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With COVID-19 continuing to limit social gathering, 

the 2nd virtual meeting of RVAS got underway as 

members once again logged into the Zoom meeting.   

It was interesting to observe that just as when we 

meet at the science museum, where people file in 

and engage in banter on a variety of topics, so did 

our virtual crowd.  As people entered the Zoom 

room and settled into the comfort of their sofas, 

dens, and home offices, it was good to hear some Q 

& A related to the use of Zoom and its assorted 

capabilities.   

We quickly began to overflow into a 2-screen 

meeting with a solid 35 members attending as rec-

orded by Membership chairperson, Frank Bar-

atta.  President Michael Martin called the meet-

ing to order at 7:30 pm.     

Even though we remain in “Virtual” meeting mode, 

club leadership has worked diligently to keep a con-

sistent meeting structure and this evening was no 

exception.  

The first order of business was to acknowledge any 

new members. Eric Walter was recognized and 

asked to introduce himself. Eric is in the process 

of joining and lives in Blacksburg. He has a special 

interest in electronically-aided astronomy and bino 

viewing and has a Facebook page where he shares 

his interests with enthusiasts around the world.   

See the 'Welcome Mat' for Eric elsewhere in this 

issue.    

(Zoom Continued on page 2) 

Screen capture as members began to join the “virtual” 

meeting  
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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. 
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Frank Baratta also acknowledged the presence of 

Brian Bone, who had not been recognized at the 

April meeting of RVAS.  Brian rejoined last July 

after returning to Roanoke from Albuquerque.  

April’s RVAS meeting was his first ever, due to a 

previous conflict with his Scout troop’s meetings.  

Welcome, Brian. 

Before beginning the rest of the agenda, President 

Martin had some announcements for the member-

ship.  The election of officers will occur at the 

June meeting as scheduled, with that meeting still 

being conducted via Zoom. With member health and 

safety a priority, the Executive Committee will 

monitor the Virginia state and Science Museum 

guidelines for conducting meetings to determine 

when it will be appropriate to resume in-person 

meetings.  Until then, RVAS meetings will continue 

using the Zoom format.  President Martin also 

asked that any members that conduct observing 

sessions please send him a brief write up, including 

pictures, so that he can include these in his monthly 

Presidential Observing Report Newsletter.   

The next agenda item was observing reports and 

the purchase of new equipment with several mem-

bers showing they were quite active in the past 

month.    

 Immediate Past Vice President, John 

Wenskovitch was first up and told us of his success 

in accepting the challenge of Immediate Past 

President of the Astronomical League and RVAS 

member John Goss proposed at the April meeting.  

John took 2 index cards, punched a 1.5 mm hole in 

them, and used this technique to successfully view 

the crescent of Venus, even though it is only 40 – 

45 arc seconds ( 0.0111 to 0.0125 degrees).    

Michael Martin commented that he too had been 

out observing Venus and was also barely able to 

make out Mercury appearing low in the colorful 

horizon.  He commented that Venus is putting on 

quite a night sky show but we should note that May 

is the last full month it will appear in the western 

twilight sky for the year 2020. 

John Goss also spoke about his technique, which 

was to use a bottlecap with a 1/16 inch hole drilled 

into it, and how he observed the crescent Venus as 

a very thin curved streak. He also added that he 

used his bottle cap to look at the bright gibbous 

moon. By using the cap he was able to block out 

much of the light from the moon and was able to 

see the distinctive shape. He suggested that at a 

future public outreach event involving the moon we 

might consider passing out pre-drilled bottle caps 

for participants to use.   

David Thaler jumped in to bring us up to date on 

his efforts to use his iPhone and its “Nightcap” ap-

plication to photograph the night sky.  (Note: this 

is an Apple app that enables your iPhone camera to 

take nighttime and low light pictures. Cost is 

$2.99) Hearing and seeing the success of others 

using this approach he purchased an iPhone mount 

(Zoom Continued from page 1) 

(Zoom Continued on page 3) 
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to attach to his binoculars and telescope and ven-

tured out into the night.  Unfortunately, this was 

to be a learning experience with David unable to 

capture much in the way of breathtaking images. 

