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So, you want to be an astronaut?
By Mike Hutkin, RVAS Secretary
President John Goss opened the virtual premeeting chat session at 7:00 pm and members and
guests rapidly began joining the April meeting of
RVAS. John, along with Treasurer and Membership
Chairperson Frank Baratta, took the opportunity,
as people signed in, to welcome all, with a recognition of those members we haven’t seen recently.
One of the club’s key attributes is its welcoming
atmosphere and these introductions are an important part of that characteristic.
In this half-hour before the official meeting, in
astronomical terms, the “sky is wide open” for topics. Tonight, we were able to contemplate: RVAS
attendance; Zoom meeting file sizes (typically
750Megabytes); how the Zoom files are used in
minutes preparation; Astronomical League lunar
checklist challenges; binoculars for observing;Michael Good’s late-night (early morning?) plan
for color photography of M63 (Sunflower Galaxy), a
springtime favorite; unusual features that are seen
when observing distant galaxies; what is happening
in some of our nearby astronomy clubs; the successful test of the Ingenuity helicopter on Mars;
and those RVAS members specializing in astrophotography.
At 7:30 pm President Goss called the official
meeting to order starting with a new feature. This
was a short review of recent astrophotography
work by some of our members to put a focus on this

aspect of our hobby, to allow members to exhibit
their work, and to encourage others to give astrophotography a try.
John had created a slide show of recent work by
Ed Dixon, Bert Herald, Michael Martin, David
Thomas, and Michael Good. Each was challenged to
spend 15 seconds explaining what they had imaged.
Ed Dixon showed his images of Galaxy NGC 5128,
from the Constellation Centaurus and IC 2944
(Running Chicken Nebula) also found in the constellation Centaurus, near the star λ Centauri. Ed used
one of the Siding Spring telescopes in Australia for
his work. Bert Herald focused on M63, the Sunflower Galaxy in the constellation Canes Venatici
(Hunting Dogs), taking images on April 2nd and 3rd.
Immediate Past President Michael Martin
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regarding the processing they performed to produce the image.

(Meeting Continued from page 1)

After thanking the presenters, President Goss
welcomed the 41 members and our guests. Tonight,
guests included Larry Brumfield who was aided in
attending our meeting by member, Rick Rader. Larry has ties to NASA and was interested in hearing
tonight’s speaker, Anne Roemer, who had also
joined the meeting.

Page 2 of Zoom attendees – Zoom photo

exhibited his images of the Orion (M42), Horsehead (Barnard 33), and Flame (NGC 2024) nebulae.
Dave Thomas was not with us this evening but had
submitted his image of M31 (Barnard’s Loop in Orion). Finally, Michael Good described his image of
M63 (Sunflower Galaxy). Each of our astrophotographers described their work and some details

Exhibitors Ed Dixon, Bert Herald, Michael Good, and
Michael Martin – Zoom photo

As we are accustomed, President Goss introduced
the club officers and highlighted others playing key
roles in RVAS operations, including Dave Thomas
(Newsletter Editor and Webmaster) and Rand
Bowden (Astronomy Day Coordinator). This provided the opportunity to reiterate the need for members to step up and take leadership roles in our organization to sustain the operations for the continued enjoyment of all.
At this time John turned the meeting over to VicePresident Todd Atkins to introduce our speaker,
Anne Roemer, Director of the Human Resources
Office for NASA’s Johnson Space Center (JSC).

