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In President Michael Martin’s absence, Vice 

President John Wenskovitch called the May meet-

ing to order at 7:30pm by welcoming all members 

and guests and presenting the agenda for the even-

ing.  

 
Welcome to our newest members Razan (Rosie) 

Hamed, Jeni Benos, and Charles George, all of 

whom joined at the meeting! Rosie is a Roanoke 

College student who learned of RVAS from a cur-

rent member. Charles found us on-line and has been 

working at the microscope level deciding now to 

look at the bigger picture. Jeni is from Narrows, 

Va. and visited us last month.  

(Meeting Continued on page 2) 

RVAS May Meeting Report 

 

How gravity works – A thought experiment 
 
By Mike Hutkin, RVAS Secretary 

Our May 20th monthly gathering attracted 25 members 

and 6 guests, 3 of whom joined at the meeting.  

Photo by Frank Baratta 

Guest Rosie Hamed (second seated at far side of ta-
ble), who joined at the meeting, introduces herself to 
the group.   
 

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 
Michael Martin, President (president@rvasclub.org ) 

John Wenskovitch, Vice President (vicepresident@rvasclub.org) 

Mike Hutkin, 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 

 

The other guests we also hope to see again in the 

future were John Scott Saults, Rachel Ruhlen, and 

Laurie Wolf. Rachel and Scott are from  

Columbus, Missouri and their interest in science 

brought them to us tonight. Laurie is from St. Lou-

is, Missouri and is an engineer working at Carillion. 

Frank Baratta added to the introductions with a 

shout out to those members we hadn’t seen in a 

while and that we were glad to have them in at-

tendance tonight. 

 

John closed the introductions with greetings from 

last month’s speaker Dr. Amruta Jaodand who had 

commented that our RVAS was a fun club with awe-

some people.  We agree.  In a follow-up, Frank re-

ported that membership was now at 71 paid mem-

berships, which is a level not seen since June 2012. 

It’s great to see this growing interest in RVAS.     

 

Following welcomes and introductions the first 

agenda item was observing reports.  Exec. Comm. 

Member at Large Ray Bradley commented that he 

had bought a new scope at an estate sale and spoke 

a bit about the definition of the term “blue moon”. 

Many of us refer to the 2nd full moon within one 

month as a “blue moon” but Ray pointed out that 

the 3rd full moon in a season of four full moons (vs 

(Meeting Continued from page 1) 

(Meeting Continued on page 3) 

Guest Charles George (third seated at far side of ta-
ble), who also joined at the meeting, adds some humor to 
his self-introduction.   
 

Photo by Frank Baratta 

A great picture showing the galaxies M81 and M82. –  
 

Photo by Michael Martin 
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the normal 3) is also referred to as a “blue moon”.  

In this case it is a seasonal blue moon. Next, mem-

ber Todd Atkins spoke about his adventures to 

Back Creek Valley Overlook at Mile marker 115 

which is on the right as you turn off the parkway 

heading toward Explore Park. Traveling with other 

members Michael Martin and Dan Chrisman, Todd 

was able to view his first 2 galaxies M81 and M82 

in Ursa Major.   

 

Next, member Keith Wimmer spoke about his ob-

servations using various filters to view different 

nebulae including the Lagoon (M8) Nebula. This fos-

tered a bit of discussion about the techniques of 

filtering in astronomical observing among those as-

sembled and a suggestion for a future program 

dedicated to the topic.   

 

Finally, Vice president John Wenskovitch told the 

group about his recent travels to Scotland where in 

Edinburgh he encountered some students setting up 

a 20” dobsonian scope and joined their little ob-

serving party for a look into the Scottish skies.  

 

Next, in his absence, a nominating committee state-

ment prepared by Immediate Past President Dan 

Chrisman was read by John Wenskovitch.  Cur-

rently the slate of officers has been proposed, the 

membership has been notified, and all have had the 

opportunity to propose additional candidates. 

 

Having received no additional nominations, the pro-

posed slate of officers is closed, and the official 

vote by acclamation will be taken at the June meet-

ing.    

 

Member at Large Ray Bradley was then called 

upon to report on club outreach and there are sev-

eral events scheduled. These include:  8 June – Tel-

escope Workshop at Highland Park from 7-10 pm; 

13 June – Observing Session at Mount Pleasant Li-

brary at 8:30 pm; 18 June – Apollo 11 Anniversary 

presentation at Glenvar PL at 8 pm with LiTel ob-

serving afterwards; 19 June – Intro to Amateur 

Astronomy presentation at Vinton PL at 7:30 pm 

with LiTel observing afterwards; 24 June – Apollo 

presentation at South County at 8 pm w/ LiTel ob-

serving afterwards; 11 July – Apollo presentation at 

Salem PL at 6:30 pm  (not planning to observe, 

though that might change). As you can see our 

RVAS outreach ambassador has a full plate ahead 

so please reach out when called on for help.  

