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With President Dwight Holland en route, Vice 

President John Wenskovitch opened our February 

meeting with 26 in attendance. Observing reports 

began the evening, spanning from lunar eclipses to 

Tesla Roadsters. John recently witnessed a fly 

over of the ISS and Bill Dillon spotted a short me-

teor burst that was quite impressive. Past Presi-

dent Michael Good turned our attention to the big 

space news of the month, Space X’s Falcon Heavy 

launch, which will take a Tesla Roadster past the 

orbital path of Mars, putting it in a heliocentric 

orbit around the Sun. Club members talked about 

their excitement regarding the launch, with one 

comparing it to the feelings he got watching the 

Saturn V in  the 1960’s and 70’.   

 

Moving onto reports from club officers, Secretary 

Michael Martin announced to thunderous applause 

that he and his wife Lauren are expecting a future 

RVAS club member. John mentioned the need for 

future speakers for March and April’s club meet-

ings, and Member-at-Large Ray Bradley provided 

updates on some previous and upcoming outreach 

events. Cub Scout NOVA was attended by 120 

scouts with Immediate Past President Dan Chris-

man, Past Vice President Rand Bowden, Carolyn 

Chrisman, Sierra Bradley and Dwight Holland 

lending a helping hand. Upcoming events include 

outreach from 5:00 pm to 8:00 pm at Mason Cove 

Elementary School on March 20th and West Salem 

Elementary School on March 28th. Dan Chrisman 

and Ray Bradley were then called up to be awarded 

(Meeting Continued on page 2) 

RVAS February Meeting Report 

Visualizing the Future of  

Science and Astronomy 
 
By Michael Martin, RVAS Secretary 

RVAS V. P. John Wenskovitch temporarily leads the 
meeting for President Dwight Holland, who was delayed 

in arriving,   
 

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.  
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the Stellar Level of outreach from the Astronomi-

cal League for their over 60 hours of excellent 

work with the community regarding education and 

outreach opportunities. Rand Bowden announced 

that Astronomy Day will be held on April 21 in the 

Grandin Village. Please let him know if you can vol-

unteer.   

John Goss then came forward to lead a discussion 

on what we could do in the coming months to com-

memorate the 50th anniversary of the first Moon 

landing. He asked the club members for any ideas 

they may have that could help to educate the public 

on this historic event. Michael Good discussed pos-

sibly showing the movie “The Dish” along with pre-

senting original newspapers and collectibles from 

that time. Ray Bradley thought we could possibly 

work the landings into promoting our library tele-

scope program for lunar observing.Bursting onto 

the scene, Dwight arrived at the meeting following 

his long day and journey back to Roanoke from 

teaching ski lessons. He quickly turned the meeting 

over to Frank Baratta for our monthly “What’s 

Up”. This month’s highlights included a heliocentric 

conjunction of Mars and Jupiter, a good opportuni-

ty to view Mercury on March 15th and the crescent 

Moon in a celestial dance with Venus and Mercury. 

More can be found on these topics in the  

(Meeting Continued from page 1) 

(Meeting Continued on page 3) 

RVAS Immediate Past President Dan Chrisman receives 
his Stellar Outreach award from Vice President John 
Wenskovitch.   
 

Photo by Frank Baratta. 

RVAS Member-at-Large Ray Bradley (left) receives his 
Stellar Level Outreach award from Immediate Past Presi-
dent Dan Chrisman.   

Photo by Frank Baratta. 
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"What’s Up" highlights in this newsletter. 

Dwight then called John Wenskovitch to center 

stage again for the evening’s featured program 

about how the field of data visualization, in which 

John is pursuing his PhD, is intersecting with as-

tronomy. John began his presentation with a simple 

question for the audience:  “What is Visualization?”. 

Putting his graduate-level Teaching Assistant skills 

to work, he quizzed the group on our memory recol-

lection of a variety of numbers asking us to look for 

patterns in Anscombe’s Quartet. He then repeated 

the exercise by replacing the raw numbers with 

scatter plots. The group was able to recognize and 

analyze patterns much easier when the data was 

visualized. 

