here as well. 
Captured as a 30 second SER with 774 frames, gain of 132 and exposure of 38ms. Processed with AutoStakkert, 
Registax, Windows and Apple edit. 

9 Ed Dixon – Lunar close up December 3, 2022 

10 Ed Dixon – Lunar close up December 3, 2022 

11 Ed Dixon – Lunar close up December 3, 2022 
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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. 
 

  



 

 

“Never volunteer for anything.” This adage has come from “volunteers” in the military being unfairly given 
onerous duties. They quickly regret having “volunteered.” Moreover, by volunteering they are viewed by their 
peers as trying to get ahead, and trying to gain favoritism among the leadership. As a result, volunteers are 
looked down upon by their peers and the tasks they are assigned are often distasteful. They quickly learn not 
to volunteer, not to stand out. 
 
Unfortunately, the “Never volunteer for anything” culture has become a well-known adage that has carried 
over into civilian life, making people reluctant to step forward. How to overcome that? 
 
As we all know, this model does not work for hobby clubs. Volunteers are at the heart of whatever the organ-
ization does. Nothing gets done without volunteers. Volunteering is certainly not mandatory – the people who 
do so can easily choose to do something else with their time. As a result, the tasks that volunteers are asked 
to do cannot be onerous nor be too time consuming. 
 
Everything that the RVAS does is done through its volunteers. If people don't volunteer, nothing will get 
done. Please think about all this and how you can help the RVAS bring amateur astronomy and stargazing to 
the Roanoke Valley! 
 

John Goss 

Welcome Mat 
 
The Society bids a warm welcome to Jack Ricketts, age 12, of Roanoke, who joined in December with a Family 
membership that includes his father, John, stepmother, Kym, and siblings Claire, James and Barrett. John 
and Kym provided the membership as a Christmas present to Jack to nurture his enthusiasm for astronomy, 
especially gazing at the stars and planets. The Ricketts came to Roanoke from Richmond in 2011 for an em-
ployment opportunity. John, who’s originally from Northern Virginia, received his undergrad degree in eco-
nomics from Princeton and MBA from Georgetown. Kym’s a Salem native who completed her BA in photog-
raphy and graphic design at Roanoke College. Except for his time in the Marines during the late 1990s, John’s 
career has been in private sector finance with business and industry, and he’s currently plant controller for 
Hollingsworth and Vose, in Floyd. Kym’s the creative director of 5Points Creative, a digital advertising and 
communications agency in Roanoke. Astronomy-wise, the RVAS is the Ricketts’ first experience with a club, 
and their joining was in no small measure the result of being neighbors of our members, the Ray family. Lind-
sey Ray suggested that membership might also enhance Jack’s interest. Moreover, Carson Ray has been a val-
uable mentor and resource for Jack, including offering advice regarding the Ricketts’ Celestron 127EQ re-
flector, a sometimes-frustrating asset. Jack’s been particularly taken with the moons of Jupiter and the 
rings of Saturn. So far, viewing has been done from around the Ricketts’ home, but Jack is eager for some 
dark-sky experience. With four children ranging in age from 13 to 2, activity scheduling and logistics—not to 
mention the cold of winter now upon us—will impact how soon that may materialize. 
 
Jack, we’re glad that you received the gift of an RVAS membership. We hope you enjoyed attending the De-
cember 19th meeting, and that you and the family will become regular participants in our activities. In addi-
tion to Carson and the other Rays, we hope you’ll also develop relationships with many of your new fellow 
RVAS members! 
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 What’s Up? Highlights 
January 1 to 31, 2023 

(As presented at the December 19
th

 meeting. For the entire PowerPoint, click here.) 

