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The Summer Solstice
Ice Cream Social Spectacular
By Michael Martin, RVAS Secretary
With our illustrious President and Vice President in
California for various business and educational opportunities, the June meeting of RVAS was kicked
off by none other than Immediate Past President
Dan Chrisman. A total of 32 were present for the
ice cream social, including guests John Pellican and
sons Michael and Tim Eubank, John Sheffey and
son John Robert (“JR”), and Todd Atkins, all of
whom joined the club at the meeting! Also, among
the evening’s guests was Lauren Martin, wife of
RVAS Secretary Michael Martin, who less than one
week later gave birth to their first child. In addition, we gladly noted the attendance of Gary Hatfield and John Pero, members we hadn’t seen for
quite a while.
Before the social could commence, some club business was necessary in the form of voting for the
next year’s officers. With the five offices unopposed, Dan conducted a voice vote with the following candidates unanimously approved by those present: Dwight Holland-President, John
Wenskovitch-Vice President, Michael MartinSecretary, Larry Hill-Treasurer and Ray Bradley
-Member at Large. Dan thanked these officers
for their 2017-2018 term of service and their will-

With our President and VP away, Immediate Past President Dan Chrisman led our annual June meeting "Ice
Cream Social."
Photo by Frank Baratta

ingness to serve for the 2018-2019 term. Additional, he also thanked Mark Hodges (Moderator
of our Yahoo group and our Facebook presence),
Dave Thomas (Webmaster and Newsletter Editor)
and Frank Baratta (Membership Chairman) for
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their continued dedication for 2018-2019.
Our Member at Large, Ray Bradley gave his
monthly update on all the upcoming outreach opportunities in the Roanoke Valley and surrounding localities. In June RVAS conducts five presentations
on amateur astronomy at local libraries with observing afterwards when the weather cooperates.
This presentation/observing combination will also
be used on July 11th and August 16th from 8pm10pm at the Smith Mountain Lake State Park. Our
president, Dwight Holland, was the guest speaker
for the CSA Day Camp in Dublin on 21 June. On
July 24th from 10:00 AM to 11:30 AM, the club will

Michael Good cajoles the members "Take my Astronomy textbooks, please".
Photo by Dan Chrisman

Bowls filled, RVAS members and guests grab
spoons and napkins, ready to enjoy the treats.

be doing hands-on astronomy activities at the Science Museum of Western Virginia’s Space Camp for
K-5 students. Following that, on July 28th (with the
time to be determined), we will be at Jackson Park
for the Love SE Roanoke Festival with some astronomy activities, outreach material and solar observing. Ray also took some time to mention a wonderful idea involving our club creating a resource
library made up of physical and digital media. Past
President Michael Good made an initial contribution of Astronomy textbooks, and the Executive
Committee will be determining how to implement
this idea to benefit all club members soon.
(Meeting Continued on page 3)