With his audience hooked and his point made in the 

power in visualization, John took the crowd through 

some simulations involving astronomy. The first was 

a visualization involving the future collision of the 

Milky Way and Andromeda Galaxies. The next in-

volved a visualization of data points for Supernova 

1987A. He emphasized that real physics was in-

volved with these simulations. A force in the move-

ment of visualization is crowdsourcing data to indi-

viduals through software and apps that visualize 

the information in a way that allows people to sort, 

organize and rate astronomical occurrences. Plane-

thunters and Zooniverse are just two examples of 

these techniques being used.  

The most impressive display of data represented 

through visualization came from John’s presenta-

tion of V1309 Scorpii which was a binary star, 

turned single star, turned nova in 2008. The data 

sets from these events have been used in visualiza-

tion software to create an incredible spectacle to 

behold. The stars went through a remarkable pro-

cess of smashing together in what John referred 

to as the “Bagel Sandwich” phase of the process, 

shooting up in brightness before slowly dimming 

over time. 

The information, technology and software created 

by John and others to visualize this data was a fas-

cinating example of multiple fields coming together 

for astronomical research. One has to hope that 

the virtual reality “Cave” that he showed videos of 

to the group, which uses 3d glasses and a 360-

degree video screen for further enhancing our un-

derstanding of data, is just a couple steps away 

from the “Holodecks’ of Star Trek. 

 Dwight concluded the meeting by thanking John 

for his wonderful presentation. He mentioned his 

interest in organizing a conference in partnership 

with our club, Carilion and VT, emphasizing that in 

the data heavy world we live in today, the im-

portance of being able to interpret data through 

visualization will only continue to grow in the 21st 

century and beyond. 

(Meeting Continued from page 2) 

RVAS member Rand Bowden shares information and calls 
for volunteers to help with our Astronomy Day activities.   

Photo by Frank Baratta. 

Upon arriving, RVAS President Dwight Holland takes up 
leading the meeting and speaks to the group.   

Photo by Frank Baratta. 
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On Saturday afternoon March 3rd, the sky was 

beautifully clear, and the day was much more pleas-

ant than the preceding few since the high winds 

had died down.   I got the urge to do a bit of 

“spring cleaning” of my garage, which also happens 

to be where I keep one of my telescopes, a 10” 

Meade SCT. 

 

Since my garage opens and faces to the south, I 

enjoyed the radiant heat of the sun, which not only 

warmed my body but my spirit as well.  So after 

completing my cleanup work, I decided to take the 

opportunity to set up the scope equipped with a full 

aperture solar filter so I could view the sun.  Using 

my tele-compressor lens to cut the 2500mm focal 

length in half and along with a 40mm eyepiece I can 

achieve about ¾ of a degree FOV, more than 

enough to get the sun’s ½ a degree full image in 

view.   

 

As it turned out, the sun was not particularly inter-

esting that day; no spots to speak of and otherwise 

very uniform, (I lamented over not having the club’s 

Coronado, which I was fortunate to use on many 

occasions last summer when getting ready for the 

eclipse.  With that scope, I was able to see fila-

ments and prominences on numerous occasions, and 

that is when I realized if you are going to be a so-

lar observer, you really need to spend a lot of time 

looking at the sun as those features can appear and 

disappear within only a few minutes time).  In any 

case since the sun was not particularly interesting, 

I put the scope away and went inside to go about 

doing other things.   

 

Shortly after the sun had set, and while there was 

still a lot of sky glow, I decided to take out my 

trash.  As I looked to the west, I noticed the sky 

was clear to the horizon (or at least the mountain 

tops in the distance).  I then also noticed a bright 

yellow twinkling object.  Since I am near the air-

port I watched for a while to make sure it was not 

a plane.  I am also one of those people who keep the 

ISS app on their phone and I checked to see if it 

might have been the ISS, which is was not.  I have-

n’t been keeping up with the planets lately (mostly 

because they have been morning objects recently 

and I am not a morning person).  Thus, I consulted 

my Celestron sky portal app which confirmed the 

object to be Venus.  It was then I also realized 

that Mercury was visible to my unaided eye and 

within about a degree of Venus.  Seeing Mercury is 

a rare treat for me as it is so often obscured by 

cloud cover even on otherwise generally nice days. 

