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RVAS Picnic

Chasing New Horizons:

Inside the Epic First Picnic to Seven Doors Winery
By Dan Chrisman, RVAS Interim Secretary
Over the decades, our picnics have targeted the
wonderful venues of Apple Ridge Farm, Claytor Nature Study Center and Franklin County Recreational
Park. Over the same time frame, NASA missions
have targeted the fascinating venues of Mercury,
Venus…Neptune. For 2018, our annual picnic targeted the distant outskirts of our solar system:
Huddleston, Virginia. Like Pluto for the NASA New
Horizons mission, this was our first visit to Seven
Doors Winery (a five-mile-drive southwest of Huddleston and thirty-five-mile drive southeast of our
monthly meeting location).
Prior to New Horizons, the Hubble Telescope and
ground-based instruments observing stellar occultations had provided the best descriptions of Pluto.
Prior to our picnic, the Seven Doors Winery website had provided the description of Ms. Jen
Feazelle, the venue’s proprietor” I’m just a chick
with a dream, trying to earn my share of oxygen!”
Unlike Pluto’s inhospitable environment, Ms.
Feazelle (“Hi, I’m Jen”) enthusiastically welcomed
thirty-six club and family members who began

Past President and Grille Chef du Jour Michael Good
flame broils the picnic protein to perfection.
Photo by Grille Chef du Jour.

arriving around 3 PM on October 6th Saturday afternoon. The mostly cloudy weather had not dampened our resolve. RVAS members immediately settled in, unloading food and supplies from a fleet of
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cessful at keeping the sun’s surface as unblemished
as Lily’s cheeks.

(Picnic Continued from page 1)

vehicles, cooling after their journeys through
Chamblissburg, Moneta and New London. Outside
the covered front porch, Past President Michael
Good was filling Mark Hodges’ Grille Chef du Jour’s
shoes by preparing the propane grill to make hamburgers and hot dogs sizzle. On the two-tiered
back porch and overlooking a “one-acre field landscaped based on sacred geometry”, Outreach Coordinator Ray Bradley was setting up the club’s new
equatorial tripod for solar observing with the club’s
Coronado telescope. Despite the near-constant
cloud cover, the sun broke through long enough to
give many members a chance to see its H-alpha
emissions. Of course, solar minimum proved suc-

Janice and Bill Dillon sample wine on the front porch
before dinner

Inside the beautifully decorated two-thousand
square foot tasting room, members were setting up
tables, adorning them with table cloths, and rearranging the arriving plethora of potluck provisions.
As tables filled, more tables were added. Once
members handed over their vegetable entrée, salad
or dessert, they headed to the porches or clustered around the sample-filled wine tasting bar.
With Michael Good’s first delivery of grilled protein, the members’ flyby of the serving tables began. Much like the New Horizons data storage during the Pluto flyby, the members became filled and

Vincent St. Angelo and Larry Hill begin their servingtable flyby while J.R. Sheffey patiently waits.
Photo by Dave Thomas.

Photo by Carolyn Baratta.
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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.
Yearly dues are: Individual, $20.00; Senior Individual, $18.00; Family, $25.00; Senior Family, $22.00; Student, $10.00. Articles, quotes,
etc. published in the newsletter do not necessarily reflect the views of the RVAS or its editor.
Officers/Executive Committee/Editor/Webmaster
Michael Martin, President (president@rvasclub.org )
John Wenskovitch, Vice President (vicepresident@rvasclub.org)
Mike Hutkin, Secretary (secretary@rvasclub.org)
Larry Hill, Treasurer (treasurer@rvasclub.org)
Ray Bradley, Member at Large (memberatlarge@rvasclub.org)
Dan Chrisman, Immediate Past President (immediatepastpresident@rvasclub.org)
Michael Good, Past President (pastpresident@rvasclub.org)
David E. Thomas, RVAS Newsletter Editor (editor@rvasclub.org)
David E. Thomas, Webmaster (webmaster@rvasclub.org)
RVAS web page: http://rvasclub.org
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satiated. Maintaining a club picnic tradition, the
members’ generous and delicious potluck supply exceeded the members’ demand.
Some brief after-dinner business included several
items of note. After opening presidential remarks
by President Michael Martin, RVAS member and
now former Astronomical League President John
Goss presented him and Vice President John
Wenskovitch with two Astronomical League certificates recognizing our club for earning its 2018
awards for “Best Astronomy Day Event for a Medium Metropolitan Area” and “Best New Idea” (see
“Twenty Hours of Astronomy Day”, May 2018 newsletter and “We Won!!!”, July 2018 newsletter).
Immediate Past President Dan Chrisman congratulated Fred Davis with a certificate and pin for
completing the 2018 Astronomical League Outreach
Program Award.
Interrupting Dave Thomas’ prolific picnic photography activity, Dan invited him (Newsletter Editor
and Webmaster) up front to receive his 2018 Astronomical League Outreach Program Award. Earlier in the picnic, Dave received a belated award
from then-President Michael Good for “Honorable
Mention” in the 2014 Astronomical League’s
“Exceptional Club Newsletter” contest. (This
award was no surprise to Dave. He had just never
received the award certificate.)

