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RVAS June Meeting Report

Summer Solstice
By Mike Hutkin, RVAS Secretary
President Goss opened the virtual café chat session at 7:00 pm. Perhaps it was the solstice--which
is noted for impacting mood--or people traveling as
COVID restrictions are easing, but tonight’s attendance was below our recent average and the virtual café period between 7:00 and 7:30 was unusually quiet at the start. This quickly changed as people entered the café.
Tonight’s discussions touched on the plan for tonight’s door prize, the June 17 lunar observing session at Explore Park, Michael Good’s and Rich
Scott’s observing sessions with their grandchildren, Dave Thomas’ background showing the lunar
“X”, and of course the welcoming of members near
and far as they logged on. We learned about the
Richmond and the Chapel Hill astronomy clubs from
Ricky Parker who has attended their virtual meetings. He noted that while RVAS and Chapel Hill
clubs focus on observation, the Richmond club
tends to focus on the operations of space exploration and its technology. Ricky Parker asked about
the Greenbank observatory but its status is unknown. Frank Baratta, as membership chairman,
welcomed our guests – Kevin, Elyese, and granddaughter Aaliyah Anderson. We learned about
their background having moved from Austin, TX.
and their interest in learning about astronomy.
Ricky Parker offered his thoughts on continuing
the Zoom format and this led to a discussion on
when and how to conduct future meetings, the pros

Zoom attendees – Zoom photo

and cons of a Zoom format, and alternatives for
conducting a combination of in-person and virtual
meetings.
It was now 7:30 pm and President Goss called the
meeting to order. In attendance tonight were 33
members and guests. The first order of business
was the introduction of guests, which included the
Anderson family (Kevin, Elyese, and Aaliyah) and
Dr. Mallory White, followed by the introduction of
the RVAS officers and the roles they play in the
continued success of RVAS. This, of course, includes the efforts of Dave Thomas, our webmaster and newsletter editor. John then followed with
a review of tonight’s agenda and the topics that
would be presented.
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Michael Martin photo of M3 – Zoom photo

The first agenda item was to show images taken by
our members. Up first was Past President Michael
Martin showing his photo of Messier 3, which is a
globular cluster of stars in the northern constellation of Canes Venatici. John explained that a globular cluster is a grouping of tens to hundreds of
thousands of stars. [Ed. Note: M3 was discovered
on May 3, 1764, and was the first Messier object
to be discovered by Charles Messier himself.
Messier originally mistook the object for a nebula
without stars.]
The next images were submitted by Ed Dixon and
highlighted the June 19 moon in which he isolated
the lunar “X”. John explained that this is simply
what is formed at the intersection of 3 major craters and some additional lunar landscape to resemble an “X” under a very specific lighting angle.
President Goss also took some lunar photographs at
the observing session held at the Explore Park

Ed Dixon lunar “X” – Zoom photo

overlook on Thursday, June 17. With the moon being our closest and most visible celestial body, it is
perfect for introducing newer members to night
sky observing. He also pointed out the Astronomical
League’s (AL) observing programs provide simple
checklists to follow, the perfect way for amateur
astronomers to become more involved with the hobby. John, an experienced and knowledgeable amateur astronomer, noted that he is working on the
AL Lunar Evolution observing program which focuses on the changes that occurred on the lunar landscape over time. In this effort, John will be researching the origins of various craters, mare, and
formations that we observe from our vantage point
on earth.
In the following image, John went on to explain how
much of this region formed some 4 billion years in
(Meeting Continued on page 3)

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
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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 it’s editor.
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With 2 positions now open, John then described
the roles that each officer plays in the operation
of RVAS, the dedication that each of the current
members has provided, and presented the slate of
officers that, if approved, will take effect on July
the first.