Speaker Anne Roemer begins her presentation – Zoom
photo
(Meeting Continued on page 3)

The Roanoke Valley Astronomical Society is a membership organization of amateur astronomers dedicated to the pursuit of observational
and photographic astronomical activities. Meetings are held at 7:30 p.m. on the third Monday of each month. See calendar on last page
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
John Goss, President (president@rvasclub.org )
Todd Atkins, Vice President (vicepresident@rvasclub.org)
Mike Hutkin, Secretary (secretary@rvasclub.org)
Frank Baratta, Treasurer (treasurer@rvasclub.org)
Ray Bradley, Member at Large (memberatlarge@rvasclub.org)
Michael Martin, Immediate Past President (immediatepastpresident@rvasclub.org)
Dan Chrisman, 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
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She also serves on the Executive Leadership Team
for NASA’s Office of the Chief Human Capital Office. In her role, she is responsible for:

•

Ensuring workforce capabilities by attracting, retaining, and developing approximately 3,000 civil servants supporting the human spaceflight and NASA’s
journey to return to the moon and on to Mars.

•

Advising the Center Director on workforce strategies and issues.

•

Leading a team of 50 civil servants and contractors
in traditional Human Resources functions.

•

Making strategic investment decisions

•

In her role as the Director of Human Resources,
Anne also manages the Astronaut Selection Program.

•

Anne graduated with her B.A. in International Relations from Roanoke College; and with her M.A. in
International Administration from the University of
Denver’s Graduate School of International Studies.

Anne began by noting how it was that she came to
be our speaker tonight. She explained that when
she was an undergraduate student at Roanoke College, she was RVAS member Barbara Hutkin’s student assistant in the admissions office and the two
have maintained their connection over the ensuing
years.
Many of us in the audience tonight can reflect on
our youth and remember answering the question
“What do you want to be when you grow up?” Having watched Alan Shepard, John Glenn, and the
many that followed, “astronaut” was often the answer. Tonight, Anne told us the details of the

The Mercury Seven in 1960. Back row: Alan Shepard,
Gus Grissom, Gordon Cooper; front row: Wally Schirra,
Deke Slayton, John Glenn, and Scott Carpenter – Wikipedia

astronaut selection process and what it takes to be
selected by NASA for its astronaut program.
Anne began with a look at the difficulty in becoming an astronaut by noting that the 2017 class had
18,000 applicants for 12 astronaut positions. For
comparison, the current selection cycle is a bit behind schedule owing to the Covid situation, but
when complete, 12,000 applicants will have been
reduced to between 8 and 10 successful candidates.
Currently performing interviews, she noted that a
master’s degree is now a minimum requirement,
which led to the decrease in applications.
Historically speaking, the 1st astronaut “class” began with Group 1, the Mercury 7 in 1959, and grew
as 7 groups were processed through 1962. She detailed some of the characteristics of those early
groups such as their height, age, education, and
level of pilot training.
All were men and there was little diversity, although changes in requirements began to appear as
the lunar program developed and was staffed.
She proceeded to list some of the interesting facts
and figures related to the makeup of the NASA
astronaut program to date, including:

Speaker Anne Roemer presentation topic – Zoom photo

•

350 people have become astronauts
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•

212 military / 138 civilian

•

195 non-pilots / 155 pilots

•

57 Women / 293 men

•

45.6% master’s degree

•

22.8% PhD degree

•

22.2% BS degree

•

9.5% MD

•

Since 1978, 65,000 applications to be an astronaut.

•

0.42% probability of being accepted to the program

In case any of our members are interested in being
an astronaut, we learned that there are also some
minimum requirements to consider:

•

A secondary review of the high-quality candidates to
reduce the pool to about 500 people.

•

Interviews and medical assessment, which is the first
time the selection committee sees the candidates.
The first round of interviews reduces the group to
about 120 and the second round to about 40 candidates.

•

Final ranking & selections.

It was interesting to learn that many people apply
to become an astronaut simply to receive a rejection letter that they can then frame and hang on
the wall.

It was also interesting to learn that the astronaut pool is
made up of people who are:

Must be a US citizen

•

Pilots

•

Must pass the flight physical

•

Flight test engineers

•

A master’s degree in a technical field

•

Biological/medical science people

•

2 years technical experience (post-degree)

•

Engineers

•

Pilots – 1000 hours flying time

•

Physical scientists

Anne then detailed the candidate Selection Process
which included these steps:

•

Initial rating – those selected during the initial review were sorted into qualified and highly qualified
candidates by a panel made up of mostly current
astronauts.