He finished with it being a frustrating evening, but 

he is undeterred and plans to continue pursuing 

those elusive images of celestial objects.    

Michael Martin also owned up to an unsuccessful 

observing event. He had recently gotten up at 4:00 

a.m. and driven to a spot that he hoped would have 

some dark sky potential. His goal was Comet 

SWAN, but unfortunately, the comet was barely 

above the horizon, the sun was beginning to rise, 

and the skies too hazy to see his target.  To sal-

vage some of his early morning adventure he no-

ticed the presence of Jupiter, Saturn, and Mars in 

the sky and was able to capture some good images 

of the planets.    

Vice President Todd Atkins spoke about being 

awakened recently by an early morning text mes-

sage. Since he was awake he decided to go outside 

and observe the sky with his binoculars.  This was 

amid the recent meteor showers and he was able to 

see one of the meteors as it passed by.  He also 

mentioned that he bought his son a pair of binocu-

lars and is working to make the astronomy hobby a 

family affair. Great idea, Todd.   

Secretary, Mike Hutkin next spoke about his be-

ing in awe of other members and their deep-sky 

observing and checklist activity. This prompted his 

efforts to start on the Astronomical League’s lunar 

checklist. With the recent appearance of the Super 

“flower” moon and clear skies, he was able to check 

off a number of the naked eye and binocular items 

and is looking forward to continuing with the next 

level of items on the list.   

Tom Wise also stepped out on some of the recent 

clear sky nights and managed to identify a few ob-

jects in the night sky.  As with many others, he too 

was frustrated by the light pollution in his area 

which is only becoming worse as neighbors install 

even more outdoor lighting.  Tom reported that he 

had recently purchased some additional spacer 

rings for his equipment that he hopes will alleviate 

some of the problems he had 

with the prime focus.  He hopes this will improve 

his deep-sky images. We’re looking forward to see-

ing the results.  

New member Eric Walter stepped up and told us 

about recently viewing Messier 61, an intermediate 

barred spiral galaxy in the Virgo Cluster of galax-

ies. Even more significantly Eric noted that he ob-

served and imaged a supernova that occurred with-

in the galaxy. He also observed Comet ATLAS, 

Messier 51 (the Whirlpool galaxy), and the planets 

Jupiter and Saturn.            

Exec. Comm. Member at Large Ray Bradley had 

also been looking at M61 and noted that this was 

his first supernova observation.   

For our last observation, member Dave Thomas 

reported on his early morning May 16 observation 

of the Sagittarius area of the sky. He observed its 

Teapot asterism and took 74 frames of video at 13-

second intervals, which he converted to a GIF file. 

Notably, there was some discussion in this section 

concerning our nemesis, light pollution.  Hearing the 

difficulty members are having with neighborhood 

light pollution, Michael Good recalled a time when 

he was observing and took to covering up his neigh-

bor’s outdoor lights to reduce the pollution.  Since 

his neighbors were out of town this shouldn’t have 

been a problem, except for forgetting to uncover 

the lights when he was finished.  That’s a good tip 

on what you shouldn’t do, Michael. Remember to 

uncover the lights.      

Continuing with some confessions, Frank Baratta 

reminded the group of the time when the RVAS 

picnic was being held in Franklin county and some 

ingenious members covered up a dawn to dusk light 

that was interfering with viewing.  They quickly 

learned that this was not a good idea when the 

globe of the lamp shattered.   Other members were 

prompted to confess to other times when they sur-

reptitiously unscrewed neighborhood lights.  As 

they say, “confession is good for the soul” and 

“what happens in RVAS, stays in RVAS”.         

To close, President Martin asked all those present-

ing observations tonight and any others observing 

the night sky send him a report and any images to 

(Zoom Continued from page 2) 
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share in his monthly Presidential Observing Report 

Newsletter.    

The next agenda item was Outreach and Exec. 

Comm. Member at Large Ray Bradley was asked 

to report.  As expected, all in-person events have 

been canceled until the fall of 2020 but it was good 

to hear that Franklin County 4H has requested our 

participation in 5 virtual astronomy camps, with one 

being a statewide event. While actual dates have 

not yet been established, Ray explained that he 

plans to use a modification of his standard amateur 

astronomy presentation geared toward 9 to 14-year

-olds and looks forward to his first use of this in 

the virtual environment.   

