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On February 20, 2017, the Roanoke Valley Astro-

nomical Society’s monthly meeting began promptly 

seven minutes late as recorded by Michael Martin, 

Secretary Pro Tempore, a last-minute replacement 

for an influenza-embattled Bill Dillon.   After a 

general welcome to the twenty-six in attendance, 

President Dan Chrisman, with assistance from Past 

President Frank Baratta, specifically welcomed 

new member Bert Herald and welcomed back “not 

seen in a while” members Peter Rosenfeld and  

Kevin and Emily Hamilton. 

Introduction 

To begin the evening’s program, Dan introduced our 

featured guest speaker Colonel Gregory (Greg) 

Topasna, Ph.D. and his wife Colonel Daniela 

Topasna, Ph.D., both professors at Virginia Military 

Institute.  He highlighted the speaker’s educational 

path: Glen Cove Elementary School, Stonewall 

Jackson Middle School, Patrick Henry High School, 

Virginia Western Community College and Virginia 

Tech. He earned a Ph.D. degree in Physics with a 

dissertation in Astronomy entitled “The Scattering 

of Hydrogen-Alpha (Emission) Associated with the 

Rosette Nebula in the Monoceros Region Studied 

Using Polarimetry”. Dan also mentioned several of 

the speaker’s outreach and mentoring activities.   

History in the Making 

Frank supplemented the introduction by pointing 

out that 25 years ago, Professor Topasna had at-

tended the RVAS’ February meeting as an under-

grad, in preparation for the University’s astronomy 

club hosting our members the following month at 

the Miles C. Horton Sr. Research Center.   

(Meeting Continued on page 3) 

February 2017 Meeting Report 

Riding the Polarimetry Express  

with Colonel Topasna 
 

By Michael Martin and Dan Chrisman 

POLARIZED Attention:  Everyone's head is angled in the 
same direction, frontwards toward Professor of Physics 
and Astronomy Gregory A. Topasna.   

Photo by Carolyn 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.  
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David E. Thomas, Webmaster (webmaster@rvasclub.org)  

RVAS web page: http://rvasclub.org 
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Professor Topasna went on as a graduate student 

to design, build, and maintain a roll-roof observato-

ry for the Department of Physics at the Center. 

Our guest speaker’s presentation dealt with the 

observation and analysis of the interstellar medium 

utilizing Optical Polarimetry.  He studies the dust 

and gas of the Milky Way and how light travels 

through it.  The shape of the dust particles and the 

dimensions of the dust clouds alter the magnitude 

of the polarization of the starlight. “The partial 

polarization of starlight is due to selective extinc-

tion by aspherical dust grains in the interstellar 

medium.” This filtering mechanism is called Dichroic 

Extinction. 

Metaphors: Fences and Field Goals 

A star emits nonpolarized light.  Think of a beach 

and a huge clock face. The beach and the horizon 

naturally form a plane containing a line between 9 

am and 3 pm on the clock face.  An ocean wave ap-

proaches the beach on that same plane. This wave 

is considered polarized because it is traveling along 

one plane.  It is nonsensical to consider an ocean 

wave approaching the beach along a plane that con-

tains a line between noon and 6 pm, perpendicular 

to the beach.  But for nonpolarized starlight, a 

light wave is simultaneously approaching along the 

9am-to-3pm plane, the plane containing the line 

formed between noon and 6 pm, an angle that is 90 

degrees from the 9am-to-3pm line.  The same light 

waves are approaching along the 10:30am-to-

4:30pm line, an angle that is 45 degrees from the 

9am-to-3pm line. That is, nonpolarized starlight can 

contain ALL of the possible angles of light waves.  

Consider a picket fence with evenly spaced vertical 

pickets where light waves whose polarization angles 

are not in line with the spaces between the pickets 

will be filtered out. Consider a football goal post 

where an attempt to kick a field goal from the 

sideline instead of from between the hash marks is 

less likely to successfully sail between the goal 

posts. Both visualizations illustrate that light waves 

along one plane (at one angle) easily pass through 

while the rest are completely or partially filtered 

out. Polarimeters used by Professor Topasna meas-

ure the intensity of light at ALL 

angles, searching for the angle with the maximum 

intensity. 

Technique  

The magnetic field of our galaxy alters the dust of 

our galaxy (like iron fillings near a bar magnet).  

The magnetic field cannot be observed optically. 

From measurements of starlight polarization that 

has passed through interstellar medium, our gal-

axy’s magnetic field can be observed.    

But not so fast.  Some stars emit light that is al-

ready partially polarized (intrinsic polarization).  

This effect must be measured, then subtracted 

from the interstellar polarization measurements.  

Otherwise, the interstellar polarization will be 

overestimated, leading to misunderstood magnetic 

fields and interstellar dust. 