Also, under the topic of outreach, member Rand 

Bowden mentioned that last year the Salem Red 

Sox organization had invited the RVAS to offer an 

outreach opportunity at one of the team’s home 

games. It was to be similar to what was set up for 

the Earth Day event with members staffing the 

displays for three or four innings after which time 

we would pack up and then settle in to watch the 

remainder of the game. If our membership is inter-

ested in making a go of it this season, we should let 

Rand know.    

Member Harry Kessler was then called up to pre-

sent his thoughts on telescope laser sights. He was 

using a 130 mm Celestron scope and when sighting 

found the set up would wobble too much and the 

sight tube was too difficult to view through. He 

confessed that you could purchase a perfectly good 

laser device for around $60, but being a garage 

“tinkerer”, Harry decided to use some spare and 

(Meeting Continued from page 2) 

(Meeting Continued on page 4) 

VP John Wenskovitch, who led the meeting in President 
Martin's absence, reads the Nominating Committee's 
report from Dan Chrisman. -  
 

Photo by Carolyn Baratta 
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discarded scope parts to make a holding unit com-

bined with a $12 green dot laser. He reported that 

his creation worked perfectly on his first attempt 

at viewing Castor and Pollux and emphasized that 

you can make things you need and do not always 

need to go out and buy them. He closed with a mes-

sage on the safety precautions and penalties for 

illegal use of lasers pointed to the sky noting that 

the laser he selected was well within legal limits.  

 

The next agenda item was Immediate Past Presi-

dent of the Astronomical League and RVAS 

member John Goss presenting his Lunar Questions 

of the Day in commemoration of the upcoming 50th 

anniversary of the Apollo 11 moon landing. John 

challenged the group to answer a few questions this 

time. The first showed a vivid color photo which 

the group needed to identify as the Apollo 16 lunar 

liftoff. The second questioned why there are no 

stars in pictures taken from the moon’s surface and 

our members knew that is because the moon is 

bathed in sunlight and to capture a picture a very 

fast exposure time is needed. With this type expo-

sure the stars are just too dim to register on film. 

The third dealt with why it is often said that the 

moon is made of green cheese.  In this case the 

green is referring to the uncured state of recently 

formed cheese and the resemblance of the moon’s 

reflection in a lake to that of a cheese wheel. The 

final LQOD questioned the time an observer using a 

telescope at the Apollo 16 landing site and pointed 

at earth would have earth in his field of view and 

this was explained to be about 60 hours.  Following 

the LQOD’s John proposed a lunar activity to the 

attendees related to the number of degrees in the 

sky the moon will have moved during apogee and 

perigee. Look for the challenge in this month’s 

newsletter.  

 

Before handing things over to Al Durham, the 

meeting’s featured speaker, John called on Frank 

for the monthly What’s Up. Focusing ahead on 

June, Frank’s sky review noted that next month’s 

celestial happenings included the solstice on the 

21st, officially marking the beginning of summer. 

Jupiter reaches opposition on the 10th and will be 

well-placed for evening viewing the entire month. 

Frank also suggested a challenging observation for 

the 17th: Around 9:30 p.m., pick Mercury and Mars 

out of the deepening twilight sky, less than half a 

degree apart about 10 degrees high in the west 

south-west. As far as planning for observing, June 

is the month of the latest sunsets and shortest 

nights for the year, so sessions will start later. In 

addition, the moon phases and weekends will be 

somewhat out of sync in June, such that the Fri-

days and Saturdays best for deep-sky viewing won’t 

come until the 21st/22nd and 28th/29th. For addi-

tional June details, see the What’s Up Highlights in 

this issue. What’s Up PowerPoints are posted on the 

club’s website at www.rvasclub.org, under “Tips and 

Topics." 

 

It was now time for our main speaker and fellow 

RVAS member, Dr. Alfred Durham, MD. who was 

introduced by John Wenskovitch to the attendees.  

Al was speaking to his theories on the topics: “How 

Gravity Works (Maybe), A Thought Experiment, 

and The Universal Motion Theory”.  For those at-

tending, this led to quite the adventure in out of 

the box thinking in the world of quantum physics 

and beyond.  No doubt Stephen Hawking was listen-

ing intently from above.   

 

Al began his talk by highlighting the prior theories 

of Fatio and Le Sage and Newton from the late 17th 

(Meeting Continued from page 3) 

(Meeting Continued on page 5) 

RVAS member Al Durham diagrams and explains a key 
point in his thought experiment on how gravity works, our 
featured program.   
 

Photo by Carolyn Baratta 
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to mid-18th Centuries, and our modern concepts of   

baryonic (normal) matter, dark matter and dark 

energy composition of the universe and quantum 

world of forces and particles, including the yet-to-

be-manifest “graviton.”  Quite a ride we were on.   