•

At this point, a question about astronaut age was
raised and we learned that the youngest person
selected was about 26 and there is no upper limit
as we remembered that Senator John Glenn was
77 when he last flew.

•

•

Application review which processes submittals
through a series of screening and basic competency
questions to immediately reduce the pool.

But with those thousands of applicants and the extensive evaluation process, how do the evaluators
know if the candidate has the “right stuff”? Anne
explained that the evaluation team is made up of a
panel of 12 people, mainly current and former astronauts, who have already been through the process. They are in a position to look at a candidate
with an eye toward whether they would be comfortable flying with this person. In the final stages
of the review process the candidates face:

•

A set of competency questions.

Initial review of remaining applications.
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•

Extensive psychological, behavioral, and medical
tests.

•

616 performance exercises and activities.

•

Exercises to see if directions can be followed.

•

Tests to use tools and tests to see if they can perform a task when a tool is purposely left out of the
tool kit.

Anne had told us earlier that the 2017 class was
made up of 12 people, adding now that 7 were men
and 5 women. 6 were military and 6 were civilians.
But what comes next? For the 2017 class of 12,
there was a 2-year training program at the Johnson
Space Center Houston at which point they were
ready for a mission assignment. But training is still
not complete. For example, if they were going to
the ISS on a Russian Soyuz rocket, then they
needed to be learning the Russian language. And
finally, each mission has specific goal requirements
and therefore specific mission training requirements that require another 18 to 24 months of
training.
Anne concluded her formal presentation by explaining what else is happening at NASA. We learned
that:

•

NASA is celebrating 20 yrs of continuous human
presence on the ISS (since Nov 2000).

•

There is a goal to take the
or soon after 2024.

•

There will be continued partnering with SpaceX and
Boeing to put astronauts in low earth orbit (LEO).

•

1st

woman to the moon in

The Orion program is moving toward its 1st test
flight and will go beyond LEO.

Having provided these details, there were a number
of anxious RVAS members wanting to ask questions
and Anne was eager to answer them all. Our thanks
to Todd Atkins, John Spruhan, Ed Dixon, Bert
Herald, Michael Good, John Goss, Mike Hutkin,
Roger Pommerenke, and Larry Brumfield for their
questions.

Some of the additional things learned from their
interesting questions were:

•

Types and duration of mission assignments

•

Boeing Company is working on producing a mission
-ready vehicle.

•

NASA is going from one (Soyuz) to 4 vehicle providers (Soyuz, SpaceX, Boeing, NASA)

•

No men or women who are religious leaders have
been selected as astronauts.

•

NASA’s relationship with Space Force.

•

Astronaut height requirements.

•

Types of psychological testing.

•

NASA training vs Elon Musk and SpaceX training.

•

Astronauts pay scale.

•

Astronaut-related books and movies.

Much more can be learned about the astronaut program
at https://www.nasa.gov/astronauts/biographies/
candidate

While questions could have probably continued for
some time, Anne had been quite gracious with her
time so members provided a virtual but hearty
round of applause for her excellent presentation.
With the time now being late, President Goss made
a few announcements. He recognized the achievement of the Natural Bridge State Park for being
designated a dark sky park and looked forward to
the day when RVAS can conduct a star party at the
park. He also reminded the members that officer
elections will be voted on at the June meeting of
RVAS and that anyone interested in serving in a
leadership position should contact John or any
member of the Executive Committee or Nominations Committee.
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Frank Baratta was then called upon for our
“What’s Up?” sky review for May 2021, highlighting
the near and deep-sky. For a summary of Frank’s
program, see this issue’s “’What’s Up?’ Highlights,”
and the entire PowerPoint by clicking here.
Asking for any other items of discussion, John
Wenskovitch showed his recent work that was related to tonight’s presentation. John has been assembling a 1/70 scale replica of the Discovery
space shuttle made from a 2354 piece Lego kit. The

John Wenskovitch shows off his Lego model of Discovery – Zoom photo

model also came with a Lego model of the Hubble
telescope. Nice work, John.
In closing, Todd Atkins told us that the May program should be another exciting evening with guest
speaker Chuck Allen. Chuck is the Vice President
of the Astronomical League and his topic will be
“Cosmic Horizons”.
President Goss then thanked all that participated
tonight. The meeting was adjourned at 8:55 PM.