Membership chairperson, Frank Baratta, remind-

ed us that it is membership renewal time and en-

couraged all to take advantage of the early bird 

special which ends on June 30.  Additional remind-

ers will be forthcoming as the date approaches.  

Before turning to our featured program for the 

evening, President Martin asked Frank Baratta for 

our What’s Up sky review for June.  It’s the month 

of the summer solstice, with the days getting long-

er and observing activities shifting to later and lat-

er starting times.  The best Fridays and Saturdays 

for stargazing come on the 12th and 13th and the 

19th and 20th. 

 

Comet ATLAS’ fragmentation leaves SWAN and 

PanSTARRS the only comets within binocular visi-

bility.  However, SWAN’s practically unobservable 

in the pre-sunrise sky and will depart the evening 

sky soon after mid-month.  Meanwhile, PanSTARRS 

is moving across the Big Dipper and fading. 

 

As the month begins, the waning evening dusk finds 

the late spring constellations such as Coma, Virgo, 

Leo, and Bootes centrally located.  But the summer 

constellations such as Hercules, Lyra, Cygnus, and 

Aquila are climbing in the east.  Their time at cen-

ter stage is fast approaching. 

 

For additional details, see the What’s Up Highlights 

in this issue.  The entire PowerPoint is posted on 

the RVAS website under “Tips and Topics”. 

 

It was now time for our feature presentation by 

President Martin on the topic  “An Introduction to 

Astrophotography”. 

 

Michael’s journey into the fast-evolving field of 

astrophotography began 9 or 10 years ago when he 

photographed the moon, Jupiter, and Saturn using 

his cell phone.  With this basic and low-cost setup, 

he was able to discern rings, cloud belts, and moons 

of the planets and was hooked to astrophotography.  

 

His work has evolved from then to now with him 

using a DLSR camera and sophisticated software 

tools to enhance the image quality of his photo-

graphs and aid in imaging those elusive deep sky 

objects.    

 

Michael proceeded to demonstrate the degree to 

which his work has progressed by sharing some of 

his first images taken and then showing the same 

sky objects taken and processed as he does today.  

The improvement in clarity, definition, and color 

was amazing to see. 

 

Over these several years, as his interest grew, so 

did his library of reading materials, new hardware, 

and software. This included a DSLR camera, tripod 

mount, mounting rings, adapters, Barlow lens, and 

software packages including Planetary Imaging Pre-

(Zoom Continued from page 3) 

(Zoom Continued on page 5) 

The basic cell phone adapter and scope interface   

Photo by Michael Martin 
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Processing (PIPP), Autostakkert3, and Registax6.  

He noted that the camera is in the $300 to $500 

range, other components are inexpensive, and soft-

ware is free and available to all hobbyists.  

 

Michael’s recommendation is to start with the moon 

and planets and he proceeded to demonstrate the 

camera setup process he uses in a typical session 

for image collection. As expected, the most chal-

lenging part of the setup is focusing on and track-

ing the object.  

 

Step 1 is to take a few videos of the target at 

about 60 frames / second,  which records the ob-

ject as it moves across the sky. Next, select the 

sharpest of the videos for further enhancement.  

The PIPP software allows you to isolate the object 

of interest and position it as a stationary image 

within a box in the center of the screen.  

Step 2  is to use the Autostakkert3 software to 

select the best frames (3000 – 4000 frames) from 

the stabilized video, which is typically about 50% 

of the individual frames which are those containing 

the least distortion.  You can identify specific 

parts of the image that you want to keep, such as 

the target planet and its moons, as the software 

further stabilizes the image and then stacks the 

50% selected from the many images into 1 image.    

Step 3 is to now introduce the single image to 

Registax6 to further sharpen the single image, to 

introduce color enhancements,  and perform cor-

rections to make the image “pop”. It should be not-

ed that this software requires the use of various 

hooks and handles to fine-tune the image and be-

comes a process of manual manipulation to suit your 

personal objectives.  While painstaking to perform, 

the results Michael showed us were amazing.   