Michael and John Pellican observe Astronomical League
Past President John Goss presenting RVAS President
Michael Martin and RVAS Vice President John
Wenskovitch with Astronomical League 2018 Astronomy
Day awards.
Photo by Dan Chrisman.

Ray Bradley informed members of upcoming outreach events: “Apollo 50th Anniversary” at the
South County and Hollins libraries, “PTA STEM
Night” at Glenvar Elementary School and the
“Science Spooktacular” at the Science Museum of
Western Virginia.
President Martin turned the group’s attention to our
annual door prize drawings. John Wenskovitch assisted Frank Baratta as each door prize winner
randomly drew the name of the next winner. Fourteen random prizes and two special prizes for the
youth attending our event were distributed to the
following winners:

“Burnham’s Celestial Handbook (3 vol.)”
-- John Pellican
Sky & Telescope Subscription
-- Ray Bradley
Free 2019-2020 RVAS Membership #1
-- Eddie Leonard
From Dan Chrisman, Fred Davis accepts the Astronomical League Outreach Award for volunteering at thirteen
events over seven years.

Free 2019-2020 RVAS Membership #2

Photo by Carolyn Baratta.
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“Pocket Sky Atlas”
-- Robin Jones
2019 Deep Space Mysteries Wall Calendar #1
-- Dan Chrisman
2019 Deep Space Mysteries Wall Calendar #2
-- Judie Snipes
“Moonlight” poster
-- Larry Hill
Miller Planisphere
-- John Sheffey
Hubble Telescope Note Cards
-- Bill Dillon
“Ask the Astronaut”

Josh Jones receives “Archimedes to Hawking” from Vice
President John Wenskovitch while Frank Baratta completes the door prize paperwork.
Photo by Dave Thomas.

-- Fred Davis
“Archimedes to Hawking”
-- Josh Jones
Celestron Red Light Night Light
-- Harry Kessler
“Galaxies and the Cosmic Frontier”

the Cosmic Frontier”); Vince St. Angelo (“Pocket
Sky Atlas”), Dan Chrisman (“Ask the Astronaut”);
and Anonymous (Sky & Telescope Subscription). All
of the other prizes were provided courtesy of the
RVAS.
Congratulations to our winners!

Special Youth Prizes:

With predominantly cloudy skies, the evening’s observing session was cancelled. So members cleaned
up, thanked Jen for her hospitality and returned
home along the lazily winding and deer-laden country roads of Huddleston.

Moon Wheel and New Horizons Collection

.Planning for momentous events poses a special set

-- Remona Thomas

-- John Robert (“J.R.”) Sheffey
“Night Sky of North America”
-- Michael Pellican

of challenges. The successful New Horizons mission benefitted from veterans of many NASA missions (e.g. Voyager, Galileo, Cassini-Huygens) and
the steady guidance of Dr. Alan Stern. Our successful picnic benefitted from our members, veterans of many picnics, and the steady guidance of

Frank graciously thanked the following for generously donating prizes for our drawings: Ms. Daramea
Godfrey (“Burnham’s Celestial Handbook” (3 vol.); Bill
Dillon (“Archimedes to Hawking” and “Galaxies and
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Frank Baratta and Michael Martin (still adjusting
to being introduced as “Lily’s Dad”).
Looking to the future, the New Horizons probe
must travel 43.4 AU from the Sun to reach its January 2019 target: 2014 MU69. Because this Kuiper
Belt Object is 28% farther from the Sun than
Pluto, perhaps the club should consider our next
picnic in Evington, Virginia to mirror this feat?

[I encourage members to read one of my recent
library loans: “Chasing New Horizons: Inside the
Epic First Mission to Pluto” by Alan Stern and David Grinspoon. I appreciate Frank Baratta’s and
Ray Bradley’s contributions to this article. I add
my thanks to Dave Thomas, Carolyn Baratta and
Michael Good for the excellent photographs. And
I look forward to newly appointed Secretary Mike
Hutkin’s ‘Meeting Notes’ for future meetings.]