 

With the definitions and thoughts on gravity be-

hind us Al began his thought experiment discussion 

with a quick look at some of the old favorites such 

as Newton’s concept of small and large masses, 

Schrodinger’s cat, and Einstein’s train with an ob-

server at a station and another on the train. Since 

we know from Einstein that a constant acceleration 

and gravitational pull are indistinguishable to the 

observer, Al’s premise was that they are opposite 

versions of the same process. He noted that with a 

theory there must be assumptions, and several 

were laid out related to the forces of energy.  

 

At this point Dr. Durham took to the white board 

and began exploring the interactions of two quan-

tum-scale “particles”, each of which has the form 

of a torus. (Note: In geometry, a torus (plural tori) 

is a surface of revolution generated by revolving a 

circle in three-dimensional space about an axis co-

planar with the circle. If the axis of revolution 

does not touch the circle, the surface has a ring 

shape and is called a torus of revolution. Real-world 

examples of toroidal objects include inner tubes.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Toru).  We looked at 

these tori under various conditions of acceleration 

and spin energy and rebalancing of energy among 

the pairs.   

 

The trip then took us into the atomic level looking 

at our old friends protons, neutrons, and electrons 

and pondered the atomic structure of these basic 

building blocks and then outward to discuss the 

structure of neutron stars and pulsars where we 

encounter some of the basic building blocks of the 

universe – hydrogen, helium, lithium, and carbon.  Al 

then considered some basic building blocks of ge-

ometry and molecular orbitals formed between Hy-

drogen and Carbon atoms and how the structure 

resembles his proposed planetary model of electron 

position. The presentation closed with some 

thoughts about what to consider beyond the scope 

of this presentation and was left to the interested 

student to consider.  Al then took and responded to 

questions from the group. 

 

Moderator John Wenskovitch then thanked our 

speaker for his efforts to prepare and deliver a 

thought-provoking discussion and the meeting was 

adjourned. 

(Meeting Continued from page 4) 
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Sat., June 15, 2019 
10:00 p.m. 

What’s Up Highlights 
June 1-30, 2019 

 

(A summary of the What’s Up program presented at the June 20th meeting.) 
 

 

This Month: 
Though we’ve already had some remarkably warm 

weather, summer doesn’t officially start until 

the 21st of this month.  On that day, the tilt 

of our planet’s spin axis to the plane of its 

elliptical orbit makes the Sun appear to 

reach its highest altitude above the 

southern horizon for us Northern 

Hemisphere observers.  Another of the 

many reminders that celestial events 

can belie an underlying reality.  In a 

further example, we are reminded on 

the 13th that clocks are inventions that 

average out the celestial mechanics of 

our planet’s orbital eccentricity and tilt.  

It’s one of four days during each year 

when solar and clock time arrive at a 

momentary “synchronization.”  Regarding 

other celestial happenings, be sure to enjoy 

the best views of Jupiter for the year this 

month.  And if you can, try to catch Mercury and 

Mars low in the west on the 17th, and amazingly close. 
 

June Celestial Events: 
• Fri., 7th – Moon at perigee; 57.78 Earth-radii from Earth. 

• Mon., 10th – Jupiter reaches opposition.  This month the giant planet will be a bit larger and 

brighter than it has been during the past five years. 

• Thurs., 13th – The Equation of Time is 0. 

• Mon., 17th – Challenge Observation.  Find Mercury (mag. 1.0) and Mars (mag. 1.8) less than 0.5° 

apart about 10° high in the WSW at 9:30 p.m. EDT. 

• Fri., 21st – Summer (or June) solstice, 11:54 a.m. EDT.  The night of the 21st/22nd will be the 

shortest of the year for the Northern Hemisphere. 

• Fri., 23rd – Moon at apogee; 63.43 Earth-radii from Earth.  (9.8% farther than on the 7th.) 
 

Sunset and Twilight: Moon Phases: 
Sunset Range: 8:35 p.m. (June 1st) to 8:44 p.m. (June 30th) 

Mon., 3rd – New Moon 

Mon., 10th – First Quarter 

Mon., 17th – Full Moon 

  Tues., 26th – Last Quarter 

Twilight Ends: 10:25 p.m. (June 1st) to 10:37 p.m. (June 30th) 
 

 

Weekend Observing Opportunities: 
 

 

June 21st/22nd  

June 28th/29th  

 

Sat., June 15, 2019 

10:00 p.m. 
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Elections Scheduled for June meeting  
Earlier this year, President Martin appointed a Nominating Committee [NC] to prepare for club elections at 

the June monthly general membership meeting.  After discussions with many club members, the NC provid-

ed to all members an April 17 email with a proposed nomination slate. The bylaws-mandated fifteen-day win-

dow for other adult members in good standing to add their names to the nomination slate has closed. As all 

nominations are unopposed, the June meeting’s elections will be by acclamation of those present, the slate 

being:  President – Michael Martin 

            Vice President – Todd Atkins 

            Secretary – Mike Hutkin 

             Treasurer – Larry Hill 

              Executive Committee Member at Large – Ray Bradley 

 

The NC thanks the membership for their participation in this process. 