 

 

This Month:  
 

The new year opens with an opportunity for early 
risers to observe a new comet that may reach na-
ked eye visibility. Comet C/2022 E3 (ZTF) isn’t 
really new, having been discovered on March 2, 
2022. It spends early January in the pre-dawn 
sky and skirting the northwestern horizon after 
evening twilight. Later in the month it passes 
the Little Dipper, heading toward Cameloparda-
lis, where it will be at month’s end. Closest ap-
proach to earth and its brightest magnitude 
occur February 1st. On that night it will be well 
placed in Camelopardalis for evening viewing. It’s 
following a hyperbolic (escape) trajectory, never 
to return. The “ZTF” in its name stands for 
Zwicky Transient Facility, a 48-inch aperture 
Schmidt camera wide field astronomical survey at 
Palomar Observatory. For maps and other observing 
aids, visit: astro.vanbuitenen.nl/comet/2022E3 and/or 
theskylive.com/c2022e3-info. 
 

Celestial Events: 
 

• Sun., 1st – Begin tracking comet C/2022 E3 (ZTF). Perihelion on January 12th. Closest to Earth February 
2nd, and possibly mag. 5 or 6 at a dark site. 

• Tue./Wed., 3rd/4th – Annual Quadrantid meteor shower peaks about 11 p.m. on the 3rd. The waxing gib-
bous moon (93% illuminated) spoils the show. 

• Wed., 4th – Earth reaches perihelion; closest to sun for 2023 (91,403,034 mi, or 0.9833 AU or about 
1.7% less than the average distance, 92,955,807 mi). 

• Fri., 6th – Latest sunrise (7:32:38 a.m.) of 2023 for Roanoke. 
• Sun., 8th – Moon at apogee; 252,561 miles from Earth; diameter 29′24″. 
• Wed., 18th – Early risers can catch the waning slender crescent Moon less than 2° from Antares in the 

SE an hour before sunrise.  
• Sun., 22nd, 5:50 p.m. – Challenge Observation. View close pairing of Venus and Saturn and 1.2-day-old 

thin crescent Moon, low in western sky. 
• Sat., 24th – Moon at perigee; 221,562 miles from Earth; diameter 33′31″ (12.3% wider than on the 8th). 

Mon., Jan. 16th, 6:30 p.m. 
(~30 min. before fully dark) 

Sunset and Twilight: Moon Phases: 

Sunset Range: 5:12 p.m. (Jan. 1st) to 5:43 p.m. (Jan. 31st) 
  
Fri., 6th – Full Moon 
  
Sat., 14th – Last Quarter 
  
Sat., 21st – New Moon 
  
Sat., 28th – First Quarter 

Twilight Ends: 6:35 p.m. (Jan. 1st) to 7:12 p.m. (Jan. 31st) 

Weekend Observing Opportunities: 
(Dark of the Moon Weekends) 

Jan. 13th/14th 
Jan. 20th/21st 
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Wan ted 
Astro photos for publication on the RVAS Web page, or in the RVAS Newsletter. Send  
the photos to editor@rvasclub.org. Observing  reports and articles are also welcome. 
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This article is distributed by NASA Night Sky Network  

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

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

NASA Night Sky Notes  January 2023 

Spot the Messenger: Observe Mercury 

David Prosper 

 

Most planets are easy to spot in the night sky, but have you spotted Mercury? Nicknamed the Messenger for its 
speed across the sky, Mercury is also the closest planet to the Sun. Its swift movements close to our Sun accorded it special 
importance to ancient observers, while also making detailed study difficult. However, recent missions to Mercury have result-
ed in amazing discoveries, with more to come.  

Mercury can be one of the brightest planets in the sky – but also easy to miss! Why is that? Since it orbits so close to 
the Sun, observing Mercury is trickier than the rest of the “bright planets” in our solar system: Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and Sat-
urn.  Mercury always appears near our Sun from our Earth-bound point of view, making it easy to miss in the glare of the Sun 
or behind small obstructions along the horizon. That’s why prime Mercury viewing happens either right before sunrise or right 
after sunset; when the Sun is blocked by the horizon, Mercury’s shine can then briefly pierce the glow of twilight. Mercury 
often appears similar to a “tiny Moon” in a telescope since, like fellow inner planet Venus, it shows distinct phases when 
viewed from Earth! Mercury’s small size means a telescope is needed to observe its phases since they can’t be discerned with 
your unaided eye. Safety warning: If you want to observe Mercury with your telescope during daytime or before sunrise, be 
extremely careful: you don’t want the Sun to accidentally enter your telescope’s field of view. As you may already well under-
stand, this is extremely dangerous and can not only destroy your equipment, but permanently blind you as well! That risk is 
why NASA does not allow space telescopes like Hubble or the JWST to view Mercury or other objects close to the Sun, since 
even the tiniest error could destroy billions of dollars of irreplaceable equipment.  