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

RVAS Elections – Proposed Slate!
As you read in last month’s newsletter, it's that time of year again—Elections! The Nominating Committee
proposes the following slate of candidates:
President – John Goss (current President)
Vice President – Mike Hutkin (current Secretary)
Secretary – Carolyn Chrisman
Treasurer – Frank Baratta (current Treasurer)
Executive Committee Member at Large – Nancy Vogelaar
Any adult member (age 18 or older) in good standing who wishes to the run for an RVAS office is welcomed
and encouraged to do so. Simply send to nominatingcommittee@rvasclub.org an e-mail indicating the office
for which you want to run and briefly describing why you’re interested in running. In order to be added to
the list of candidates, your e-mail must be received within 15 calendar days following the publication of this
newsletter, that is, by 11:59 p.m. May 18, 2021.

RVAS NL— May 2021— Pg 6 of 12

Time to Renew Your Membership—and Save!
All memberships (except Bone, Good, Hatfield, Kibler and Rollings) expire on June 30, 2021. As reported in
the April newsletter, a new “Early Bird” discount has been approved by the Executive Committee: An even
$3.00 discount now applies to all Family and Individual (including Senior) memberships for renewals
received or postmarked by June 30th. Regular rates apply to renewals received or postmarked after June
30th. The regular and “Early Bird” rates are:
Family -- $25.00 regular rate ($22.00 Early Bird rate)
Senior Family (65 or older) -- $22.00 regular rate ($19.00 Early Bird rate)
Individual -- $20.00 regular rate ($17.00 Early Bird rate)
Senior Individual (65 or older) -- $18.00 regular rate ($15.00 Early Bird rate)
NEW STUDENT RATE: The RVAS Student membership regular rate has been reduced by 50% to $5.00.
The Early Bird discount does not apply.
A roster showing your current membership type was included with the renewal notice emailed to you April
27th. Make your check or money order to “RVAS” and mail it to Frank Baratta, RVAS Treasurer, 2607
Oregon Ave. SW, Roanoke, VA 24015. Questions? Call 540-774-5651, or email treasurer@rvasclub.org.
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NASA Night Sky Notes

May 2021

This article is distributed by NASA Night Sky Network
The Night Sky Network program supports astronomy clubs across the USA dedicated to astronomy outreach.
Visit nightsky.jpl.nasa.gov to find local clubs, events, and more!

Virgo’s Galactic Harvest
David Prosper

May is a good month for fans of galaxies, since the constellation Virgo is up after sunset and for most of the night, following
Leo across the night sky. Featured in some ancient societies as a goddess of agriculture and fertility, Virgo offers a bounty of
galaxies as its celestial harvest for curious stargazers and professional astronomers alike.

Virgo is the second-largest constellation and largest in the Zodiac, and easily spotted once you know how to spot Spica, its
brightest star. How can you find it? Look to the North and start with the Big Dipper! Follow the general curve of the Dipper’s
handle away from its “ladle” and towards the bright orange-red star Arcturus, in Boötes – and from there continue straight
until you meet the next bright star, Spica! This particular star-hopping trick is summed up by the famous phrase, “arc to Arcturus, and spike to Spica.”