Photo by Frank Baratta

The Roanoke Valley Astronomical Society is a membership organization of amateur astronomers dedicated to the pursuit of observational
and photographic astronomical activities. Meetings are held at 7:30 p.m. on the third Monday of each month. See calendar on last page
of newsletter for location. Meetings are open to the public. Observing sessions are held one or two weekends a month at a dark-sky site.
Yearly dues are: Individual, $20.00; Senior Individual, $18.00; Family, $25.00; Senior Family, $22.00; Student, $10.00. Articles, quotes,
etc. published in the newsletter do not necessarily reflect the views of the RVAS or its editor.
Officers/Executive Committee/Editor/Webmaster
Dwight Holland, President (president@rvasclub.org )
John Wenskovitch, Vice President (vicepresident@rvasclub.org)
Michael Martin, Secretary (secretary@rvasclub.org)
Larry Hill, Treasurer (treasurer@rvasclub.org)
Ray Bradley, Member at Large (memberatlarge@rvasclub.org)
Dan Chrisman, Immediate Past President (immediatepastpresident@rvasclub.org)
Michael Good, Past President (pastpresident@rvasclub.org)
David E. Thomas, RVAS Newsletter Editor (editor@rvasclub.org)
David E. Thomas, Webmaster (webmaster@rvasclub.org)
RVAS web page: http://rvasclub.org
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“The ice cream is served!” No greater words could
have been said on a day with high temperatures
reaching 96 degrees in the Roanoke Valley. As club
members enjoyed some time to socialize, they were
able to catch up with each other on topics dealing
with observations, equipment and planned summer
trips.
Frank Baratta continued the evening with our
monthly “What’s Up,” devoting much of his talk to
the prominence of Mars in the July sky. The planet
reaches “opposition” on the night of July 26th/27th
and will provide a wonderful opportunity for detailed observing and imaging during the preceding
and following weeks. However, Mars’ closest approach to Earth occurs on July 31st, which led to a
question Frank posed to the group: Why is it that
Mars will be slightly dimmer on the date of closest
approach than at opposition? The question itself
came as a surprise to some who had associated the
closest approach of an outer planet with its opposition, which Mars this July reveals need not be so.
Discussion ensued regarding causes of the dimming,
with the possibly best answer being the slight
change in Mars’ phase angle and resulting slight
decrease in illumination as seen from Earth. For
additional information, see the What’s Up Highlights elsewhere in this issue.
Our featured presenter tonight was Member at
Large, Ray Bradley, who provided the club with a
fascinating and well-articulated overview of the
NASA InSight Mission currently on its way to
Mars. Through Ray’s excellent outreach for our
club, he has recently become a member of NASA’s
Museum Alliance and used several of their resources for this presentation. The basic premise of
InSight revolves around a simple question
What does the inside of Mars look like”? To attempt to answer this, NASA launched the InSight
probe to study the thickness of the Martian crust
and its inner core. Ray took us through three specific instruments that will be used: SEIS, HP3 and
RISE.

Member at Large Ray Bradley discusses the NASA
InSight mission to Mars.
Photo by Dan Chrisman

map out the inner structure of the red planet.
Quakes emit different kinds of waves as they emanate from their source. These R, P and S waves can
be monitored, timed and calculated through geometry to provide information on the internal structure of Mars. SEIS is so precise that it can even
measure the tidal force of Mars’ closest moon
Phobos.
HP3 is a probe that will hammer itself into Mars
about 5 meters to explore the temperatures of the
interior. Understanding the flow of heat below the
Martian surface can help us to understand how active the planet currently is and how similar its formation was to that of our own planet.
RISE is an ultra-accurate GPS that will be able to
tell the exact location of the probe on Mars within
10 cm. Its goal is to study the wobble of Mars’ precession scientifically known as nutation. This wobble can reveal information about the inner structure of its metallic core.
Understanding how planets are formed through
differentiation can help us to understand more
about the creation and composition of the terrestrial planets. Ray’s presentation was full of excellent visualizations that helped to tell the story of
InSight in a way that experienced, and novice club
members alike could comprehend and enjoy.
A round of applause was given to Ray as his

SEIS is a seismometer that will use Mars quakes to
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presentation ended and the meeting was turned
back over to Dan who repeated his thanks to Carol
Mesimer for her work in preparing and implementing the Ice Cream Social. Thus ended the annual
summer solstice ice cream social with our next
meeting being July 16, 2018.
Projector Postscript
As those attending the June meeting may recall,
our projector was not displaying red text and red
in graphics. Some home diagnostics the next day
revealed a pin disconnected and lying in contact
with two other pins in one of the VGA cable’s connectors. Once the pin was removed, all colors projected properly. Where the errant pin originated
is a mystery—after the minor repair both cable

Members Socializing during the Ice Cream Summer
Solstice.
Photo by Dan Chrisman

connectors appeared identical, pin-wise. Whether
the pin’s removal will affect some other function
remains to be seen.