After 3 to 4 years of honing his skills with the 

planets, it was time to move into the deep sky and 

Michael began his work using the same DSLR cam-

era attached to his telescope on a tripod. He noted 

that up until this point he has avoided tracking 

mounts, pointing out their complexity and cost.  He 

began this deeper look at the skies by looking at 

the stars and showed us some interesting photos he 

had taken of star trails at  1, 6, and 30-minute ex-

posures. These provided very interesting images as 

at 30 minutes even Polaris shows its sky rotation.   

At this point in his journey, Michael took his work 

to the next level with the addition of the SkyGuid-

er Pro Tracker ($500) to his equipment inventory.  

He presented the setup steps for this level of 

equipment which begins with leveling the mount, 

finding Polaris, and adjustment for Polar Alignment.  

A good indication that you are properly tracking is 

if the star trails disappear and Michael showed be-

fore and after images of the star trails showing 

that when tracking properly the trails were gone. 

The next step is to point the DSLR camera towards 

that part of the sky you are imaging, find your tar-

get object, and proceed to manually focus the cam-

(Zoom Continued from page 4) 

(Zoom Continued on page 6) 

30-minute sky trail exposure including the rotation of 

Polaris  

Photo by Michael Martin 

DSLR camera adapted to 8” refractor telescope  
 

Photo by Michael Martin 
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era on the target, and set the various manual cam-

era adjustments. Now, take a few test shots of 

your target to make sure the image is exposed cor-

rectly, that tracking is accurate, and finally, cap-

ture the exposures. For his example, Michael re-

peated 2-minute exposures during his 1 ½ hour ses-

sion which provided about 25 images. He then took 

what he called “calibration” frames (white, dark, 

bias) to allow him to eliminate various types of 

noise when he was processing the images. It was 

then time to use a free software package called 

DeepSkyStacker to combine his  25 Separate, 2 

Minute Light Frames, 27 Dark Frames, 44 Flat 

Frames, and 57 Bias Frames for over 150 total im-

ages combined into one image.   

It was now time for the software package called 

PixInsight ($250) for the final picture enhance-

ments. With this tool he was able to fine-tune the 

image to adjust sharpness and color, cautioning not 

to get overly creative in photoshopping but rather 

to make it look like the familiar images we know to 

be the Orion nebula. 

To close, Michael showed images of other deep sky 

objects he had photographed including M81 and 

M82, Hercules, Andromeda,  and other familiar 

nebulae. 

Passionate about astrophotography, Michael of-

fered some final references for those interested 

in trying this on their own. He also pointed us to his 

YouTube location where he posts his techniques and 

videos. ( youtube.com/latenightastronomy ).  

(Zoom Continued from page 5) 

(Zoom Continued on page 7) 

DSLR camera mounted to his SkyGuider Pro  

Photo by Michael Martin 

The Orion Nebula  

Photo by Michael Martin 

M81 & M82 galaxies 

Photo by Michael Martin 
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RVAS Member 

Anniversaries 
  

Congratulations to the following members with anniversaries during the month of June: 
  

Melanie Minnix (1994) – 26 years 

Clark Thomas (2002) – 18 years 

Michael, Lauren and Lily Martin (2016) – 4 years 

Rick Parker (2017) – 3 years 

Todd Atkins (2018) – 2 years 

Al and Beth Durham (2018) – 2 years* 

(* were also members from 11/95 to 6/09) 

John, Maria, J.R., Sue Ann and Caroline Sheffey (2018) – 2 years 

Samuel (“Tom”) Wise (2019) – 1 year 
  

Thanks to all for being members of the RVAS! 
  

Following a period of Q&A, Michael concluded that 

this is a great way to share the hobby with family, 

friends, and even the public by posting images and 

videos to Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube.   

Having completed the agenda for the May meeting 

of RVAS, President Martin asked the members to 

send him any observation photos that they take 

before the May meeting, and the meeting was ad-

journed. 