Dan Chrisman, Chairman; Frank Baratta; Michael Good; Michael Martin, ex officio member. 

RVAS Nominating Committee 

Welcome Mat 
 

The Society bids a warm and cordial welcome to Razan Hamed, known as “Rosie” to her friends, who’s a stu-

dent at Roanoke College and who became a Student member at the May 20th meeting.  Born in the Middle 

East, Rosie came to the U.S. two years ago to further her education.  She’s a rising junior majoring in physics 

and minoring in math.  Ever since her childhood, Rosie has gazed at the stars and wondered at their nature.  

So her intent is to combine her passion for astronomy and physics by pursuing astrophysics in graduate 

school, an intent given impetus by a class taught by our friend, Dr. Matt Fleenor, that included observing op-

portunities on the Blue Ridge Parkway.  So she’s been busy looking at graduate school options and making 

plans.  Rosie notes that she’s especially interested in dark matter and hopes to concentrate her graduate 

studies on preparing for research on this and related subjects.  In the midst of her studying and planning 

Rosie has devoted some of her efforts to restarting the Roanoke College astronomy club, and she’s been its 

president for nearly a year!  This had been her only experience with a club until she met RVAS member John 

Spruhan at a Salem Library moon viewing on May 14th and learned about ours.  Less than a week later she had 

attended our meeting and joined the RVAS! 

 

Thanks for joining the RVAS, Rosie!  We’re glad to have you as a member.  We hope that you’ll find our activ-

ities of interest, and that you’ll become an active participant in them.  And we’re eager to learn how our club 

might interact with Roanoke College’s, to the benefit of both.  
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RVAS from the Past  
By Bill Dillon  

RVAS 25 Years Ago 

Newsletter Articles from June 1994 

“Picnic and Star Party to Include Elections” 

The 1994 edition of the Club Picnic will take 

place at the Franklin County Recreation Park near 

Rocky Mount. With lots of amenities offered by 

the park, the festivities could begin as early as 

noon, with dinner scheduled for 6:30pm. Since 

the picnic is also the regular June meeting, elec-

tion of Officers will also take place. As always, 

post-meeting/dinner observing will depend on the 

weather. 

“Update On July’s Jupiter Bash” 

The Society is planning on participating in the 

much anticipated collision of comet Shoemaker-

Levy 9 with Jupiter with a tailgate party and ob-

serving session at Cahas Overlook on the BRP. 

With Shoemaker-Levy coming in several frag-

ments, astronomers are currently unsure of im-

pact dates, and of course Jupiter’s altitude in 

the sky, the Moon’s phase and Roanoke’s weather 

will all play a part. Two evenings in late July were 

selected and fingers are crossed. 

“Costs Put VAAS in Jeopardy” 

With the 1993 Virginia Association of Astronom-

ical Societies convention failing to materialize, 

RVAS took on the task of hosting the 1994 

event. Initially set for October 1st at the Sci-

ence Museum, the RVAS Officers were con-

cerned in June whether the cost to  

 

produce a quality event may require fees higher 

than folks are willing to pay. Although the Club 

feels that the program will be of a quality to sup-

port $13 to $15 per person fees, a letter was 

sent to all clubs in Virginia and North Carolina to 

determine level of interest. 

RVAS 10 Years Ago 

(A well done, 15 page Newsletter in June of 2009 

contained so many good articles that all I can do 

is hit the highlights) 

A wonderfully written and detailed article by Jiri 

Kolejka titled, “The Skies of Summer” included 5 

pages of details on deep sky objects visible in 

our summer sky. 

John Goss wrote about our “very cool hobby” 

with a brief article on Astronomy Day 2009 held 

in Elmwood Park in conjunction with Roanoke’s 

Strawberry Festival. With everyone’s stomachs 

full of various strawberry confections and a 

threatening sky, it was scopes down by 2:00pm. 

Clark Thomas’ article titled “The Open Cluster” 

spoke mostly of Hubble, both Edwin and the tele-

scope with 4 interesting and odd facts about 

both. 

Jack Gross wrote of Pietro Angelo Secchi, an 

Italian astronomer and “a bit of a 19th century 

Renaissance kind of guy”, and his many accom-

plishments and discoveries. 

Genevieve Goss wrote of the upcoming ALCon 

2019 to be held at Hofstra University in August. 

Tips of travelling to, in and around New York City 

were provided in detail.  
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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. 
  

Welcome Mat 
 

The Society bids a warm and cordial welcome to Brady Martin, of Blue Ridge, who joined with an Individual 

membership as of March.  Brady’s born and raised in Botetourt County, and graduated from Lord Botetourt 

High School.  He and his wife, Sarah, have been married for two years and have an 8-month-old daughter, 

Ridley.  With a background that includes a certificate from Virginia Western Community College in electrical 

wiring and an apprenticeship, Brady is currently an Industrial Mechanic with Coca-Cola Company in Roanoke.  