This large constellation is home to the Virgo Cluster, a massive group of galaxies. While the individual stars in Virgo are a part
of our own galaxy, known as the Milky Way, the Virgo Cluster’s members exist far beyond our own galaxy’s borders. Teeming
with around 2,000 known members, this massive group of galaxies are all gravitationally bound to each other, and are themselves members of the even larger Virgo Supercluster of galaxies, a sort of “super-group” made up of groups of galaxies. Our
own Milky Way is a member of the “Local Group” of galaxies, which in turn is also a member of the Virgo Supercluster! In a
sense, when we gaze upon the galaxies of the Virgo Cluster, we are looking at some of our most distant cosmic neighbors. At
an average distance of over 65 million light years away, the light from these galaxies first started towards our planet when the
dinosaurs were enjoying their last moments as Earth’s dominant land animals! Dark clear skies and a telescope with a mirror
of six inches or more will reveal many of the cluster’s brightest and largest members, and it lends itself well to stunning astrophotos.

Virgo is naturally host to numerous studies of galaxies and cosmological research, which have revealed much about the structure of our universe and the evolution of stars and galaxies. The “Universe of Galaxies” activity can help you visualize the scale
of the universe, starting with our home in the Milky Way Galaxy before heading out to the Local Group, Virgo Cluster and well
beyond! You can find it at bit.ly/universeofgalaxies. You can further explore the science of galaxies across the Universe, along
with the latest discoveries and mission news, at nasa.gov.
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NASA Night Sky Notes

May 2021

The first image of a black hole’s event horizon was taken in the center of one of the most prominent galaxies in Virgo, M87!
This follow up image, created by further study of the EHT data, reveals polarization in the radiation around the black hole.
Mapping the polarization unveils new insights into how matter flows around and into the black hole - and even hints at how
some matter escapes! More details: apod.nasa.gov/apod/ap210331.html
Credit: Event Horizon Telescope Collaboration

Find Virgo by “arcing to Arcturus, then spiking on to Spica.” Please note that in this illustration, the location of the Virgo Cluster is approximate - the borders are not exact.
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What’s Up Highlights
May 1 to 31, 2021

A summary of the What’s Up? program presented at the April 19th Zoom meeting.
The complete PowerPoint is available for viewing by clicking here.

This Month:
If spotting Mercury’s been on your to-do list,
May offers several opportunities to check it
off. Good chances come early on, at midmonth and near the end of May. Best is at
“greatest eastern elongation” on the 17th,
when our line of sight from earth to Mercury is a tangent to its orbit. This places
Mercury at its greatest separation from
the Sun in the sky, meaning it will be
higher in our sky longer and easier to
spot after sunset. But the other chances
also make for some great views. It’s
close to the “Seven Sisters” on the 3rd.
But on the 28th, Mercury comes less than
0.5° from Venus 30 minutes after sunset.
The two are nearly the same size, though
Mercury is 12% illuminated and on our side of
the Sun while Venus is on the other side of the
Sun, 95% illuminated and about 600 times brighter. Find a good WNW horizon and enjoy the show!

Celestial Events:
•
•
•
•
•

Mon., 3rd – Spot Mercury 2.2° from the Pleiades, low in the WNW 30 minutes after sunset.
Wed., 5th, Predawn – Eta Aquarid meteors. Strong for S. Hemisphere; only ~ 20/hr in Northern.
Wide peak 4th to 6th. Waning crescent Moon intrudes.
Mon., 17th – Mercury at greatest eastern elongation, best opportunity for viewing. Spot it 14°
high in WNW 30 minutes after sunset.
Wed., 26th – Partial lunar eclipse. Moon enters penumbra 4:47 a.m.; enters umbra 5:45 a.m.; max.
eclipse 6:03 a.m. (sunrise); eclipse magnitude 0.29.
Fri., 28th – Spot Venus less than 0.5° to the right of Mercury, about 8.5° high in WNW about 30
minutes after sunset.