Lastly, Professor Topasna emphasized that one 

technique to compare the accuracy of polarimeters 

is to compare their measurements of identical 

stars.  However, one must be careful for, just as 

some stars vary in brightness, cycling from a mini-

mum to a maximum over an hour or a day or a year 

or a decade, some stars exhibit variable polariza-

tion.    

Build One Yourself 

Having designed his first polarimeter in graduate 

school, Professor Topasna compared his research 

polarimeters with a polarimeter design which we 

could build.  Built mostly from readily available 

parts, DIY and Citizen Science resonated through-

out the room.  He also provided an overview of 

VMI’s astronomy equipment.  For example, the DFM 

Telescope used at VMI for his observations is a 

Cassegrain, D=0.5m F/13.5.  Having described 

equipment and observations, our guest speaker 

shared a brief overview of the mathematics used in 

polarimetry and various studies where optical polar-

imetry provided insight, including many to which his 

students contributed. 

After Dr. Topasna fielded detailed questions 

about equipment, imaging specifications and meas-

urements of magnetic field lines, Dan presented 

gifts of a Polarimetry Bear and the second-to-last 

RVAS coffee mug in appreciation of his talk.  

(Meeting Continued from page 1) 

(Meeting Continued on page 4) 
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Club Activities 

Following our feature program, Dan directed the 

group’s attention to several announcements and 

outreach updates. Ray Bradley gave an update on 

the library telescope loan program, focusing on the 

Franklin County Main Library and the Westlake 

Branch Library (library telescopes #11 and #12, 

respectively).  Ray also mentioned two upcoming 

outreach events on March 14: Science Museum of 

Western Virginia’s Math Day and Snow Creek Ele-

mentary School’s STEM-themed PTA.    

Rand Bowden mentioned that Astronomy Day would 

be held on April 22 at Elmwood Park this year and 

was awaiting further details.  Mark Hodges spoke 

of the upcoming Science Museum of Western Vir-

ginia’s June 14 STEM Tavern talk by John Goss 

about the August Solar Eclipse. 

 

Reminding all that our next meeting will be on 

March 20, Dan concluded the gathering at 9:07 pm. 

 
[Our thanks to Frank Baratta and Michael Good 
for reviewing early drafts of this article] 
 

(Meeting Continued from page 3) 

Professor Topasna accepts a coveted RVAS coffee and 
a Polarimetry Bear as tokens of appreciation from RVAS 
President, Dan Chrisman.  

Photo by Carolyn Baratta 

Nasser Abdelhadi listens attentively as RVAS Astrono-
my Day coordinator Rand Bowden updates our members 
about the need for volunteers and the signup sheet.  

Photo by Carolyn Baratta 

Upcoming RVAS Elections 

This is the time of year when we again look ahead to the future leadership of our Society.  Terms of the 

current officers end on June 30th.  A Nominating Committee has been formed to solicit and identify possi-

ble candidates to run for officer positions.  Any member of the Society may run for one of the five offic-

es: President; Vice-President; Secretary; Treasurer; and Executive Committee Member-at-Large.  If you 

would like to take your membership to a greater level of engagement in the operation of the Society, con-

sider running for a leadership position. 

Contact the Nominating Committee by email to NominatingCommittee@rvasclub.org.  Let us know which 

position or positions interest you.  Your interest is encouraged and appreciated. 
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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! 

 

 

Are You Receiving Your Newsletters 

and Other Club Emails? 
  
To save having to download newsletters from our website, these and other items of interest are emailed 

to members.  If you have not been receiving these items by email, please let us know by calling the RVAS 

Message Line at 540-774-5651.  Please also check whether your spam blocker is intercepting our emails. 

Welcome Mat 
 

The Society bids a warm and cordial welcome to Bert Herald, who joined in January.  Originally from        

Arizona, he and his wife, Meagan, moved to Virginia from Salt Lake City in 2007, with stints living in       

Richmond, Lexington and Staunton before settling in Roanoke in 2014!  Coming to Virginia was part of Bert’s 

plans to pursue his doctorate in electrical engineering.  Instead, he made a major change to a career as a die-

titian.  Meagan—Colonel Herald, that is—is a member of the mathematics faculty at Virginia Military Insti-

tute.  Bert traces his interest in astronomy to 5th or 6th grade, and the joy he experienced using his uncle’s 

refractor.  He’s been using the Meade 8” Dobsonian that he bought when in his 20s until his recent purchase 

of a Celestron 9.25" SCT and CGEM DX mount, with which he hopes to obtain the ability to image what he 

sees.  Bert learned about the RVAS by googling “astronomy clubs” for Roanoke late last year, and lost little 

time in making contact and joining.  He’s relishing his first membership in an astronomy club—he’s already 

attended both the January and February meetings—and is anticipating learning from his fellow members.  