Sarah, originally from the Miami area, is a Registered Nurse who received her Bachelor’s degree from the 

Jefferson College of Health Sciences and recently completed her Master’s there as well.  Brady’s interest in 

astronomy reaches back to his early childhood and the enjoyment of the night sky his father, Dan (an RVAS 

member from 1992 to 1996), shared with him.  While Brady’s known about the RVAS for years, it’s only in the 

last few months that he’s had time to begin attending our meetings.  As for getting out for observing, he’s 

looking forward to such opportunities—and has begun researching telescopes, with an eye toward a possible 

10-inch Dobsonian!  Regarding his hopes for now being an RVAS member, Brady is eager to enjoy the company 

of other astrophiles, and to gain from their knowledge and experience. 

 

Thanks for joining the RVAS, Brady!  We’re glad to have you with us.  We look forward to meeting Sarah and 

Ridley and to your and their participating in our events and activities. 
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Save 15% on Membership Renewals! 
All memberships (except Goss, Leonard, Mesimer, Rauchle and Rollings) expire on June 30th.  Reap a 15% 

“Early Bird” discount if your renewal is received (or postmarked, if mailed) by then.  Otherwise, regular 

rates apply.  The regular and “Early Bird” rates are: 
  

Family -- $25.00 regular rate ($21.25 Early Bird rate) 

Senior Family (65 or older) -- $22.00 regular rate ($18.70 Early Bird rate) 

Individual -- $20.00 regular rate ($17.00 Early Bird rate) 

Senior Individual (65 or older) -- $18.00 regular rate ($15.30 Early Bird rate) 

Student -- $10.00 regular rate ($8.50 Early Bird rate) 
  
Rosters with your membership type were included in renewal reminders emailed to you on May 19th and 

June 4th.  If mailing, make your check to “RVAS” and send to Larry Hill, RVAS Treasurer, 5220 Hawkbill 

Circle, Roanoke, VA 24018.  Questions?  Call 540-774-5651, or email info@rvasclub.org. 
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Member Observation 

 

The Milky Way and  

Sagittarius at Lynchburg 
By Dave Thomas 

In the 27 years my family has resided in Lynchburg the 
Milky Way has become an elusive sight. When we first ar-
rived it was visible as a river of stars across the sky, during 
the months of May through August. But now, due to ever 
increasing light pollution, it is rarely visible without aid. 

The photograph above was made on the evening  of June 
3, 2019 using a Canon T6 DSLR mounted on a tripod with a 
iOptron Pro camera tracker. The camera was set to a ISO of 
1600 at 18 MM, f/4.5, 90 second exposure with a Hoya 
Intensifier filter. Post processing was done with Corel Paint 
Shop Pro software.  
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RVAS June Anniversaries 

Membership Milestones 
This is the third installment of our new, monthly newsletter item recognizing club members for their contin-

uing membership.  Each month we’re spotlighting who among our current members is celebrating an anniver-

sary (whether they know it or not!).  This month we want to express our heartfelt thanks to those who 

joined (or rejoined) in the month of June:  Melanie Minnix (1994), Clark Thomas (2002), Michael, Lauren and 

Lily Martin (2016), Rick Parker (2017), Todd Atkins (2018), Al and Beth Durham (2018), John and Michael 

Pellican and Tim Eubanks (2018), and John, Maria, J.R., Sue Ann and Caroline Sheffey (2018).   

 

We especially thank Melanie Minnix for reaching her 25th consecutive year with the RVAS.  Also noted are 

the 17 years for Clark Thomas, who, it should be added, was a youth member in the late 1950s of the Ama-

teur Astronomers of Roanoke, the progenitor club of our present RVAS.  We also want to mention that Al 

and Beth Durham were returning members when they rejoined in 2018, having been members previously 

from 1995 to 2009. 

 

To all our June joiners, rejoiners, progenitor club members and each and every current member, thanks for 

your support of the RVAS and of amateur astronomy in our area!  

Welcome Mat 
The Society bids a warm and cordial welcome to Charles George, of Roanoke County, who joined at the May 

20th meeting with a Family membership.  A Roanoke native, much of whose childhood was spent in Franklin 

County, Charles was living in Fayetteville, NC, before moving back to our area in 2013.  He’s a student and has 

done research work at the Jefferson College of Health Sciences, where he earned his Bachelor’s degree in 

Biomedical Science in 2017 and will begin its Physician Assistant program next year.  Astronomy-wise, Charles 

notes that he’s always been fascinated by space and the stars.  It’s an interest he shares with and wants to 

further develop with his son, Elliott, a rising 8th grader.  Moreover, as he puts it, “I’ve looked through micro-

scopes for years; now I want to look the other way!”  At present, his means of doing so are his eyes and a pair 

of Nikon binoculars, but he has been considering the acquisition of an Orion equatorial reflector.  As far as 

the RVAS, Charles recalls learning about the club at a Science Museum of Western VA STEM event a year or 

two ago—very likely one of the Halloween-time “Spooktaculars” in which some of our members participate.  