Despite being a small and seemingly barren world, Mercury is full of interesting features. It’s one of the four rocky 
(or terrestrial) planets in our solar system, along with Earth, Venus, and Mars. Mercury is the smallest planet in our solar sys-
tem and also possesses the most eccentric, or non-circular, orbit of any planet as well: during a Mercurian year of 88 Earth 
days, the planet orbits between 29 million and 43 million miles from our Sun – a 14-million-mile difference! Surprisingly, Mer-
cury is not the hottest planet in our solar system, despite being closest to the Sun; that honor goes to Venus, courtesy its thick 
greenhouse shroud of carbon dioxide. Since Mercury lacks a substantial atmosphere and the insulating properties a layer of 
thick air brings to a planet, its temperature swings wildly between a daytime temperature of 800 degrees Fahrenheit (427 
degrees Celsius) and -290 degrees Fahrenheit (-179 degrees Celsius) at night. Similar to our Moon, evidence of water ice is 
present at Mercury’s poles, possibly hiding in the frigid permanent shadows cast inside a few craters. Evidence for ice on Mer-
cury was first detected by radar observations from Earth, and followup observations from NASA’s MESSENGER mission added 
additional strong evidence for its presence. Mercury sports a comet-like tail made primarily of sodium which has been photo-
graphed by skilled astrophotographers. The tail results from neutral atoms in its thin atmosphere being pushed away from 
Mercury by pressure from the nearby Sun’s radiation.   

NASA’s Mariner 10 was Mercury’s first robotic explorer, flying by three times between 1974-1975. Decades later, NASA’s 
MESSENGER first visited Mercury in 2008, flying by three times before settling into an orbit in 2011. MESSENGER thoroughly 
studied and mapped the planet before smashing into Mercury at mission’s end in 2015. Since MESSENGER, Mercury was 
briefly visited by BepiColombo, a joint ESA/JAXA probe, which first flew by in 2021 and is expected to enter orbit in 2025 - 
after completing six flybys. Need more Mercury in your life? Check out NASA’s discoveries and science about Mercury at so-
larsystem.nasa.gov/mercury/, and visit the rest of the universe at nasa.gov  
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NASA Night Sky Notes  January 2023 

Mercury reaches maximum western elongation on the morning of January 30, which means that your best chance to spot it is 

right before sunrise that day! Look for Mercury towards the southeast and find the clearest horizon you can. Observers located 

in more southern latitudes of the Northern Hemisphere have an advantage when observing Mercury as it will be a bit higher in 

the sky from their location, but it’s worth a try no matter where you live. Binoculars will help pick out Mercury’s elusive light 

from the pre-dawn glow of the Sun.  Image created with assistance from Stellarium 
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NASA Night Sky Notes  January 2023 

Mercury is hot, small, and heavily cratered across its gray surface, as seen in this image from NASA MESSENGER. Mercury is 

the most heavily cratered planet in our solar system, since it lacks either a substantial atmosphere or geologic activity to erode 

surface features like craters - similar in certain aspects to the surface of our own Moon. 