Bringing new joy and life to our
family of amateur astronomers,
we welcomed Lily Rachel Martin
to her first club picnic.
Photo by Carolyn Baratta.
Rene' Bradley comforts a napping Lily
Rachel Martin.

Photo by Dan Chrisman

Greg Hemming, interested in purchasing a new
telescope, finds a wealth of knowledge in Eric
Shelton.
Photo by Dave Thomas.

L-to-R) Judie and Lucas Snipes chat with
Remona Thomas.
Photo by Carolyn Baratta.
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RVAS from the Past
By Bill Dillon

RVAS 25 Years Ago

It was reported that at the October meeting,

Club members anticipated a busy month in Novem-

be awarded the Astronomical League’s Messier ob-

ber 1993. With both a total Lunar eclipse and the

serving award.

Vince Talley became the third Society member to

Leonids meteor shower to look forward to, observers hoped that the Roanoke skies would potentially
offer two significant events to highlight November’s skies. The eclipse would occur during a nearly
six-hour event, from the full Moon’s first “touch”
with Earth’s Penumbra at 10:26 p.m. on November
28th to about 4:30 a.m. on the 29th, when the
Moon fully exits the Penumbra. Totality was expected between 1:01 and 1:50 a.m. A bleary-eyed
challenge for sure for anyone to observe the entire
event.

RVAS 10 Years Ago
The November 2008 Newsletter reported on a very
successful RVAS public outreach event held in October at the Williamson Road library. About forty
members of the public attended the event hosted
by more than a dozen Society members with their
telescopes. People of all ages were thrilled by the
views offered by member’s telescopes and the information the members provided about what was
being observed. It was reported that the event

With a November 17th peak, the Leonids promised
to offer a more exciting observing experience than
the total Lunar eclipse, but not many Club members
expected the meteor shower to come close to the
record shower of November 16/17, 1966, where
west coast observers saw an astounding 150,000
(est.) Leonids per hour, but one can always hope.

may have encouraged two couples to join the Club.
This Newsletter reported on the untimely death in
October of NASA astrophysicist and former Roanoke native, Dr. Beth A. Brown. Some Society members, especially new ones, probably aren’t aware
that in May of 2003 Dr. Brown spoke to an RVAS
gathering in the planetarium of the Science Muse-

The RVAS calendar for November 1993 also of-

um of Western Virginia. Her lecture on the multi-

fered interesting inside events including the regu-

wavelength Milky Way galaxy was attended by ap-

lar monthly meeting to be held in the planetarium

proximately seventy people.

and focused on Native American Skylore. The Club
was also presenting their first-ever “Computers in
Astronomy” workshop with sessions on computercontrol of the observatory, astronomical images
from the internet, and a computer-generated sundial among others. (25 years later we now do

A Newsletter article by John Goss, provided instructions for an observing project which encouraged members, using their digital cameras, to compare the apparent lunar size difference near apogee and perigee.

“astronomy” on our phones!).
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RVAS Outreach

“Wine, Moon, and Stars”
An RVAS Observers’ Challenge!
By John Goss
Virginia Mountain Vineyards north of Fincastle was
the site of the 2018 “Wine, Moon, and Stars,” on
October 12. Clear skies, telescopes, and local wine
are a great combination and present a fun opportunity to interact with the public.
Sometimes when the sky initially appears to be very
promising, things go down hill very fast. The annual
“Wine, Moon, and Stars,” while showing beautiful
blue sky as the event started, soon turned into a
very “iffy” situation. By the time the WMS was fully underway, thin clouds began moving from the
west, heavily filtering the crescent moon. Perseverance paid off, though, after mentally considering
the issue.
Ray Bradley sets up a telescope for viewing

Shooting through thin clouds adds a ghostly aspect
to lunar observing: one moment it’s there, the next
it’s not. Sometimes it appears sharp, sometimes
very distorted. The result? The crowd enjoyed the
challenged view. After all, the moon is still 240,000
miles away. The craters, mountains, and maria still
dominate the surface. That adds up to a great experience for people who don’t normally have the
chance to see our closest neighbor in space.