He recently searched for us online, leading to his attending the May meeting.  Now, as a member, he’s antici-

pating sharing the enjoyment of astronomy with other astrophiles and gaining from their experience. 

 

Charles, we’re glad to have you and your significant other, Marie, and your son, Elliot, as members!  Thanks 

for joining.  We hope you’ll all become regulars at our meetings and activities.  You’ll find our members ready 

to share their knowledge and hear about your own. 
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What happened to the  

Roanoke Hopkins Planetarium? 

The Evolution of Projector Technology 

 

By Roger Pommerenke 

Laser projectors like the one on the Viking ship 

Orion (See the article about the Orion elsewhere in 

this newsletter), are the state of the art in projec-

tor technology -- generations removed from the 

analog projectors used in the Hopkins Planetarium. 

Analog projectors  

Slide and film projectors, like in the Hopkins, are 

largely things of the past.  This technology peaked 

with IMAX which originally meant something like a 

70 feet screen and 70MM film running sideways. 

LieMAX 

While writing this article I googled ”IMAX” and 

found several IMAX movies here in Roanoke!?!?!?  I 

generally avoid movies and didn’t know Roanoke had 

IMAX movies.  But I was skeptical and googled 

“fake imax” and learned a new term “LieMAX”.  

These fake IMAX movies are really digital projec-

tors on a normal size screen.  Not a true IMAX five

-story screen like at the Smithsonian.  The blog by 

comedian Aziz Ansari explains it better than I 

could:  https://azizisbored.tumblr.com/

post/106587114.  But I am digressing. 

Digital projectors 

Digital projectors have largely replaced analog pro-

jectors.  Movie releases are no longer shipped in 

film canisters.  They are simply downloaded from 

the cloud or shipped on a hard drive (which is a 

problem for small movie houses and legacy planetar-

iums like the Hopkins).  One of the first digital pro-

jectors used CRTs to project an image.  But they 

are also obsolete.  Newer digital projectors have 

their pros and cons, but two common types are DLP 

(digital light processing), and LCD (liquid crystal 

display).  DLP uses a chip made of microscopic mir-

rors.  The mirrors reflect light from a source like a 

Xenon lamp onto the projector screen to produce 

the images. 

LCD Projectors 

Most LCD projectors work by using three liquid 

crystal panels, a lamp, a prism, and filters to create 

the image on the screen.  Like DLP, LCD projectors 

get better every year. 

Laser Projectors 

Laser projectors are the latest advance. They still 

use DLP or LCD (or similar) technology.  But use a 

laser as the light source instead of lamps or dim 

LEDs.  As lasers produce a highly coherent beam of 

light, it allows the projector to production quality 

images. They also generate less heat and have a 

(Projector Continued on page 14) 
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longer lifespan.   These projectors are getting bet-

ter, and the best are known as “8K” because of 

their ultra-high resolution of 7680 X 4320 pixels. 

 

So what happened to the Hopkins Planetarium? 

Since no one is producing content in the old analog 

format, the Hopkins Planetarium basically has noth-

ing to show and closed when CITS was renovated. 

Here are links for more info Here  and Here. 

 

(Projector Continued from page 13) 

Welcome Mat 
 

The Society bids a warm and cordial welcome to Matthew Schottmiller, of Salem, who joined with a Family 

membership in April.  He and his wife, Lottie, are both graduates of Roanoke College, and have a daughter, 

age 5, and a son, age 3.  For four years Matt served as an officer in the U.S. Air Force stationed at its re-

search lab in Albuquerque, New Mexico.  He then studied at the University of New Mexico, where he obtained 

both his MBA and law degree.  Returning to the Roanoke Valley, he opened his law office in Salem in 2013.  

Lottie is the Human Resources Director for Virginia Premier, a health insurance provider.  Matt traces his 

interest in astronomy to his childhood, when he was drawn to gaze at the stars, noting that this led to a life-

long love of science.  These days, he’s especially interested in cosmology.  Matt learned about the RVAS dur-

ing a STEM night at West Salem Elementary School, where some of our members were participating.  It’s 

been a particular goal of his to nurture the enjoyment of science in his daughter, who, he says, is intrigued by 

black holes.  They are both looking forward to getting up to the Parkway for some darker sky stargazing.  For 

the time being, however, it’s naked eye viewing of what can be seen from around home and under darker skies 

when the family goes camping. 

 

Matt and Lottie, we’re glad to have you and the family with us!  Thanks for becoming members of the RVAS.  