Credit: NASA/Johns Hopkins University Applied Physics Laboratory/Carnegie   Source: https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/

resources/439/mercurys-subtle-colors/ 
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NASA Night Sky Notes  January 2023 

On rare occasion, Earthbound observers can observe Mercury, like Venus, transiting the Sun. Mercury frequently travels be-

tween Earth and the Sun, but only rarely does the geometry of all three bodies line up to allow observers from Earth to view 

Mercury’s tiny shadow as it crosses our star’s massive disc. You can see one such event in this photo taken by Laurie Ansorge 

of the Westminster Astronomical Society on November 11, 2019. If you missed it, set a reminder for Mercury’s next transit: 

November 13, 2032. 
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Monthly Calendar 
 
RVAS Monthly Meeting: Monday, January 16th, 7:30 p.m. ZOOM ATTENDANCE ONLY. (Informal 
“Celestial Café” chat session begins at 7:00 p.m.). In observance of Martin Luther King, Jr. Day, Virginia 
Western Community College is closed on January 16th. So, the RVAS monthly meeting is Zoom only. We’ll be 
welcoming as our guest speaker Caitlin Ahrens, Ph.D., NASA Postdoctoral Program Fellow at the Goddard 
Space Flight Center in Greenbelt, MD. Dr. Ahrens’ topic will be the many varieties of volcanism across our So-
lar System, from the salty and muddy to the magnificent ice geysers beyond Jupiter. She will share with us 
what makes cryovolcanism so interesting to research, and how volcanoes differ between rocky and icy surfac-
es. Along with our featured program, we’ll have our regular monthly segments devoted to members’ astropho-
tography, observing reports, “in the news”, and the monthly What’s Up? sky review. Watch for the Zoom invi-
tation and link in the days prior to or during the weekend before the meeting. Be sure to Zoom in on January 
16th for Dr. Ahrens’ talk and our other activities!  
 
WEEKEND OBSERVING OPPORTUNITIES: The following information on Fridays and Saturdays that may 
be suitable for observing is provided as a courtesy to RVAS members and other readers. The RVAS assumes 
no responsibility for the health and safety of anyone venturing out to stargaze, and cautions all who may do 
so to observe appropriate COVID-19 health and safety precautions. 
 
Friday and Saturday, January 13th and 14th. Sunset is at 5:26 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 6:56 p.m. The Moon rises 

at 11:49 p.m. and 12:51 a.m., respectively. 
 

Friday and Saturday, January 20th and 21st. Sunset is at 5:33 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 7:02 p.m. The Moon sets at 
4:00 and 5:17 p.m., respectively. 
 

Future Weekend Observing Opportunities: February 10th & 11th; 17th & 18th. 
 
 
 

Astro-Quiz 
 
What orbital element determines whether a comet’s trajectory makes it a one-time visitor to the solar sys-
tem or, unless perturbed by Jupiter or other massive bodies, one that will make recurring visits? And, what 
are this orbital element’s three numerical factors that classify the trajectories? 
 
Answer to Last Month’s Quiz: Observers mostly focus on the peak 2 or 3 days of meteor showers, but 
their active periods are much longer. Last month we asked which of the 12 principal annual meteor showers 
recognized by the International Astronomical Union’s (IAU) have the shortest and longest active periods, 
and how long in days those active periods last. The 12, including their active periods and durations, are: 1) 
Quadrantids, 12/26 – 1/16, 22 days; 2) Lyrids, 4/15 – 4/29, 15 days; 3) eta Aquarids, 4/15 – 5/27, 43 days; 
4) Southern delta Aquarids, 7/18 – 8/21, 35 days; 5) alpha Capricornids, 7/7 – 1/16, 40 days; 6) Perseids, 
7/14 – 9/1, 50 days; 7) Orionids, 9/26 – 11/22, 58 days; 8) Southern Taurids, 9/28 – 12/2, 66 days; 9) 
Northern Taurids, 10/13 – 12/2, 51 days; 10) Leonids, 11/3 – 12/2, 30 days; 11) Geminids, 11/19 – 12/24, 36 
days; 12) Ursids, 12/13 – 12/24, 12 days. So, the Ursids and Southern Taurids get the nod as shortest and 
longest, respectively, of the 12. The average active period of the 12 is 38.2 days! Have an answer to this 
month’s quiz (or a future quiz question and answer to suggest)?  E-mail it to astroquiz@rvasclub.org! 
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