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“Rilles Give Thrills:” Planetary and Lunar
Imaging… when the Sky Permits
By John Wenskovitch, RVAS Vice President and interim Secretary, with content also provided by Michael
Good and Frank Baratta
Following a week-long rain delay, President Michael
Martin opened the September RVAS meeting at
7:30pm, precisely 6 minutes after the rise of the
Harvest Moon. 27 members were in attendance,
along with 3 guests: Mike Shorter, his son Jacob,
and Daniel Laffoon.
Michael Martin began the meeting by briefly introducing himself as interested in both the science
and the faith of astronomy. He showed a Christmas photo of himself from 1992 staring through a
telescope, joking that it might have been pointed
somewhere near the Sun. He also shared photos of
both his telescopic family (increasing in diameter)
and human family (increasing in number), and
demonstrated some of his planetary astrophotography expertise, foreshadowing the feature
presentation of the evening.
Conversation next turned to observing reports,
kept brief due to the recent lousy weather. Vice
President John Wenskovitch, returning to meetings from the first time since April, refreshed our

President Michael Martin introduces himself and discusses the evening’s agenda.

Photo by Frank Baratta.
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(Meeting Continued from page 1)

memory of his auroral view over Winnipeg during a
flight from San Francisco to London in June. He
then expanded on naked-eye observations from the
remainder of that trip in South Africa, noting that
he sighted both the Southern Cross and Alpha Centauri through his hotel room window in Durban.
Continuing the naked-eye observing theme, Clark
Thomas reported his observations of the changing
color of Mars during its recent opposition approach,
and the accompanying dust storm that spoiled the
view. Michael Hutkin also reported a tragic mishap
with a telescope that he purchased online, the mirror regrettably not surviving the shipping journey.
Finally, guest Jacob Shorter discussed some recent lunar observations, particularly noting the
beauty of the craters and the sighting of the Sea
of Tranquility.
Next on the agenda was an update from Frank
Baratta regarding the October 6th picnic. The picnic is still set for the Seven Doors Winery. Due to
the increasingly earlier sunset at this time of year,
we are targeting arrival at 3pm and dining at 5pm,
with weather-dependent observing to follow. Attendees were encouraged to bring both food and
telescopes to the event.
Member at Large Ray Bradley next displayed a
list of upcoming outreach opportunities. These
events include a “Wine, Moon, and Stars” event coordinated by John Goss at the Virginia Mountain
Winery on October 12, the Halloween Spooktacular
at the Science Center of Western Virginia on Octo-

Frank Baratta offers a heartfelt welcome to our guests
for the evening.

Photo by Michael Martin.

ber 20, three Apollo 11 presentations to libraries
on October 22, October 24, and November 7 (with
weather-dependent observing to follow), and two
elementary school STEM Nights on October 23 and
November 27. Please contact Ray for more information about these events and other outreach opportunities.
A brief mention of the November meeting was provided by Michael Martin. At the preceding Executive Committee meeting, it was noted that the
standard third Monday of November would fall on
Thanksgiving week this year. The possibility of
shifting the meeting to November 12 was dis(Meeting Continued on page 3)
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diants of October’s two meteor showers, and to
show a Star Gazer’s Online episode, this one on the
evening’s Harvest Moon. The presenters noted
that the “Moon Illusion” could be dispelled by bending over and looking at the Moon through your legs.
Members showed a great deal of restraint in not
performing live experiments during the meeting.
For more information, see the What’s Up Highlights
elsewhere in this issue. What’s Up programs are
also posted on the RVAS website.

(Meeting Continued from page 2)

Ray Bradley giving his outreach report, with the spreadsheet visible in the background.

Photo by Frank Baratta.

cussed, and the conflict with Veteran’s Day was
shared. Following the meeting, it was confirmed
that the November meeting will occur on the 12 th.
Michael next called on Frank Baratta for the
What’s Up sky review for the coming month of October. Among the celestial happenings, at the beginning of the month we get to see Venus reverse
its eastward motion to westward against the background stars. October also offers the Draconid
and Orionid meteor showers, though the former is
generally very weak and the latter hindered by a
waxing gibbous moon. There are also two lunar perigees and two last quarter moons during the month.
Observing opportunities were announced for the
weekends of October 5-6 and November 2-3, and
astronomical twilight will conclude as early as
7:51pm by the end of October.
Displaying the orbital positions of the planets out
to Jupiter, geopolitics entered the discussion with
Frank’s question about why all revolved in a counter
-clockwise direction. The answer: they don’t! It’s a
consequence of history that we define “up” in reference to Earth’s “northern” hemisphere. If the
South Pole were “up” the planets would be seen to
revolve clockwise! Frank went on to highlight some
of the constellations prominent in October, the ra-

The final item on the evening’s agenda was the feature presentation: Past President Michael Good
describing what he has learned about planetary astrophotography since May of this year. Our club
has never witnessed a presentation with so much
excitement and enthusiasm about lunar rilles. Michael motivated the talk by noting that while his
deep sky photographs often turn out well, his planetary photographs were not up to his high standards.
He began by showing his home observatory, discussing both its physical features (warmup room,
roll-off roof, garden swing, occasional ursine encounters) and sky conditions (clear southern sightline, poor laminar airflow, inconvenient northern
hemisphere location for planetary imaging). He also
listed off the equipment contained inside: a C14
Schmidt-Cassegrain telescope on a Losmandy Titan
mount. This discussion was accompanied by mention
of an Atmospheric Dispersion Corrector (ADC), a
useful extra component in the imaging light path
which, well, corrects for atmospheric dispersion
after a short calibration process.

Equipment and view from Michael Good’s Poages Mill
Observatory.