Along with astronomy, Bert enjoys tinkering with ham radios, running (and mentoring), some cycling, cooking 

and gardening. 

 

Bert, we’re glad to have you with us!  Thanks for joining the RVAS.  We hope to regularly enjoy your company 

at our meetings and other activities.  And we’re sure you’ll find several members eager to share their astro-

photography skills and insights with you.  
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How did Immediate Past Vice President Rand 

Bowden and President Dan Chrisman end up at 

10:50 am on Wednesday, January 18 in the parking 

lot of the Craig County Public Library in downtown 

New Castle?  This pair of rogues were not there to 

steal the plans to the Empire’s Death Star! 

In response to a Spring ’16 editorial in the Roanoke 

Times, Martha Dillard, the Secretary of the Board 

of Trustees for the Craig County Public Library 

had immediately telephoned Past President Frank 

Baratta to learn more about RVAS’ four-year-old 

Library Telescope [LiTel] Initiative. 

After several December weeks of correspondence 

with Craig County Public Library Director Carla 

Ritzler-Old, Rand and I arrived on this winter 

morning bearing LiTel #13.  As we entered the li-

brary, we were greeted, not by Orson Krennic, but 

instead by Library Assistant Director Letha     

Persinger and a trio from the library’s Board of 

Trustees:  President Linda Calderon, Vice Presi-

dent Marjorie Lewter and Secretary Martha 

Dillard.  

Rand and I provided a brief overview of the RVAS 

LiTel Initiative.  The Board of Trustees shared 

their enthusiasm for Craig County’s nascent Dark 

Skies tourism plan and the part that we could play. 

As we were showing the scope to the library staff, 

a young patron showed an interest in it. When we 

asked him if he would like to check it out for two 

weeks, he said, “Yes, but I’ll have to ask my mother 

first.”  

The library has an adjoining picnic area which will 

serve as a wonderful spot to demonstrate the tele-

scope to library patrons.  On this day, Rand lead a 

training session where the participants became fa-

miliar with operating the telescopes.  By 12:15 pm, 

Rand and I were departing New Castle, the county 

(LiTel Continued on page 7) 

President Dan Chrisman and Immediate Past Vice Presi-
dent Rand Bowden completed the handover to and train-
ing of Craig County Public Library Officials: [L-R] Martha 
Dillard, Letha Persinger and Linda Calderon at the Jan-
uary 8 Craig County Public Library telescope event.    

Photo by Marjorie Lewter 

With Martha Dillard at her shoulder, Marjorie Lewter 
sights through the EZ finder as Rand Bowden leads the 
telescope training session.  

Photo by the author 

LiTel Do Tell 
 

County Seats Receive Library Telescopes 
 

By Rand Bowden and Dan Chrisman 
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seat of Craig County, bathed in sunlight, with no 

Death Star on the horizon. 

Tangentially, congratulations to the Blue Ridge As-

tronomy Club for donating their fourth telescope.  

The beneficiary was the Bedford Central Library in 

Bedford, VA, the county seat for Bedford County. 

Well Done! 

 

 

(LiTel Continued from page 6) 

Jack Gross, President of the Blue Ridge Astronomy Club, 
authored a Dec 14, 2016 Bedford Bulletin article about 
their donation of a library telescope to the Bedford Cen-
tral Library, BRAC’s fourth-donated telescope 
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Veil Nebula Image by Clem Elechi 

Thanks to Alan Hale at the South County Library for the data.  

Library Patrons Waiting 

Blue Ridge 0 

Jackson Park 0 

Gainsboro 3 

South County 0 

Buchanan 11 

Eagle Rock 0 

Fincastle 16 

Vinton 1 

Melrose NA 

Franklin County Public TBD 

Westlake Branch TBD 

Craig County Public NA 

  

LiTel ID Location Total Times Loaned Date Available to Patrons 

1 Blue Ridge 80 06/07/2012 

2 Williamson Road/Jackson Park 33 10/06/2014 

3 Gainsboro 36 04/23/2015 

4 South County 42 09/22/2014 

5 Buchanan 31 06/28/2016 

6 Blue Ridge 3 10/06/2016 

7 Eagle Rock 25 06/20/2016 

8 Fincastle 15 06/24/2016 

9 Vinton 2 11/28/2016 

10 Melrose 0 Not Yet Available 

11 Franklin County Public TBD TBD 

12 Westlake Branch TBD TBD 

13 Craig County Public 0 Not Yet Available 
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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. 
  

RVAS 25 Years Ago 

In March of 1992, RVAS announced that the April 

speaker would be Colonel David duPuy of the De-

partment of Physics and Astronomy and observato-

ry director at VMI. His topic for the April 20th 

meeting would be “Photometry with Amateur Tele-

scopes”. The talk was expected to include photome-

try equipment, observing techniques, data reduc-

tion and interesting stars. 