 

(Zoom Continued from page 6) 

A Message from the Outgoing President 

I wanted to take a moment and thank you all for your consistent support during my time as President 

of RVAS. We have a special club here in Roanoke with a unique vantage point on the world. With so much con-

stantly vying for our attention from all aspects of society, it can be easy to lose track of our overall place in 

the grand scheme of things. Yet, you all choose to look up. It may only be once every couple weeks or perhaps 

even just a few times a year, but you take the time to come to club meetings, participate in outreach events 

and most importantly explore the universe from your own backyard. For those brief moments we have views 

that few on this planet have ever experienced. Craters on the Moon, rings around Saturn, faint nebulas, 

dense star clusters and galaxies that are incomprehensibly far away. Always remember that what we do is a 

unique and special thing! Whether you have $5,000 worth of equipment or a pair of $50 binoculars, you have 

a window into the universe that is powerful to experience and important to share with others. It has been a 

pleasure to serve as your President and I look forward to seeing you again soon so we can continue to talk 

about why we choose to look up and what it is we experience through that unique choice! 

Sincerely, 

Michael R. Martin 

President RVAS 
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What’s Up Highlights 
June 1-30, 2020 

(Based on the What’s Up program presented at the May 18th Zoom meeting.) 

 

This Month: 
 

Once again, the What’s Up program was a bit 

abbreviated for our second Zoom meeting, 

with just a few celestial events noted.  One 

thing you might notice in the all-sky map at 

right is that no planets are visible at the 

time depicted.  Venus and Mercury have 

set and Jupiter and Saturn aren’t up until 

shortly before and after 11:00 p.m., re-

spectively.  Two comets – SWAN and Pan-

STARRS – that amateurs and profession-

als have been tracking are still with us.  But 

SWAN is hugging the NW horizon.  Pan-

STARRS is crossing through Ursa Major and 

fading.  Meanwhile, the summer solstice is 

flanked by the earliest sunrise and latest sun-

set, a consequence of Earth’s tilt and elliptical or-

bit. 

 

Celestial Events: 
 

• Update on Two Comets (both are binocular objects): 

• C/2020 F8 (SWAN) – Hunt an hour after sunset; 9° high and 1° below Capella, in NW, on the 
1st; tracking S and sinking/fading; gone by 17th.  Up (barely) before sunrise. 

• C2017 T2 (PanSTARRS) – Tracking S across Big Dipper’s bowl; 2.4° N of Dubhe on 1st; passes 
Phecda on 15th and M106 on 24th; fading. 

 

• Fri., 12th – Earliest sunrise (5:58:42 a.m.) for the year.  Also, the Equation of Time is 0 (clocks and 

sundials agree – temporarily). 

 

• Sat., 20th – Summer (or June) solstice for N. Hemisphere (5:45 p.m.); longest day; most northerly the 

sun can appear (directly overhead at latitude N23.44°). 

 

• Sat., 27th – Latest sunset (8:44:21 p.m.) for the year for Roanoke. 

 

 Sunset and Twilight: Moon Phases: 
  

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

Fri., 5th – Full Moon 
  

Sat., 13th – Last Quarter 
  

Sun., 21st – New Moon 
  

Sun., 28th – First Quarter 

Twilight Ends: 10:26 p.m. (June 1st) to 10:37 p.m. (June 30th) 
  

Weekend Observing Opportunities: 

  
June 12th/13th 

June 19th/20th 

Mon., June. 15th, 10:00 p.m. 
(30 min. before fully dark) 
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RVAS from the Past 

 

By Bill Dillon 

RVAS 25 Years Ago 

(On June 27, 1995 Space Shuttle Atlantis 

launched becoming the 100th crewed space launch 

from “Cape Canaveral”) 

And as reported in the June 1995 RVAS Newslet-

ter, Atlantis docked with the Russian space station 

Mir to become at that time the largest and bright-

est artificial satellite ever made.  

Atlantis flew a total of 33 missions, orbiting the 

Earth 4,848 times or almost 126,000,000 miles. 

Atlantis also flew the last shuttle mission in July 

2011, and the last manned mission launched from 

U.S. soil until Falcon 9/Crew Dragon on May 30, 

2020. 