Welcome Mat
The Society bids a warm and cordial welcome to Todd Atkins, of Roanoke, who joined the RVAS at the June
meeting. A Navy veteran, Todd’s served as the Pastor of the Belmont Presbyterian Church, in Roanoke’s
Southeast section, since 2014. He has a varied ecclesiastical background, including serving a congregation in
Salem, VA, and others in Africa, the Philippines and elsewhere, and numerous missions overseas. A native of
South Carolina, he grew up in Rock Hill, but also has roots in Georgia. Todd comes to the RVAS by way of presenting telescopes this spring to his 21-year-old son, Nate, and 28-year-old daughter, Kait, for their birthdays. And, of course, he liked the idea so much, he treated himself an Orion 8” Dob about the same time! In
the process, a Google search for information on astronomy in Roanoke led him to us. Todd’s able to use his
scope on his back deck to enjoy the moon, planets and other bright objects. But he’s still savoring his recent
4-day trip with Nate and Kait and everyone’s scopes to Staunton River State Park. And he’s looking forward
to taking his scope on an upcoming visit to friends in Franklin County. Todd sees himself as a beginner in amateur astronomy and is also looking forward to connecting with club members—for the fun of meeting new
people and to learn from their experience.
We’re glad to have you with us, Todd! Again, thanks for joining. We hope to enjoy your company at meetings
and activities as often as you’re able. Club members reflect a wide range of interests and knowledge, and
we’re all continuing to learn, individually and collectively.
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Member Observation

Auroral Observations from the Air
By John Wenskovitch
On June 22nd, I took an evening flight from San
Francisco to London. I booked a window seat on
the north side of the plane, hoping to get some aurora views. Because of the departure time of the
flight and the midnight sun of the day-aftersummer-solstice geometry, I only had about an
hour of real darkness (a web tool that I don’t 100%
trust computes 59 minutes of night, plus some astronomical twilight on either side), but the timing
turned out to be just right.

Below/behind the aurora closer to the horizon,
there were also some gorgeous, electric blue noctilucent clouds. The color of the clouds in the sunset greatly overpowered the color of the aurora. They couldn't have extended more than 3-4
degrees above the horizon, but holding my hand out
at arm's length for a better measurement would
have compromised cabin integrity. In contrast, the
aurora band was probably closer to 10 degrees
above the horizon, except for at its endpoints.

Flying roughly over Winnipeg at 12:35 AM CDT, the
crew finally turned off the cabin lights, allowing my
eyes to start to dark-adapt. Within minutes, I
could see a faint band of aurora that arced from
Capella in the north to almost Denebola in the
west. Unlike the "curtains" of aurora that you typically see in pictures, this was more cylindrical,
though patches that were excited would occasionally elongate into curtain form that was aligned almost perpendicular to the cylinder axis. These
would brighten considerably for a minute or two
and then return to the cylinder state. You can picture the cylindrical form as almost like a roll cloud
illuminated by a crescent Moon, except that the
coloring was pale green.

The clouds only lasted for about 15 minutes as the
flight continued ENE away from the setting sun,
but the aurora persisted, occasionally dimming and
brightening but always evident until the rising sun
started to wash out the view.
Also, I happened to see a bright satellite flare at
01:40 local time (or maybe 2:40 if we had crossed
into eastern time by that point), positioned just
below the cup of the Big Dipper. I couldn't find
this on the Heaven's Above Iridium list or on the
Stellarium satellite plugin, so it must've been a
chance alignment. I'd estimate a peak of -4 but
perhaps -5 magnitude.
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Member Observation

Year One of the Messier List
By Michael Martin
A year after beginning the Astronomical League’s Messier Observing Program, I have completed half of the
list. With 55 objects down and 55 to go, it has been a wonderful year of deep-sky observations. I anticipate
the second half to go a bit slower than the first. Two factors will contribute to this. The first is light pollution from my primary observing location. I have run into difficulty finding galaxies and globular clusters that
are dimmer than +9.00 magnitude. The second is my wife and I expecting our first child in July. Between light
pollution and a little one, it will definitely take me longer to complete the second half of this list.
Objects Observed:
M1, M2, M3, M5, M9, M10, M11, M12, M13, M14, M15, M19, M22, M25, M28, M31, M32, M34, M35, M36,
M37, M38, M39, M40, M41, M42, M43, M44, M45, M46, M47, M48, M50, M51, M52, M53, M54, M56, M57,
M63, M64, M67, M73, M76, M77, M78, M79, M80, M81, M82, M92, M93, M94, M103, M110