(Meeting Continued from page 2)

John Goss lunar image highlighting the AL checklist
items in the Mare Nectaris region– Zoom photo

the past. John plans to continue to highlight the
moon in future meetings.
Next up – a door prize. Those members that attended the May meeting remember that Dave
Thomas generously donated a CLS-type light pollution filter for a 2-inch eyepiece as a door prize for
those attending the meeting. The awarding of this
gift was postponed until tonight and it was now
time. With John’s granddaughter Josie picking
numbers from a hat that corresponded to the membership list, we soon had our winner – Vice President Todd Atkins. Congratulations Todd and many
thanks to Dave for the donation and to Josie for
her assistance.
With this being the June meeting, the RVAS constitution requires that new club officers be elected
and approved by the membership. Following RVAS
rules, a slate of officers was developed and has
been previously presented to the membership for
review. John took this opportunity to thank those
that were departing from leadership positions and
provide them well-deserved recognition for jobs
well done. This included Todd Atkins who has
reached his 2-year limit as Vice President and
Member at Large Ray Bradley who is departing,
after serving five years on the RVAS board, to focus on his main interest, his recently earned NASA
Solar System ambassadorship. At the meeting’s
conclusion, Frank Baratta read the certificates
that will be presented to Todd and Ray in appreciation of their invaluable service to RVAS.

·

President – John Goss

·

Vice president – Mike Hutkin

·

Secretary – Carolyn Chrisman

·

Treasurer – Frank Baratta

·

Member at Large – Nancy Vogelaar

Asking for a show of hands and hearing no objections, the slate of officers, as proposed, was accepted. Their new one-year terms begin on July 1st.
With the summer solstice on amateur astronomer’s
minds and signaling the start of summer, the next
agenda topic began by addressing the question:
“Why do we have seasons here on earth?” While
most of us, through education or our interest in
astronomy, know the answer, it was surprising to
hear what some recent Harvard graduates believed.
John played a short video containing student interviews conducted with the Harvard grads where a
wide range of reasons for seasons was offered.
While these graduates were certainly taught earth
science during their early education, most understood that the earth traveled in a slightly elliptical
orbit about our sun. But to them, this meant that in
summer the earth is close to the sun (hot) and in
the winter it is far from the sun (cold). All were
wrong.

Does an observer in Barrow Alaska see the June full
moon? – Zoom photo

(Meeting Continued on page 4)
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John began his earth season explanation with a
question. For an observer viewing from Barrow
Alaska, would the June full moon be visible?
Before answering the question, John proceeded to
refresh us on the details of how the tilt of the
earth’s axis of 23.5 degrees from the plane of its
orbit around the sun results in the 4 seasons on
earth. As we know, for the Northern Hemisphere,
the summer solstice occurs on June 21 and the winter solstice on December 21, though this can vary
by one day due to an earth year being 365.25 days.
For this explanation, John used his “Seasons
change, Stars change” diagram on page five to
show the tilted earth, the plane of earth’s orbit,
and the positions of the significant constellations
Sagittarius, Scorpius, and Gemini. In the summer,
the sun is higher in the sky, and in the winter, the
sun is lower in the sky because of this 23.5-degree
tilt. In short, if there were no tilt, there would be
no seasonal variations.
It should be noted that the opposite effect would
be observed in the Southern Hemisphere where the
seasons are reversed. Also, since the earth’s orbit
is not a perfect circle, there is a small seasonal
component due to this orbital variation.
John then returned to the question of Barrow,
Alaska. On June 21 when the sun is at its highest
point in the sky, the moon, 12 hours earlier on the
opposite side of the earth, would be at its lowest
point. Because an observer in Barrow is above the
Arctic Circle, they would never see the summer full
moon because it would never rise above the horizon.

proud of what was accomplished was our President’s
message.
Next outgoing Vice-President Todd Atkins reviewed the programming plans for the next few
months.
-

July: Skip Bird, former RVAS member, aka “the
science nerd”, has a reputation for unique, fun,
and interesting scientific discussions. His topic
– “Chicken Little was right. The sky is falling,
the sky is falling.”