RVAS set the date and location for its annual pic-

nic and star party on August 26th at Smith Moun-

tain Lake State Park. 

The Society welcomed three new members in June 

1995. Former member and past president of RVAS 

George Marshall rejoined after a two-year hiatus. 

Also joining were Kurt Grosshans of Christiansburg 

and Michael Marut of Concord. 

The members looked forward to a special June 

RVAS meeting when current Society  president 

and director of the Hopkins Planetarium will offer 

a behind the scenes tour of the Science Museum’s 

facility. 

The June newsletter also reported that in April, 

member Shawn McKenzie became the sixth RVAS 

member to achieve the first-level certificate in 

the Astronomical League’s Messier observing pro-

gram. 

RVAS 10 Years Ago 

(In June 2010 a superbolide measuring between 26 

and 43 feet across impacted Jupiter in the South 

Equatorial Belt creating a two-second flash) 

Speaking of “flashes”, at the May meeting of the 

Society the main topic was devoted to several 

speakers presenting various uses of those new 

software programs on your “cordless” phones 

called “apps” (no flash needed). Guest speaker, 

Raphael Steinbach of Redshift, discussed that app 

for the iPod (Wow! How many of us had Redshift 

and thought it was so cool? I did.). Additional 

presentations were made by members, David Tha-

ler (MoonMap Lite), Paul Caffrey (Distant Suns) 

and Mark Poore (myLite Flashlight; Astronomy 

Flashlight; Astronomy Picture of the Day; and 

Pocket Universe). All great stuff for the time. 

Michael Good dazzled us with another stunning col-

orized astrophoto, this one of M51. 

With elections slated to take place at the June 

Society meeting, current president Randy Sowden 

was still looking for volunteers for the office of 

president. 

One more comment on flashes. As reported by 

Jack Gross, our sun is expected to skip the super-

nova stage and simply fuse into a carbon core while 

jettisoning its outer layer to create a planetary 

nebula. That however won’t happen for another 6.5 

billion years, so most of us will miss it. 
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Demonstrate an Effect of Earth's Orbit 
 

You can take astronomical measurements on sunny days to confirm 

that the Earth really does follow an elliptical path as it orbits the 

Sun. 

 

In the Astronomical League’s Analemma Observing Program, you will 

observe the Sun’s sky position using a home built device that is simi-

lar to a sun dial. You observe the Sun at the same time on many days 

of the year and observe how its position in the sky changes. Using 

these observations, you will compute many of the basic elements of 

the Earth’s orbit around the Sun. This program is designed to give a 

deep appreciation for how ancient astronomers made measurements 

and the remarkable information that can be learned from basic ob-

servations. 

 

Douglas Smith 

Analemma Program Coordinator 

https://www.astroleague.org/Analemma_Introduction 

Analemma Observing Program | The Astronomical League 

To qualify for the AL’s Analemma Observing Program certificate and pin, you need only be a member of 

the Astronomical League, either through an affiliated Club or as a Member at Large, generate an analem-

ma, and analyze the data of the analemma by completing the four “activities” listed below in their pre-

scribed order. 

www.astroleague.org 

RVAS NL— June 2020— Pg 1 0 of 14 

mailto:editor@rvasclub.org
https://www.astroleague.org/Analemma_Introduction
https://www.astroleague.org/Analemma_Introduction
http://www.astroleague.org


 

 

  
  

Save 15% on Membership Renewals! 
All memberships (except Bone, Bradley, Dixon and Rollings) expire on June 30th.  Reap a 15% “Early Bird” 

discount if your renewal is received or postmarked by then.  Regular rates apply to renewals received or 

postmarked after June 30th.  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) 
  

SPECIAL RENEWAL RATE: In an effort to assist current members who have been economically impacted 

by the COVID-19 Pandemic, the RVAS Executive Committee is offering a special $5.00 membership rate 

for the 2020-2021 club year.  If you have questions regarding this special renewal rate, please call the 

number or email the address below. 
  