 

(Rare Continued on page 5) 

Observing Report: Mercury-Venus Pairing 
 

A Rare Treat! 

 
By Harry Montoro 

The author’s Meade 10” SCT, mentioned in the article, 
and his Celestron 8” SCT. 

 
Photo by the Author 
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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! 

 

 

Since I had already put the scope away and fearing 

by the time I set it back up, the planets would be 

set, I settled on viewing them with a pair of binocu-

lars.  I felt I had truly been treated to something 

special that day.  However, on the very next day, 

Sunday March 4th, again the afternoon sky was 

quite clear, so I decided this time I would set up 

my scope to view the sun and leave it up on the out-

side chance I would get two nights in a row where I 

could see both Venus and Mercury low in the west-

ern sky.  Again the sun was not particularly inter-

esting, but the weather remained cooperative so 

that I was able to observe both Venus and Mercury 

with the Meade.  With the breeze and the cooling 

temperatures, the seeing was not great and the 

images were affected greatly.  Still, the excite-

ment was more in “the being able to see them 

realm” than it was in what I saw.   I watched them 

both until they set, first with Venus and then with 

Mercury.  I was even able to see the light from the 

planets coming through the trees on the top of the 

distant mountains before finally disappearing. 

 

Now with the sky darkening and having the scope 

already setup, I decided to look at some “good old 

reliable” deep sky objects.  I turned the scope 

first to the great nebula in Orion.  The seeing was 

much better at this point and I was treated to a 

great view of the nebulae.  I continued to search 

the sky for the next hour or so moving next to the 

Pleiades, and then onto the open star cluster M34 

in Perseus, followed by M31/M32, Andromeda Gal-

axy, and finally concluding with the spiral galaxy 

M108 in Ursa Major.    

 

It would have been a great night to stay out longer, 

but I was getting cold and with so many of my 

neighbor’s outside lighting becoming an annoyance, 

I felt it best to put everything away before getting 

too late.  After all, there was no sense being 

greedy when I already received a rare treat!   

 

(Rare Continued from page 4) 
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From The Front Seat 
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Hello to our RVASers far and wide.  We now have 

colder temperatures after unseasonably high  tem-

peratures in late February.  In fact, I taught skiing 

one day at Wintergreen (2nd worst season EVER on 

record for skiing there), and it was 70 Deg in late 

Feb, and 82 Deg F when I arrived home in Roanoke-

- Unbelievable!   Somewhat along these general 

lines, at the March meeting John Goss is going to 

talk about issues surrounding science denial, and 

trace some of the history of that problem, and how 

it may affect the public's perceptions and public 

policy, perhaps as well.  For our April Meeting-- we 

are going to have "An Evening with Roger  

Pommerenke, Fermi, and Drake".  Roger just gave a great talk to the Torch Society on the Fermi Paradox and 

the Drake Equation.  I asked to give a similar talk to our group in April and this is not to be missed-- it will be 

a lecture/guided discussion format.  So bring your thinking caps! 

 

I deeply appreciate Ray Bradley, Sierra, and others noted in the article going and helping out the Scouts with 

their NOVA merit badge program, and to Ray for going to the Wilderness Medical Training site to show them 

some Astronomy as a part of their overall education.   

 

As always, Frank has continued to do an excellent job with What's Up (with Frank; i.e. "3PO") and John Goss 

continues with his articles and public outreach in various publications and in the Roanoke Times.  

 

Elections are in the summer, and we need to start thinking about officers for the next year, so let's get to-

gether and start brainstorming now.  Please consider stepping into a leadership role if you are so in-

clined.   3PO will talk a little about that at the next meeting, I hope.  