-

August: John Goss and Ray Bradley will present
a program on the moon. This will be followed up
with a lunar observing session at a later date.

-

September: Mike Hutkin and Youth member
Carson Ray will discuss where they are in amateur astronomy, as well as their equipment,
challenges, motivations, and progress.

-

October: The RVAS annual picnic resumes Saturday October 16th (rain date, the 23rd) at the
Claytor Nature Center and BELK Observatory in
Bedford, including a guided program and observing session.

John then called on guest, Dr. Mallory White to
explain the project she is working on to bring
NASA astronauts to the students of the Roanoke
Valley. NASA has an outreach program that connects astronauts on the ISS to students in their
classroom resulting in the students being able to
ask questions and engage in discourse with real astronauts. As part of her role as an assistant

Contemplating the poorly informed college graduates, John challenged us all to remember that we
are all astronomy ambassadors to countless schoolage children. As we conduct our outreach programs
and interactions with students, we should all be
striving to continue to learn as we offer our
knowledge and experience.
A believer in “there is no ‘I’ in teamwork”, John
used this opportunity to remind us all of the value
of the RVAS. Looking back at a year of COVID restrictions, our club had to forgo events such as the
October picnic and Astronomy Day and in-person
observing sessions. But meetings continued in a virtual format and great programming, which he referenced, was offered each month. We should be

Dr, Mallory White discusses NASA outreach – Zoom
photo

(Meeting Continued on page 6)
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professor of biology at VWCC, Dr. White has been
working with Roanoke Valley schools to develop a
program and is preparing a proposal that would lead
to bringing this program to our area. Her proposal
will be submitted in a few weeks and then hopefully
be accepted. RVAS will look forward to working
with her on this program. Good luck Dr. White.
As the last order of business, Frank Baratta was
then called upon for our “What’s Up?” sky review
for July 2021, highlighting the near and deep sky.

For a summary of Frank’s program, see this issue’s
“What’s Up? Highlights,” and the entire PowerPoint
by clicking here.
President Goss then thanked all that participated
tonight and offered a virtual round of applause.
The meeting was adjourned at 9:02 PM.

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 July:
Frank and Carolyn Baratta (1986) – 35 years
Dave and Remona Thomas (1992) – 29 years
Nasser and Kasey Abdelhadi (2013) – 8 years
Hank Simpson (2013) – 8 years
John and Judy Spruhan (2015) – 6 years
Judie and Lucas Snipes (2016) – 5 years
Scott Budd (2017) – 4 years
Eric Shelton (2017) – 4 years*
Brian, Natalie, Milena, Sophia and Noah
Bone (2019) – 2 years**
Nathan, Kimberly and Micah
Mason (2019) – 2 years
Bob Crawford (2020) – 1 year
William Laska (2020) – 1 year

Frank Baratta begins his “What’s Up?” presentation –
Zoom photo

* Eric was also a member from July 2010 to June 2011.
** Brian Bone and family were also members from May 2013 to June
2016.

Thanks to all for being RVAS members!

Have You Renewed Your Membership?