Just before 7:30, the ISS passed directly overhead at an especially bright -4 magnitude and was
enjoyed by 100 attendees who were tasting and imbibing the featured wines of Virginia Mountain
Vineyards. The clouds were thin enough and spotty
enough by then that people were astonished at seeing Saturn and its rings, and Mars with its small
surface markings. Later, when darkness fully settled, binocular views of M31 generated surprised
cries, and, for those who waited out the clouds to
see M13, they were rewarded with spotting that
ball of 500,000 stars.
Thank you Dan and Carolyn Chrisman; Ray, Renee,
and Sierra Bradley, Josh and Robin Jones, Greg
Hemmings; and John and Genevieve Goss for not
packing it in early at the first sign of less than ideal skies.

Telescopes setup and ready for viewing

RVAS NL— November 2018— Pg 12 of 14

Member Observation

Uranus, Neptune, Straight Wall
BY Michael Good
I had a productive evening last night, 10/18/2018. I
*RE-ALIGNED* my Losmandy Titan mount with the
pole using the included polar scope (duh). I cleared
my pointing model and started re-training it. I used
the tiny ZWO camera chip for building pointing
model. That helped me center Uranus and Neptune
on my camera’s chip.
Uranus: two exposures – one for planet, and 10 five
second images stacked for the moons, using the
ZWO camera.
Uranus is magnitude 5.7 and 4” in size.
Finally snagged an image. Can’t let Dr. Caffrey get
too far ahead of me. ;>)
Neptune is actually further west in the sky, and
was captured first.
Magnitude 7.9, and only 2” in diameter.

Mars was my first object but no improvement over
before, and then the moon. Attached is a image of
“Rupes Recta” on the moon (the Straight Wall).
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Monthly Calendar

MONTHLY MEETING: Monday, November 12th, 7:30 p.m., Classroom B, 3rd floor, Center on Church,
Downtown Roanoke. (Note change of date.) Our featured speaker for the November meeting is RVAS
member Frank Baratta. Frank will present “Mapping the Milky Way,” a talk about the structure of our galaxy, including stages in the development of our understanding, current conceptions, orienting ourselves within this structure and where some familiar and not-so-familiar deep sky objects are actually located. And
we’ll also have our latest updates from members on observing and outreach activities, a Star Gazers Online
episode and other Society news and business items. Join us on the 12 th for an enjoyable and informative
evening!
RVAS WEEKEND OBSERVING OPPORTUNITIES: RVAS members observe from various sites, with Cahas
Knob Overlook, at milepost 139 on the Blue Ridge Parkway, being our traditional location. For updates on
members’ observing plans, log onto the RVAS Yahoo Group (RVAS members only) and/or call the RVAS Message Line, 540-774-5651, about an hour before sunset on the indicated dates.
-- Friday and Saturday, November 2nd and 3rd. Sunset is at 6:21 p.m. Astronomical twilight ends at 7:49
p.m. The Moon sets at 3:50 and 4:26 p.m., respectively. (Note: Daylight Saving Time is ending. Set
clocks back one hour when retiring for the night on Saturday, November 3 rd.)
-- Friday and Saturday, November 9th and 10th. Sunset is at 5:14 p.m. Astronomical twilight ends at 6:43
p.m. The Moon sets at 7:00 and 7:45 p.m., respectively.
-- Friday and Saturday, November 30th and December 1st. Sunset is at 5:03 p.m. Astronomical twilight
ends at 6:35 p.m. The Moon rises at 1:10 and 2:15 a.m., respectively.
-- Future Weekend Observing Opportunities: Dec. 7th and 8th; 28th and 29th.

ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: Saturday, November 3rd, 7:15
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: December 1st, 5:45
p.m., Cahas Knob Overlook.)

Astro-Quiz
For over a thousand years, a Second Century astronomical and mathematical treatise remained the last word
on the stars. Two constellations, Coma Berenices and the now obsolete Antinous, changed this. What was
the treatise and the role played by these constellations?
Answer: Europa is the smallest of Jupiter’s four Galilean moons and less than 25% the diameter of Earth.
Yet, in one important characteristic, Europa thoroughly outclasses Earth. Last month we asked what this
characteristic might be. In 1994, the late scientist and science popularizer Carl Sagan coined the phrase
“pale blue dot” for Earth, not least because, from space, our planet looks blue because of all its water. With
over 70% of its surface covered by water, Earth would seem to be the water world par excellence! In fact,
Europa is believed to harbor more than twice Earth’s liquid water, and it’s not the solar system champ. That
prize appears to go to the solar system’s largest moon, Ganymede, with over 26 times Earth’s water! Thanks
to Dan Chrisman for venturing that Earth is thoroughly outclassed by Europa’s smoothness, which is true.
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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