Favorite Objects:
M11-Wild Duck Cluster
M13-Hercules Cluster
M31-Andromeda Galaxy
M37-Open Cluster
M42-Orion Nebula
M45-Pleiades
M57-Ring Nebula
M67-Open cluster
M76-Little Dumbbell Nebula
M81-Bode’s Nebulae
M82-Bode’s Nebula
Jupiter

Saturn
Photos by Michael Martin

Congratulations!!!
From the RVAS
To Lauren and Michael Martin on the birth of their first child,
Lily Rachel Martin, at 1:17 AM, Sunday, June 24th. Mom and
daughter doing just fine, but Dad’s a nervous wreck!

RVAS NL— July 2018— Pg 7 of 10

the answer to the Astronomical League’s question;

“In what way did you adhere to Astronomy Day’s
Motto, ‘Bring Astronomy to the People?’ Why
should your group win the award?” Our reply, submitted by the RVAS Executive Committee and reprinted in part below, summarizes the collective
enthusiasm of our members for sharing their passion for Astronomy.

We Won!!!
On June 18th, the Astronomical League’s Astronomy
Day Coordinator, Gary Tomlinson, wrote to Rand
Bowden, who coordinated our Astronomy Day
events, to announce that RVAS won the Astronomical League’s 2018 Astronomy Day Award in the medium metropolitan area category AND the award
for Best New Idea for using a cellphone camera
adaptor during the public observing sessions. In
the announcement letter, Gary wrote, “Your efforts, along with that of all the other organizations
that hosted special events for Astronomy Day,
have touched thousands of people and have brought
the wonderful science of astronomy to the public's
attention. I hope you will continue your efforts and
your entry into the award for years to come. You
will receive a cash prize of $150 plus $50 for Best
New Idea for a total of $200.” What a great feeling it is to receive such recognition for our members’ dedication and hard work conducting outreach
throughout the Roanoke Valley. It’s a proud day
for RVAS!!!
You may recall that the substance of our award
nomination packet was published in the May 2018
RVAS newsletter. Not included in that article was

ANSWER: RVAS brought Astronomy to the people
of Roanoke and surrounding areas by presenting a
broad spectrum of astronomical activities that
reached people of all ages and levels of interest.
Members of our society should be commended for
working feverishly to entertain and educate the
many families who visited our Astronomy Day celebration. As new member Mike Hutkin said it; “I am
new to the club, but I got a strong sense of ‘We’re
glad to share’ attitude which is commendable.”
The success of this event as well as all our outreach activities is a direct result of the participation by club members and the enthusiasm displayed
when sharing their passion with the public.
Thanks again to all the RVAS members and guests
(Rand Bowden, Mike Hutkin, Rick Rader, Keith
Wimmer, Michael and Lauren Martin, Frank
Baratta, Roger Pommerenke, Clark Thomas, Michael Good, Dan Chrisman, Ray Bradley, Sierra
Bradley, Frances Brown, and Arnita Preston)
who participated in the two events conducted during this year’s Astronomy Day celebration. A special ‘thanks’ goes to Gary Tomlinson of the Astronomical League for orchestrating the Astronomy
Day Award. And, RVAS would like to give a big
shout out to Sky and Telescope Magazine for all
their efforts, which includes the funding of the
Astronomy Day awards, to promote amateur astronomy.