Thanks to all the RVAS members who have renewed their memberships. If you haven't done so yet, please
do. The following regular rates apply:
Family -- $25.00
Senior Family (65 or older) -- $22.00
Individual -- $20.00
Senior Individual (65 or older) -- $18.00
FREE STUDENT MEMBERSHIP OFFER: Do you know any students interested in astronomy? They can
join the RVAS for free while this offer lasts. (The regular RVAS Student membership rate is
$5.00.) Click here for details!
A roster showing members’ current membership types was included with the June 25 th email renewal reminder. Make your check or money order to “RVAS” and mail it to Frank Baratta, RVAS Treasurer, 2607
Oregon Ave. SW, Roanoke, VA 24015. Questions? Call 540-774-5651, or email treasurer@rvasclub.org.
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Welcome Mat
The Society bids a warm and cordial welcome to Richey Scott, of Lynchburg, who joined in May with a Senior Individual membership. A native of Davenport, Iowa, Richey came to Lynchburg in 1971 in a move to
Babcock and Wilcox from Bailey Instruments, an Ohio company owned by B&W. His wife, Iva, is a native of
Hurt, Virginia, at the northern border of Pittsylvania County. Richey completed his undergraduate degree
in physics at Iowa State College (now University) and devoted much of his work years to instrumentation
engineering for diverse industrial applications. A master gardener, Iva’s career centered on banking, including branch manager and executive positions. Engineering instruments provided a livelihood, but it’s 20
years of sculpting that Richey recalls most fondly. In fact, an ancient but still employed mold-making process called “lost wax” explains how this curious term became part of his email address. As to Richey’s astronomy interest, it was sparked by Neal Sumerlin, emeritus University of Lynchburg chemistry professor
and astronomy popularizer. Intent on buying his grandson a telescope, Richey sought Sumerlin’s advice—he
ended up recruited by Sumerlin into being a docent for 6 years at the University’s Belk Observatory in
Bedford! Richey also ended up purchasing his own scope, a Celestron 8SE, though he confides that it’s not
been out for years. These days, he’s most taken with reading about cosmology and growing tomatoes. Having been a member of the Lynchburg area’s Blue Ridge Astronomy Club, he’s long known about the RVAS and
attended our May Zoom meeting.
We’re glad to have you with us, Richey! And we’re glad that Zoom made it easy to attend and decide to become an RVAS member. Many, if not most, of your new fellow members are also fascinated by cosmology,
so consider joining our Google Group to ask about others’ thoughts and share your own!

Roanoke Valley Astronomical Society
Monthly Meeting
July 19, 2021, 7:30 p.m.
(Informal chat session, 7:00 p.m.)

Wayne “Skip” Bird
Featured Guest Speaker

Chicken Little was Right, The Sky is Falling, The Sky is Falling. Come find out why. We’ll use the "I"
word to explore things like comets (by making one), asteroids and the dinosaurs, and any upcoming meteor
shower. Don't know what the "I" word is, then join us and find out. We will play "Guess the Meteorite
Game" and someone (or more than one) will win a meteorite. Learn fun and unique ways to leave the planet,
journey to the stars and still be back in time for dinner. Time machines provided by the RVAS.
About “Skip” – Wayne "Skip" Bird is a NASA Heliophysics Ambassador, Outreach Director/Night Sky
Network Guru for the Westminster Astronomical Society, and an outreach fanatic. He is also a “MAD”
Science teacher for TGIF, a home school group. He is the author of "Night Flying Astronomy Bird" articles and the World's Greatest Dad, with the button to prove it!

Wanted
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.
RVAS NL— July 2021— Pg 7 of 11

NASA Night Sky Notes

July 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!