We share your desire to advocate for open science horizons for both your daughter and for your son!    
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Member Report 

Cruise Ship Viking Orion: Unlikely Place to 

Discover a Planetarium 
 

 

 

By Roger Pommerenke 

Cruise lines compete for passengers with ‘hooks’ -- 

like having an onboard planetarium and Resident 

Astronomer!  Such is the case of the cruise ship 

Orion which made her maiden voyage last year with 

Viking Ocean Cruise Lines.  My wife and I did not 

know about the planetarium and astronomer when 

we booked passage.  Our criteria were simply a ship 

that would be in New Zealand before my brother’s 

contract expired in June 2019 and would also visit 

Australia.  My brother is a locum tenens physician, 

and, if we were ever going to visit New Zealand, it 

needed to be while he was there. 

Do you want an Astronomy Job? 

The duties of the cruise ship ‘Resident Astrono-

mer’ include operating the planetarium, conducting 

formal talks in the ships auditorium, informal 

Q&As in more intimate areas of the ship, and dark 

sky observing at night.  During our cruise, I had 

the pleasure of bumping into the resident astrono-

mer, Ian Maclean, a few times.  Mostly because 

Viking Orion is considered a ‘small’ ship with a max-

imum capacity of only 930 passengers, and most of 

those passengers, are not interested in astronomy.  

I learned, at a chance meeting in a bar that the 

planed telescope-combined-with-planetarium 

presentations (something our club contemplated 

several years ago) did not happen because the 

rocking of the ship could not be overcome. He also 

explained how to become a paid Viking Resident 

Astronomer.  The requirements include: 

 

1. Know constellations in both southern and 

northern hemispheres 

2. Have experience talking to groups of people 

3. Be willing to travel, and 

4. Submit job applications here   

But the planetarium shows were a disappoint-

ment 

Upon boarding the ship, we were provided with a 

list of free planetarium shows.  Some, maybe all, 

are available in most IMAX or Dome Theatres.  

Nothing looked promising.  I wondered why the 

(Orion Continued on page 16) 

Viking Orion passes between our Airbnb and the Sydney 

opera house 
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planetarium was being used to show Dolphins and 
Whales but not something on the southern night 

sky.  The best shows were: 

1. Mars One Thousand One, an extravagant 

commercial for the manned Mars mission.   

A trailer can be seen here.  The part when 

the giant rocket blasted off seemed very 

realistic because we were passing thru a 

storm on the Tasman Sea while watching 

the show.  Our seats really did move and 

vibrate. 

2. Journey to Space, in 3D is more entertain-

ment then education.  It was partially paid 

for by Boeing.  A trailer is available here 

3. A show on the night sky.  But it was a sim-

plistic one-size-fits-all of the sky for both 

hemispheres!  I wanted to learn about the 

southern constellations, not how to find the 

North Star. They should have had a dedi-

cated southern hemisphere show for our 

cruise.  My wife complained someone near 

her was snoring. 

The planetarium has five 3-D laser-beam 8K resolu-

tion projectors costing hundreds of thousands of 

dollars.  But these expensive projectors require 

keeping the room at low temperature, and everyone 

is provided with a blanket.  More information on the 

Orion planetarium can be found here.  More infor-

mation on laser projectors can be found in the 

brief article “What happened to the Roanoke 

Hopkins Planetarium?” found elsewhere in this 

newsletter. 

Viewing the southern sky 

Two night sky viewings were planned.  Rain can-

celled the first.  Clouds disappointed the second.  

This is how it worked.  After sunset we took the 

wireless headphones from our cabin and met in the 

“Explorer Lounge” on Deck 8.  The resident astron-

omer performed a radio check on our wireless 

headphones, and then we exited a side door and 

climbed outdoor stairs to the top deck.  All outdoor 

deck lights were off -- except for some red lights 

a foot or so above deck.  I thought they were navi-

gational lights, but later realized they were for the 

star gazers.  Unfortunately only a few stars were 

visible.  I chuckled when the Resident Astronomer 

said something like, ‘this is where the Southern 

Cross would be, if not for the clouds.’  A few 

minutes later I watched him flip a switch and all 

the deck lights came to life. 

Conclusion:  Although the planetarium shows were a 

disappointment, that was not the reason we booked 

the Orion.  The ships staff, food, spa, and state-

rooms exceeded our expectations and we would 

book this ship again. 

(Orion Continued from page 15) 

The astronomy theme was visible in many parts of the 

ship  This is one of the bars 

Inside Viking Orion planetarium  My wife is sitting in the 

first visible row  Everyone gets a blanket even in summer 
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Get Connected! 
Want to be more in touch with other RVAS members?  Join the RVAS Yahoo Group!  Share last-minute 

observing plans, articles, ideas, astrophotos—you name it.  You’ll need to have or create a Yahoo email ad-

dress.  Click the link below.  Once logged in, provide the information requested, including your real name 

since the group is only for members and those invited.  You’ll receive an acknowledgement from the mod-

erator.  https://groups.yahoo.com/neo/groups/RVAS_Club/info 

For assistance, call the RVAS Message Line (540-774-5651).  We’ll have you connected in no time! 