Rosters with your current membership type were included in the renewal notices emailed to you May 8th 

and 19th. Make your check or money order to “RVAS” and send to Larry Hill, RVAS Treasurer, 5220 Hawk-

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

  
  

Welcome Mat 
 

The Society bids a warm and cordial welcome to Eric Walter, of Blacksburg, who joined last month with an 

Individual membership, and was able to participate in our second Zoom meeting on May 18th.  Originally from 

Long Island, NY, his family moved to Bedford, VA, where he grew up and graduated from Liberty High 

School.  Eric’s also a Hokie, who graduated from Virginia Tech in 2005 having studied electrical computer 

engineering.  And he’s an entrepreneur who relied on his college skills in 2013 to start his current company, 

Synergy Management Group, which specializes in energy management and building automation.  Eric’s had an 

interest in astronomy since his early childhood, during the time of Halley’s Comet 1986 return.  It’s contin-

ued to grow over the years, but a public stargaze while visiting Yosemite National Park over a decade ago 

gave it a special impetus.  Eric notes that he waited well into his adulthood before investing in “anything real” 

as far as telescopes and other equipment.  Today, among his acquisitions is an Astro-Physics Starfire 155EDF 

refractor, a brand and instrument known to astrophiles who have been around.  Eric uses his equipment to his 

advantage as an astrophotographer and visually, some results of which can be enjoyed at two sites:  face-

book.com/RhombusAstronomy and astrobin.com/rhombus.  The path that led Eric to the RVAS included an 

online search, our Facebook page and his long-time friend, Martin Cohen, of Company Seven, who recommend-

ed that he connect with us.  Our new member is looking forward to seeing the gear that members use and 

interacting more locally with others who share the wonders and joys of the Cosmos. 

 

We’re glad to have you with us, Eric!  Thanks for joining.  We’re looking forward to meeting and getting out 

under the stars with you, as soon as conditions permit.  Meanwhile, we hope to enjoy your company through 

our virtual meetings, the RVAS Yahoo Group and other such activities. 
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This article is distributed by NASA Night Sky Network  

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

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

 

Summer Triangle Corner: Vega 

David Prosper and Vivian White 

 

If you live in the Northern Hemisphere and look up during June evenings, you’ll see the brilliant star Vega shining overhead. 

Did you know that Vega is one of the most studied stars in our skies? As one of the brightest summer stars, Vega has fascinated 

astronomers for thousands of years. 

 

Vega is the brightest star in the small Greek constellation of Lyra, the harp. It’s also one of the three points of the large 

“Summer Triangle” asterism, making Vega one of the easiest stars to find for novice stargazers. Ancient humans from 14,000 

years ago likely knew Vega for another reason: it was the Earth’s northern pole star! Compare Vega’s current position with that 

of the current north star, Polaris, and you can see how much the Earth’s tilt changes over thousands of years. This slow move-

ment is called precession, and in 12,000 years Vega will return to the northern pole star position. 

Bright Vega has been observed closely since the beginning of modern astronomy and even helped to set the standard for the 

current magnitude scale used to categorize the brightness of stars. Polaris and Vega have something else in common, besides 

being once and future pole stars: their brightness varies over time, making them variable stars. Variable stars’ light can change 

for many different reasons. Dust, smaller stars, or even planets may block the light we see from the star. Or the star itself might 

be unstable with active sunspots, expansions, or eruptions changing its brightness. Most stars are so far away that we only rec-

ord the change in light, and can’t see their surface.  

 

NASA’s TESS satellite has ultra-sensitive light sensors primed to look for the tiny dimming of starlight caused by transits of 

extrasolar planets.Their sensitivity also allowed TESS to observe much smaller pulsations in a certain type of variable star’s 

light than previously observed. These observations of Delta Scuti variable stars will help astronomers model their complex 

interiors and make sense of their distinct, seemingly chaotic, pulsations. This is a major contribution towards the field of astro-

seismology: the study of stellar interiors via observations of how sound waves “sing” as they travel through stars. The findings 

may help settle the debate over what kind of variable star Vega is. Find more details on this research, including a sonification 

demo that lets you “hear” the heartbeat of one of these stars, at: bit.ly/DeltaScutiTESS 

 

Interested in learning more about variable stars? Want to observe their changing brightness? Check out the website for the 

American Association of Variable Star Observers (AAVSO) at aavso.org. You can also find the latest news about Vega and 

other fascinating stars at nasa.gov. 