Observe the Milky Way and Great Rift
David Prosper
Summer skies bring glorious views of our own Milky Way galaxy to observers blessed with dark skies. For many city dwellers,
their first sight of the Milky Way comes during trips to rural areas - so if you are traveling away from city lights, do yourself a
favor and look up!
To observe the Milky Way, you need clear, dark skies, and enough time to adapt your eyes to the dark. Photos of the Milky
Way are breathtaking, but they usually show far more detail and color than the human eye can see – that’s the beauty and
quietly deceptive nature of long exposure photography. For Northern Hemisphere observers, the most prominent portion of
the Milky Way rises in the southeast as marked by the constellations Scorpius and Sagittarius. Take note that, even in dark
skies, the Milky Way isn’t easily visible until it rises a bit above the horizon and the thick, turbulent air which obscures the
view. The Milky Way is huge, but is also rather faint, and our eyes need time to truly adjust to the dark and see it in any detail.
Try not to check your phone while you wait, as its light will reset your night vision. It’s best to attempt to view the Milky Way
when the Moon is at a new or crescent phase; you don’t want the Moon’s brilliant light washing out any potential views, especially since a full Moon is up all night.
Keeping your eyes dark adapted is especially important if you want to not only see the haze of the Milky Way, but also the
dark lane cutting into that haze, stretching from the Summer Triangle to Sagittarius. This dark detail is known as the Great Rift,
and is seen more readily in very dark skies, especially dark, dry skies found in high desert regions. What exactly is the Great
Rift? You are looking at massive clouds of galactic dust lying between Earth and the interior of the Milky Way. Other “dark
nebulae” of cosmic clouds pepper the Milky Way, including the famed Coalsack, found in the Southern Hemisphere constellation of Crux. Many cultures celebrate these dark clouds in their traditional stories along with the constellations and Milky
Way.
Where exactly is our solar system within the Milky Way? Is there a way to get a sense of scale? The “Our Place in Our Galaxy”
activity can help you do just that, with only birdseed, a coin, and your imagination: bit.ly/galaxyplace. You can also discover
the amazing science NASA is doing to understand our galaxy – and our place in it - at nasa.gov.
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NASA Night Sky Notes

July 2021

The Great Rift is shown in more detail in this photo of a portion of the Milky Way along with the bright stars of the Summer
Triangle. You can see why it is also called the “Dark Rift.” Credit: NASA / A.Fujii

If the Milky Way was shrunk down to the size of North America, our entire Solar System would be about the size of
a quarter. At that scale, the North Star, Polaris - which is about 433 light years distant from us - would be 11 miles
away! Find more ways to visualize these immense sizes with the Our Place in Our Galaxy activity: bit.ly/galaxyplace
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What’s Up? Highlights
July 1 to 31, 2021

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

This Month:

Earth reaches aphelion on the 5th—its farthest
point from the Sun in its yearly elliptical orbit.
Just 3.4% farther than at perihelion—earth’s
closest approach on January 2nd—this seems
hardly consequential, and so it is, though
many wrongly think it otherwise. But, oh,
that tilt! The “obliquity of the ecliptic” is
astronomers’ technical term to denote the
angle by which our planet’s equator is inclined to its orbital plane, the ecliptic.
Therein hangs the tale of the seasons. That
tilt brings more direct solar rays to our temperate zone to warm us, despite our farthest
distance. But wait! What about the gyroscopic
nature of our spinning planet that keeps the
northern end of its spin axis aimed at a virtually unchanging celestial spot over the course of each revolution? I’ll leave it to you to contemplate the consequences if this
were not so.

Fri. July. 16h, 9:57 p.m.
(30 min. before fully dark)

Celestial Events:

Fri., 2nd – Challenge Observation: Try to spot the Beehive Cluster (M44) 0.5° above-left of mag.
−3.9 Venus, low in the WNW 30 min. after sunset.
Mon., 5th – Earth at Aphelion, 6:27 p.m. EDT; 94,510,886 miles from the Sun.
Sun., 11th to Thu., 14th – Mag. −3.9 Venus passes within than 1° of mag. 1.8 Mars (closest on 13th,
0.54°), low in the WNW 30 min. after sunset. On the 11th catch the 4% illuminated crescent
Moon 6° to the right of Venus.
Sun., 25th – Equation of Time reaches a “shallow maximum” of 6 min. 33 sec.; “solar noon” for Roanoke (when the Sun is on the Meridian and highest in the sky) is at 1:26:33 p.m.
Thu., 29th – Southern Delta Aquarid meteors peak; 10-20/hr. Best midnight to dawn, but waning
crescent Moon intrudes. Active 7/12 to 8/23, so look for some in early August.