A Newsletter article by Mark Davis, an RVAS 

member and North America publicity director for 

the International Meteor Organization, on “Meteor 

Observing: The Basics” recommended a clear night, 

at the darkest possible site, around the date of 

the New Moon, with a lounge chair or a blanket. 

The article goes on to explain sporadic meteors 

versus expected meteor showers such as the Per-

sieds. Members could look forward to Part Two of 

Mark’s article in the April 1992 Newsletter. 

Members were encouraged to take advantage of a 

special observing session on March 28th at the Mar-

tin Observatory at Virginia Tech’s Horton Research 

Center. Directions and a map were provided in the 

Newsletter.  

 

It was reported by member David Yingling that 

March 29th would be the 100th birthday of Honor-

ary Life Member Baxter Mow. 

RVAS 10 Years Ago 

The lead article in the March 2007 Newsletter, 

RVAS members were encouraged by article author 

John Goss to participate in an international event 

from March 8th to the 21st called GLOBE at Night 

in which thousands of students, families and citizen 

scientists will observe the nighttime sky and learn 

more about light pollution around the world. In an 

effort that takes only 15-30 minutes, participants 

record the brightness of the night sky by matching 

its appearance toward the constellation Orion with 

1 of 7 stellar maps of different limiting magnitude, 

and then submitting their measurements on-line. 

Club members were hoping to view the first of only 

two lunar eclipses that will be visible in the Roa-

noke area in 2007. A public outreach program was 

being planned for March 3rd at the Cahas Overlook. 

It is expected that the moon will already be in the 

middle of umbral eclipse as it rises, and should pro-

vide quite a sight. 

       

 

  

RVAS from the Past 
 

 

By Bill Dillon 
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Astro-Quiz 
 

Separating the star pair of Mizar and Alcor, at the bend of the Big Dipper’s handle, is a well known test of 

unaided vision.  But each star is in turn a multiple.  Among these, Mizar-A claims a place among astronomical 

“first” discoveries.  What was the first for Mizar A? 

 

Answer to Last Month’s Quiz:  Last month we asked how much sky our Milky Way Galaxy would cover if seen 

from a world at the center of the Large Magellanic Cloud.  Thinking two-dimensionally of the entire sky as a 

circle, only half (180º) is visible above the horizon.  The length of this half-circle is given by (2πr)/2, the for-

mula for a circle’s entire circumference divided by 2, where “π” (pi) is about 3.1416 and “r” is the circle’s ra-

dius.  Our galaxy’s distance from to the LMC (the “r”) is about 163,000 light-years, so the 180º half-circle 

computes to be about 512,000 light-years in length.  At 100,000 light-years across, our galaxy would cover 

about 20% of this length, or 35º of the LMC world’s sky.  That’s about two hand-spans held at arm’s length!  

(A hand-span is the length from the tip of your thumb to the tip of your pinky with fingers spread.)  Have an 

answer to this month’s quiz (or a future question and answer to suggest)? E-mail it to astroquiz@rvasclub.org! 

Monthly Calendar 
 

MONTHLY MEETING: March 20th, 7:30 p.m., Classroom A, 3rd floor, Center on Church, Downtown 

Roanoke.  Is it time for your scheduled vision exam?  No, not for your eyes—for your telescope!  Getting 

the best views from your telescope begins with ensuring its optics are properly aligned.  Fortunately, doing 

so can cost nothing but a bit of time before each observing opportunity.  For our March meeting we’re fea-

turing “Collimation and Star Testing,” presented by RVAS Past President Frank Baratta.  Chock full of use-

ful information about these basic observer’s skills, even old hands at them may glean a new trick or two.  Be 

sure to join us!  

  

RVAS WEEKEND OBSERVING OPPORTUNITIES: RVAS members observe from various sites.  Cahas 

Knob Overlook, at milepost 139 on the Blue Ridge Parkway, is the traditional location most frequented.  For 

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

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

 

-- Friday and Saturday, March 17th and 18th.  Sunset is at 7:30 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 8:57 

p.m. The Moon rises at 12:22 and 1:16 a.m., respectively.  

 

-- Friday and Saturday, March 24th and 25th. Sunset is at 7:36 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 9:04 

p.m. The Moon sets at 4:06 and 5:09 p.m., respectively. 

 

-- Future Observing Opportunities: April 14th and 15th; April 21st and 22nd. 

 

ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: Saturday, March 18th, 8:15 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: April 22nd, 8:30 p.m.,   

Cahas Knob Overlook, milepost 139, Blue Ridge Parkway.) 

RVAS NL— March  2017— Pg 11 of 11 

mailto:astroquiz@rvasclub.org