 

I'll be gone to VAIL, CO to teach skiing for spring break to the hordes, and the wealthy, and stay a bit in CO 

to do some personal skiing and training.  There is a chance I'll miss April's meeting as well, depending on fac-

tors beyond my control with work, but I'll be in touch nonetheless.  

 

So, thanks again for all of the officers' work, and your participation-- try to get out for our next two inter-

esting monthly meetings. 

 

Ad Astra!  

 

Dwight 

 



 

 

Maine Astronomy Retreat  

  

 

 

Medomak Retreat Center in Washington, Maine - a vacation for you and your telescope!  

  

Washington, Maine has some of the darkest skies in the Northeast, with a limiting visual magnitude of 6.3 

(SQM value: 21.3 MPSAS). This summer, August 11-17, we are hosting our fifth annual Maine Astronomy 

Retreat. For six nights you will be able to revel under our expansive dark skies - we will have telescopes on 

hand and encourage you to bring yours, too. During the day, in addition to engaging lectures and programs by 

our expert facilitators, our facility is at your disposal.  Enjoy our quiet waterfront equipped with canoes and 

kayaks, play tennis and basketball on our courts, or take a scenic drive and explore the beautiful coastal 

towns of mid-coast Maine. 

  

The retreat is led by J. Kelly Beatty, Sky & Telescope's senior editor, and Bruce Berger, director of Ama-

teur Telescope Makers of Boston Research and Imaging Observatory;  Our special guest and instructor will 

be Babak Tafreshi, founder of The World at Night and nightscape photographer for the National 

Geographic image collection. 

  

For this star party there’s no need to bring a tent, sleep in a sleeping bag, or eat uninspired food. Medomak 
has comfortable, private cabins with real beds, hot showers, and electricity, as well as delicious, locally-
sourced meals prepared on the premises. And it's all included in your tuition. Limited to 40 participants. 
  

We would love it if you would pass on this information to your group members or include it in your 

newsletter and calendar of events.  

Also, please be sure to stop by our booth at NEAF to learn more, or just for a nice “hello.”  

   

More details and the ability to register can be found here:  http://www.astronomyretreat.com 

Questions?  Would you like to speak with a live human?  Please feel free to give us a call at 1-866-

MEDOMAK. 

  

Summer Camp for Families & Retreat Center for Adults 

www.medomakcamp.com 

www.medomakretreatcenter.com 

www.astronomyretreat.com 

www.maineyogaretreat.com 

www.fiberartsretreat.com 

  

 Winter September-May                              Summer June-August 

12230 Clarksville Pike, Suite C           178 Liberty Rd. 

Clarksville, MD 21029                       Washington, ME 04574 

(301) 854-9100                              (207) 845-6001 
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RVAS from the Past 
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By Bill Dillon 

RVAS 25 Years Ago 

As the March 1993 Newsletter was coming 

off the presses, Society members were 

eagerly awaiting their March 13th day-long 

outing to the NRAO in Green Bank West 

Virginia. Attendees will first get to tour 

the 140-foot telescope, including the con-

trol room. The next stop will be at the 40-

foot scope which will include “hands-on” 

use of the scope to “observe” radio 

sources detectible at the time. The tour 

will wrap up with a visit to the 300-foot 

dish still under construction at NRAO. Due 

to a lack of room for equipment in the van, 

a hoped for late-night observing session at 

NRAO will have to wait for a future visit. 

As reported by Britt Rossie, the director 

of the Science Museum’s planetarium, no 

less than seven public observing programs 

would be offered from June to August at 

various locations, including Smith Mountain 

State Park and the Peaks of Otter. 

Plans were in the works in March by mem-

bers Fred Hoffman and Ray Greenman to 

hold a day-long Astro-Computing Workshop 

on Saturday, April 17th at the Roanoke 

Governor’s School for Science and Tech-

nology. Tentative plans included morning 

talks by VMI’s David duPuy and Dr. John 

Simonetti of Virginia Tech. Breakout ses-

sions would include computer image-

processing demonstrations. Fred noted 

that an important part of the event will be 

hands-on opportunities for the participants 

to experience what computer programs can 

do. The workshop was expected to take 

the place of the regular April meeting of 

the Club. 