Sunset and Twilight:

Moon Phases:
st

st

Sunset Range: 8:10 p.m. (May 1 ) to 8:34 p.m. (May 31 )
Twilight Ends: 9:48 p.m. (May 1st) to 10:24 p.m. (May 31st)

Weekend Observing Opportunities:

May 7th/8th
May 28th/29th
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Mon., 3rd – Last Quarter
Tue., 11th – New Moon
Wed., 19th – First Quarter
Wed., 26th – Full Moon

Member Astrophoto

RVAS Member Anniversaries
Congratulations to the following members who reach
the indicated number of consecutive years with the
RVAS since joining or re-joining during the month of
May:
Bud and Terry Klaser (2013) - 8 years
Harry Kessler (2017) – 4 years
Charles George, Marie Iannotti and
Elliott George (2019) – 2 years
Rosie Hamed (2019) – 2 years
Eric Walter (2020) – 1 year
Thanks to all for being RVAS members!
(Correction: Last month, Tom Cerul was shown as joining
in April 2019. He actually joined in 2020. Sorry, Tom!)
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Monthly Calendar
MONTHLY ZOOM MEETING: Monday, May 17th, 7:30 p.m. For our May meeting the Society bids a warm
virtual welcome to Charles E. (“Chuck”) Allen, Vice-President of the Astronomical League and a past President
(1998-2002). Responsible for all League awards programs, national convention planning and coordination, and
media, he’s one of a select few League-certified Master Observers to have completed 30 League observing
programs. Chuck’s topic for our evening program is “Cosmic Horizons,” an exploration of the limits planetary
curvature imposes on what can be seen, the sensitivity of the human eye and the speed of light in an expanding universe. (See elsewhere in this issue for further details.) Watch for your Zoom invitation and be sure
to tune in to the May meeting for Chuck’s talk, and for our other monthly activities.
WEEKEND OBSERVING OPPORTUNITIES: During the continuing COVID-19 health emergency, the following information on Fridays and Saturdays that may be suitable for observing is provided solely as a courtesy
to RVAS members and other readers. The RVAS assumes no responsibility for the health and safety of anyone venturing out to stargaze, and cautions all doing so to observe social distancing and other health and
safety precautions.
-- Friday and Saturday, May 7th and 8th. Sunset is at 8:16 p.m. Astronomical twilight ends at 9:57 p.m.
The Moon sets at 4:31 and 5:29 p.m., respectively.
-- Friday and Saturday, May 28th & 29th. Sunset is at 8:32 p.m. Astronomical twilight ends at 10:21 p.m.
The Moon rises at 11:26 p.m. and 12:21 a.m., respectively.
-- Future Weekend Observing Opportunities: June 4th and 5th; June 11th and 12th.
ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: The next scheduled session for Saturday, May 8th, 6:45 p.m. at Cahas Knob Overlook, milepost 139 on the Blue Ridge Parkway, has been cancelled.
A session is tentatively scheduled for Saturday, August 7 th, 9:15 p.m. To register or for information, contact
the Department at 540-853-2236. Registration is not required for RVAS members.

Astro-Quiz
Trees block 20° of the eastern sky where you observe. An object you want to observe rises due east at 8:00
p.m. U.S. Eastern Standard Time. If your observing site is at 80° west longitude, when will your target clear
the treetops at your site?
Answer to Last Month’s Quiz: Last month we asked what body in our solar system has the largest liquid
ocean. According to NASA, it’s Jupiter! Similar to the Sun, Jupiter’s mostly hydrogen and helium. Deep in its
atmosphere, pressure and temperature increase, compressing the hydrogen gas into a liquid, creating the
largest ocean in the solar system—one made of hydrogen instead of water. It’s thought that perhaps halfway
to the planet's center, pressure becomes so great that electrons are squeezed off the hydrogen atoms, making the liquid electrically conducting like metal. Jupiter's fast rotation drives electrical currents in this region, generating the planet's powerful magnetic field. It’s still unclear if, deeper down, there’s a central core
of solid material or a thick, super-hot and dense soup heated up to 90,000° Fahrenheit (50,000° Celsius).
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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