RVAS NL— June 2020— Pg 12 of 14 

https://nightsky.jpl.nasa.gov/
https://bit.ly/DeltaScutiTESS
https://www.aavso.org/
https://www.nasa.gov/


 

 

 

NASA Night Sky Notes  June 2020 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vega possesses two debris fields, similar to our own solar system’s asteroid and Kuiper belts. Astronomers continue to hunt 

for planets orbiting Vega, but as of May 2020 none have been confirmed. More info: bit.ly/VegaSystem  Credit: NASA/JPL-

Caltech 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Can you spot Vega? You may need to look straight up to find it, especially if observing after midnight. 
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Monthly Calendar 

VIRTUAL MONTHLY MEETING: Monday, June 15th, 7:30 p.m.  The June meeting is traditionally our 

“Summer Solstice ‘Ice Cream’ Social.”  Unwilling to let the pandemic interrupt tradition, we will attempt a 

virtual social.  So, have your favorite ice cream ready at home for the signal to go grab your treats and then 

rejoin the virtual social.  As we enjoy their soothing coolness, we can also enjoy RVAS Secretary Mike 

Hutkin’s featured talk, “The Moons of Our Solar System: A Refresher.”  Mike will cover what defines a moon, 

their structures and formation, how they were named, level of explorations, which have the potential to sup-

port life and other pertinent facts.  At the end of Mike’s presentation, Ray Bradley will demonstrate Mitaka 

software for visualizing the known universe and narrate some simulated flybys of several of the moons within 

our solar system.  The meeting will also feature election of RVAS officers for the 2020-2021 membership 

year, observing and other reports and announcements, and our What’s Up sky review for July.  As with the 

past two meetings, participation will be limited to RVAS members.  Invitations and instructions for signing in 

will be emailed to members. 

 

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

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

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

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

safety precautions. 

-- Friday and Saturday, June 12th and 13th.  Sunset is at 8:41 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 10:35 

p.m. The Moon rises at 1:57 and 2:22 a.m., respectively. 

-- Friday and Saturday, June 19th and 20th.  Sunset is at 8:44 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 10:37 

p.m. The Moon sets at 7:22 and 8:23 p.m., respectively. 

-- Future Weekend Observing Opportunities: July 10th and 11th: 17th and 18th. 

 

ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: The next quarterly session is scheduled 

for Saturday, August 15th, 9:00 p.m., Cahas Knob Overlook, milepost 139, Blue Ridge Parkway.  Non-

members must register with Parks & Rec. at 540-853-2236.  Members can call 540-774-5651 for infor-

mation.  (The final quarterly session for 2020 is November 14th, 6:00 p.m., Cahas Knob Overlook.) 

Astro-Quiz 
During the month of June, from the time of the latest sunset to the time of the earliest sunrise, what is the 

greatest number of first magnitude stars above the horizon, about what time does this occur and what are 

the stars’ names? 

 

Answer to Last Month’s Quiz:  Last month we asked what f divided by f/ tells you, where “f” is the focal 

length of your eyepiece and “f/” is the focal ratio of your telescope’s objective.  There are 3 formulas deal-

ing with telescopes that every observer should know: (1)  F = A x f/    (2)  M = F/f  and (3)  EP = A/M. 

We’ve already defined “f” and “f/” above.  “F” is the focal length of the telescope; “A” is the aperture 

(diameter) of its primary lens or mirror; “M” is the magnification obtained with a given eyepiece; and “EP” is 

the “exit pupil”, which is the diameter of the light bundle leaving the eyepiece and entering your eye.  By re-

arranging the terms of formulas (1) and (2) and substituting them into formula (3), we find that “f” divided 

“f/” equals EP, the eyepiece’s “exit pupil”, as member Eric Shelton correctly answered.  Since the size of the 

human eye’s dark-adapted pupil decreases with age, it’s of value to know the size of an eyepiece’s exit pupil 

when buying an eyepiece.  But that’s a topic unto itself.  Congratulations, Eric!  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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