Members were reminded that a good night 

for observing depends on both good 

“seeing” and good “transparency”; “seeing” 

being the steadiness of the air (twinkle, 

twinkle little star…?); and “transparency” 

being the air’s clarity. The best nights are 

both steady and transparent, but having 

one doesn’t guarantee the other. This is 

part of what makes our hobby so interest-

ing……….you never know what you’re gonna 

get! 

RVAS 10 Years Ago 

The March 2008 Newsletter consisted of 

an in-depth article on the RVAS observing 

outreach conducted at Staunton River High 

School on February 8th. Organized by mem-

bers Randy Sowden and Mark Hough 

(Astronomy teacher at Staunton River 

HS), and assisted during the event by Matt 

Fleenor, Jiri kolejka, Jeff Suhr, John 

Goss, Mike Overacker, and Mary Couch, 

the event turned out to be very successful, 

attracting upwards of 50 students, par-

ents and faculty. Although a little cool, the 

night turned out to be great for viewing. 

Participants were wowed by views of the 

Orion Nebula, Saturn, Andromeda and the 

Pleiades. The students especially seemed 

to enjoy the event and had plenty of ques-

tions. 

Member Kristen Gillespie, a student at 

Hollins University was introduced in the 

Newsletter as the Club’s new Vice Presi-

dent, replacing Steve Manuel who had re-

cently left the Club.  



 

 

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. 
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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. 
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Monthly Calendar 
 

MONTHLY MEETING: Monday, March 19
th

, 7:30 p.m., Classroom A, 3rd floor, Center on Church, Downtown Roa-

noke.  Fake News!  It may be today’s favorite oxymoron, but it’s not new, and it plagues the sciences as much as politics.  How 

do we evaluate, assess and distinguish facts and fictions?  Join us on March 19th for “People Believe the Strangest Things”, our 

featured program by Astronomical League President and RVAS member John Goss.  From the Great Moon Hoax of 1835 to 

UFOs to moon landing deniers, John will explore with us how we know what we know.  And, most importantly, we’ll delve 

into how we can educate ourselves and the public to meet the challenge of specious reasoning and outright manipulation of in-

formation.  Rounding out the evening will be observing and outreach reports and other updates and announcements, plus our 

monthly What’s Up sky review. So, mark your calendar, and we’ll see you on the 19 th! 

 

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 9th and 10th.  Sunset is at 6:22 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 7:49 p.m. The Moon sets at 

11:33 a.m. and 12:17 p.m., respectively.  (Daylight Saving Time begins at 2:00 a.m. on Sunday, March 11 th; set clocks forward 

a hour.) 

 

-- Friday and Saturday, March 16th and 17th.  Sunset is at 7:29 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 8:56 p.m. The Moon sets 

at 6:45 and 7:46 p.m., respectively. 

 

-- Future Weekend Observing Opportunities: April 6th and 7th; April 13th and 14th.   

 

 

ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: Saturday, March 10th, 7:00 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 7th, 8:30 p.m., Cahas Knob Overlook.) 

Astro-Quiz 
 

Is it a constellation or a term of interest to telescope makers?  It’s both!  What is it? 
  

Answer to Last Month’s Quiz: Last month we asked what claim to fame Gliese 75 can make.  It’s an orange dwarf star 10 

parsecs away in Cassiopeia.  When we gaze at a star, it may look brighter or dimmer compared to another nearby.  Is this be-

cause it actually is brighter or is it only because it’s much closer than its neighbor?  Astronomers distinguish between an ob-

ject’s “apparent” and its “absolute” magnitude: how bright it looks to our eyes versus how bright it would look if placed at a 

standard distance of 10 parsecs, about 32.6 light years.  Absolute magnitude provides a reference for comparing the intrinsic 

brightness of all stars.  And as RVAS member Harry Montoro correctly answered, located at a distance of 10 parsecs Gliese 

75’s apparent and absolute magnitudes would be equal.  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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