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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Two Old Men in Floppy Hats
By Dan Chrisman
Michael Good and I are members of the Apple
Ridge Farm Board of Directors. For the June 9th
annual Homecoming Fundraiser, we provided tours
of the GE Dark Sky Observatory where Michael
opened the roof for solar astronomy.

by connecting the observatory to the power and
internet systems of the EBase next door. As a
modern-day variation on Gertrude Chandler Warner’s “The Box-Car Children”, the Roanoke Chapter
of the National Railroad Historical Society donated

A lighter moment as Michael Good provides a tour of the
GE Dark Skies Observatory to my daughter's orthodontist and her friend.

Reminiscent of Johnny Carson’s parody of Mutual of
Omaha’s Wild Kingdom’s Marlin Perkins, Michael Good
narrates: “I safely photograph from the hill above while
Dan precariously bolts the heavy solar panel assembly
onto the observatory”.

Photo by the author

During idle periods, we repaired the observatory’s
photovoltaic panel which high winds had torn from
its mooring. One project in progress is repairing a
telescope. Up next is electrifying the observatory
while not electrocuting the amateur astronomers

Photo by Michael Good

a boxcar which AkzoNobel converted into an offthe-grid computer lab. These projects may eventually allow the remote control of the observatory
telescopes.

Crouched behind the telescope pier’s foundation, Michael
tends to the observatory's marine battery controller.
Photo by the author
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Monthly Calendar
MONTHLY MEETING: Monday, July 16th, 7:30 p.m., Classroom A, 3rd floor, Center on Church,
Downtown Roanoke. As you’ll note inside this issue, the Astronomical League has selected the RVAS for an
award for our 2018 Astronomy Day activities and for 2018’s Best New Idea. At our July meeting we plan to
celebrate the recognition we’ve received. Rand Bowden, our Astronomy Day Coordinator, who duly deserves
the credit for organizing our efforts, will emcee a slideshow of images from the event, which was part of
Roanoke’s April 21st Earth Day. We want to toast Rand and Ray Bradley, who did a stellar job on our submission to enter the League’s competition. And we’re going to do so with cake! Our monthly What’s Up, outreach and observing reports and other typical segments will round out the evening. Join us on July 16 th for
the celebration!
RVAS WEEKEND OBSERVING OPPORTUNITIES: RVAS members observe from various sites. Cahas Knob
Overlook, at milepost 139 on the Blue Ridge Parkway, is our traditional location and most often 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, July 6th and 7th. Sunset is at 8:43 p.m. Astronomical twilight ends at 10:35 p.m.
The Moon rises at 1:48 and 2:22 a.m., respectively.
-- Friday and Saturday, July 13th and 14th. Sunset is at 8:41 p.m. Astronomical twilight ends at 10:30
p.m. The Moon sets at 9:21 and 10:10 p.m., respectively.
-- Future Weekend Observing Opportunities: August 3rd and 4th; 10th and 11th; 31st and Sept. 1st.
ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: Saturday, July 7 th, 9:30 p.m., Cahas
Knob Overlook, milepost 139, Blue Ridge Parkway. Nonmembers must register with Parks & Rec. at 540853-2236. Members can call 540-774-5651 for information. (Next session: August 4 th, 9:15 p.m., Cahas
Knob Overlook.)

Astro-Quiz
Consistently ranked among the most highly regarded of Science Fiction literature, this series of novels
is set on a fictional planet whose formal name is the same as an actual 5 th magnitude star in the constellation Draco. Name the planet and star, and the first novel of the series.
Answer: Last month we asked what first magnitude stars would be above the horizon for Roanoke between
sunset at 8:44 PM on June 21st, the summer solstice, and sunrise at 6:00 AM the next day. There are twelve
such 1st magnitude stars. In alphabetical order the twelve are Aldebaran, Altair, Antares, Arcturus, Capella,
Deneb, Fomalhaut, Pollux, Procyon, Regulus, Spica, and Vega. Of these, only Capella both sets and rises again
within the indicated time period. A tip of the Astro-Quiz hat to Dan Chrisman for correctly identifying Capella as the sole star meeting the setting and rising criterion. 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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