Sunset and Twilight:

st

Sunset Range: 8:44 p.m. (July 1 ) to 8:28 p.m. (July 31st)
Twilight Ends: 10:25 p.m. (July 1st) to 10:10 p.m. (July 31st)

Weekend Observing Opportunities:

July 2nd/3rd
July 9th/10th
July 30th/31st
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Moon Phases:
Thu., 1st – Last Quarter
Fri., 9th – New Moon
Sat., 17th – First Quarter
Sat., 24th – Full Moon
Sat., 31st – Last Quarter

Monthly Calendar
MONTHLY ZOOM MEETING: Monday, July 19th, 7:30 p.m. Thanks to the wonders of Internet and
Zoom, the Society is humbled to welcome as our featured guest speaker the one, the only, the incomparable
Wayne “Skip” Bird. (We’re unworthy! We’re unworthy!) Straight from world-renowned Sykesville, Maryland,
Skip is a NASA Heliophysics Ambassador, World’s Greatest Dad (he’s got the button to prove it!) and former
RVAS member (Really! 1994 to 2006). He’s out to set the record straight about why we owe Chicken Little a
debt of gratitude. Along the way he’ll concoct his own solar system object (lower your speaker volume for
this, in case anything blows up at his end!) and we’ll play a game where someone could win a fabulous prize
(well, something, anyway). See elsewhere in this issue for more about Skip and what’s in store for us on the
19th. Oh, and sure, we’ll have all that other stuff you’ve come to expect from our meetings. So, make room
on your social calendar—right, like you have one!—and don’t miss Skip and this meeting! Your Zoom meeting
invitation will arrive by email the day before or day of the meeting, okay?
WEEKEND OBSERVING OPPORTUNITIES: During this time of continuing COVID-19 uncertainties, the following 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
anyone venturing out to stargaze, and cautions all doing so to observe appropriate health and safety precautions.
-- Friday and Saturday, July 2nd and 3rd. Sunset is at 8:44 p.m. Astronomical twilight ends at 10:36 p.m.
The Moon rises at 1:58 and 2:23 a.m., respectively.
-- Friday and Saturday, July 9th and 10th. Sunset is at 8:42 p.m. Astronomical twilight ends at 10:33 p.m.
The Moon sets at 8:50 and 9:37 p.m., respectively.
-- Friday and Saturday, July 30th and 31st. Sunset is at 8:29 p.m. Astronomical twilight ends at 10:11 p.m.
The Moon rises at 12:25 and 12:52 a.m., respectively.
-- Future Weekend Observing Opportunities: August 6th and 7th; September 3rd and 4th.
ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: The next scheduled session is Saturday,
August 7th, 9:15 p.m. at Cahas Knob Overlook, milepost 139 on the Blue Ridge Parkway. A final decision on
whether a COVID-safe activity can be held will be made prior to the session date. To register or for information, contact the Department at 540-853-2236. RVAS members need not register.

Astro-Quiz
You’d be a happy asteroid to find yourself in the vicinity of one or the other of these locations along the orbit of a body such as Earth. Named for the Eighteenth Century Italian (later, French) mathematicianastronomer who elaborated their celestial mechanics, what are these locations called, where are they and
why would being located there make you happy?
Answer to Last Month’s Quiz: Last month we asked about a southern sky showpiece that never rises above
the horizon for us in the USA. Previously thought to have only limited impact upon our Milky Way Galaxy,
recent data point to the Large Magellanic Cloud being much larger and of much greater influence. In fact,
the LMC may be as much one-fourth the size of the Milky Way, ten times previous estimates. Moreover, the
LMC appears to be a newcomer to the Milky Way’s immediate vicinity, making its first pass by our galaxy rather one of several orbits. As it now falls toward the Milky Way, the LMC tugs along its own retinue of satellites, chief amongst which being the Small Magellanic Cloud. In the remote future, the LMC may even play
a significant role in the anticipated encounter between the Milky Way and the Andromeda galaxies. For a
fascinating account of the research that has contributed a new understanding of this Milky Way companion,
see the June issue of Sky & Telescope magazine. 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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