 

 

Welcome Mat 
 

The Society bids a warm and cordial welcome to Jeni Benos, of Giles County, who joined with an Individual 

membership at the May 20th meeting. Jeni’s originally from the Chelmsford, MA area, northwest of Boston. 

She came to Giles County about ten years ago through the good fortune of having a friend there with proper-

ty she could rent for a while. She liked the area, drawn to its beauty and peacefulness, and now has a home 

out in the country. Jeni’s an award-winning artist with talents encompassing multiple mediums. She specializes 

in finely-crafted, original sterling silver jewelry, much reflecting her love of nature and animals, including a 

strong affinity for horses.  Jeni’s been in business for the past 15 years and markets her creations at trade 

shows, galleries such as Gibson’s at the Greenbrier and online at jenuinelyjeni.com. Astronomy-wise, she re-

calls how her interest developed as a youth gazing at the stars and constellations with her Dad. Years later 

an encounter with a single book, “A Short History of Nearly Everything”, by Bill Bryson, captivated and set 

her on a path of learning about this fascinating universe we inhabit. Recently, she went web-searching for an 

astronomy club where she could connect with others similarly interested. She found the RVAS on MeetUp 

and attended our last two meetings. A naked-eye stargazer graced with dark skies at home, she’s hoping her 

membership will offer opportunities to peer deeper, learn more, and enjoy the company of like-minded peo-

ple. 

 

Jeni, thanks for joining the RVAS! We’re pleased to have you with us, and glad to know you find our members 

to be a friendly and welcoming group. We hope you’ll want to regularly participate in the club’s events and 

activities, and that they will help you further develop your interest in astronomy. 
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Monthly Calendar 
 

MONTHLY MEETING: “Summer Solstice ‘Ice Cream’ Social,” Monday, June 17th, 7:30 p.m., Classroom 

B, 3rd floor, Center on Church, Downtown Roanoke.  Come and celebrate the arrival of summer at the 

first of our two semiannual social meetings.  It’s just a few days before the solstice and we’re ready to 

share some cool treats, provided by the club, to prepare us all for the hot and hotter times ahead.  Mem-

bers are encouraged to bring their favorite ice cream toppings to share with everyone.  There’ll also be 

some bottled water to wash down the sweetness.  Along with reports and announcements and monthly short 

programs, we’ll be officially electing our officers for the new year starting next month.  We’ll also have 

“open mic” time for anyone to offer short talks about just about anything they think will be of interest.  So 

mark your calendars and plan to join us.  We’ll be having a cool time in the hot town tonight! 

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

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

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

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

 

-- Friday and Saturday, June 21st and 22nd.  Sunset is at 8:44 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 10:37 

p.m. The Moon rises at 12:37 and 1:06 a.m., respectively. 

 

-- Friday and Saturday, June 28th and 29th.  Sunset is at 8:44 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 10:37 

p.m. The Moon sets at 4:32 and 5:35 p.m., respectively. 

 

-- Future Weekend Observing Opportunities: July 26th and 27th; August 2nd and 3rd; 23rd and 24th; and 30th 

and 31st. 

 

ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: Saturday, June 1st, 9:30 p.m., Cahas 

Knob Overlook, milepost 139, Blue Ridge Parkway.  Nonmembers must register with Parks & Rec. at 540-

853-2236.  Members can call 540-774-5651 for information.  (Next session: July 27th, 9:15 p.m., Cahas Knob 

Overlook.) 

Astro-Quiz 
 

Calendars are human inventions devised (originally) to track natural cycles, in particular, the solar year.  All 

the monthly subdivisions of our current calendar have at least 30 days except February.  Why is that? 

 Answer to May’s Quiz: Our common date system starts each new day at midnight—cumbersome for record-

ing astronomers’ nightly activities crossing two dates.  The Julian date system, invented in 1582 by Joseph 

Scaliger (1540-1609), remedies this by starting each day at noon Universal Time (UT) and numbering each by 

how many have elapsed since noon on January 1, 4713 BCE.  Named after his father, Julius Caesar Scaliger, 

and not the Roman emperor, the curious beginning date was chosen because of its being the most recent past 

year when three cycles of 28, 19 and 15 years converge: 28, for the solar cycle of years for dates in the Jul-

ian calendar (which is named for the Roman emperor) to again fall on the same day of the week; 19, for the 

Metonic cycle (devised by Meton of Athens in 432 BCE), which defines a relationship between lunar and solar 

years; and 15, for the ancient Roman indiction cycle, used for taxation.  For example, our night crossing De-

cember 31, 2019, and January 1, 2020, is simply Julian date 2,458,849!  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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