Photo by Michael Good.
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The bulk of Michael’s talk centered on introducing a
set of software packages to the audience, almost
all free, that use the power of computers to turn a
blurry planetary image into something much more
crisp. In particular, Michael recommends the following free programs:
 FireCapture – to obtain raw data from the camera
 SER Player – to play SER video files, favored
by many over AVI files due to issues with large
file sizes
 AUTOSTAKKERT – software that stacks the
images captured by FireCapture
 Registax – used for wavelet processing, although some also stack their images with it
 WinJUPOS – ephemeris that shows planetary
images for a location and time, as well as advanced ability to stack multiples images, derotating planetary motion
Michael shared how important good atmospheric
seeing (laminar air flow) and optical collimation are
to capturing sharp images. He then presented
three short tutorial movies, where he was able to
highlight some local Insecta wildlife attracted to
the glow of his computer monitors while also

demonstrating the image stacking and sharpening
process. This process included sharpening images
with Registax wavelets, importing them into Photoshop, using the lasso tool to grab non-pole data,
feathering the selection, and applying a Smart
Sharpen process to the image. He did this for a
night’s worth of Mars images, and then showed how
he could make an animated gif of Mars from the
resulting images.
Switching to Jupiter, Michael showed a drawing he
made while a student at UVa, using the 26” Leander
McCormick refractor on a night of exquisite seeing
back in 1975. He compared the details he saw
fleetingly through the eyepiece to an image he
made this summer (2018) of Jupiter with his C14,
showing similar diagonal banding, broken belts,
white and black spots, and other impressive Jovian
detail.
He demonstrated “Lucky-Lucky” imaging using several animated gifs, one showing the “rise” of the
Great Red Spot via planetary rotation, where the
audience could see that while every sub-image was
the “lucky” result of the best frames of better
seeing from many frames, you can also compare the
string of these images and pick the ones with the
best conditions, leading to the term Lucky-Lucky
imaging. Michael said he typically uses the best 1
percent of 20,000 frames for Mars (since it has a
slower rotation speed), and that he is imaging at
252 frames per second.

Wildlife on computer monitor at Poages Mill
Observatory.

Jupiter, sketched on November 5, 1975 using a 26”
refractor and imaged using a C14 from Poages Mill
Observatory.

Photo by Michael Good.

Photo by Michael Good.
(Meeting Continued on page 5)
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After a picture of Saturn, where he mentioned he
had a three-frame animation showing Saturn’s rotation using a white cloud near the pole, he switched
to lunar images. Michael showed how the brighter
sides of craters need to have their bright regions
selected in Photoshop, apply an inverse to the selection, and then use Smart Sharpen (a special Unsharp Mask) to sharpen the other regions without
affecting the brighter regions. Otherwise these
brighter regions become too bright and distorted.
Finally Michael spent some time comparing a drawing he made while an 18 year old teenager using a 6”
Newtonian at 300x, to an image he made through
clouds. While the image was not as sharp as Michael
preferred, it still allowed him to compare the accuracy of his drawing from oh so many years ago.

Aristarchus, Herodotus, and Schroeter’s Valley from
Poages Mill Observatory.

Photo by Michael Good.

He then compared his image to Apollo images from
orbit, and threw in an image he made of Aristarchus, Herodotus, and Schroeter’s Valley (a 10km
wide sinuous rille on the moon), after the remnants
of Hurricane Florence finally swept past our valley.
The presentation concluded to thunderous applause
and a few short questions. Subsequently, Michael
Martin adjourned the meeting, sharing the hopes
that he would see everyone at the picnic in two
weeks’ time.

The crater Gassendi as imaged in 2018 versus drawn in
1973.

Photo by Michael Good.
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What’s Up Highlights
October 1 - 31, 2018
(A summary of the What’s Up program presented at the September 17th monthly meeting.)

This Month:

Tues., Oct. 16, 2018
7:40 PM

Time has marched on. Fall is now in full swing, with
its palette of colors and leaves at first floating to
the ground, a harbinger of their shower to
come. It’s the month of our annual picnic
and star party. It’s also the season with,
historically, the greatest number of
clear days and nights. Combined with
earlier and earlier sunsets, it’s a boon to
both solar and night sky observing.
October begins with Venus reversing its
eastward course against the background
stars—it’s nearing and will soon be lost in
the sunset glow. Lunar-wise, the full
cycle fits, and allows a second last
quarter, within the month. We appear
graced with two meteor showers, but
appearances can be deceiving. Late in the
month, look low in the west after sunset, as
Jupiter provides a marker for viewing Mercury,
located close below. Good hunting!

October Celestial Events:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Fri., 5th – Venus, which is nearing the horizon – and the Sun – begins retrograde (westward)
motion.
Fri., 5th – Moon at perigee; 57.45 Earth-radii from Earth.
Tues., 9th – Draconid Meteor Shower (usually only a “sprinkle,” but could be better in 2018;
unique in being best in the early evening).
Wed., 17th – Moon at apogee; 63.38 Earth-radii from Earth. (10% farther than on the 7 th.)
Sun., 21st – Orionid Meteor Shower (moonlight spoils the show on the 21st, so best before
dawn on 22nd after moonset at 5:17 AM).
Sat., 27th – Mercury about 3° south of Jupiter low in the southwest at sunset.
Wed., 31st – Moon at perigee; 58.05 Earth-radii from Earth.

Sunset and Twilight:

Sunset Range: 7:03 p.m. (Oct. 1st) to 6:23 p.m. (Oct. 31st)
Twilight Ends: 8:29 p.m. (Oct.1st) to 7:51 p.m. (Oct.31st)

Moon Phases:

Tues., 2nd – Last Quarter
Mon., 8th – New Moon
Tues., 16th – First Quarter

Weekend Observing Opportunities:

Oct. 5th/6th
Nov. 2nd/3rd
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Wed., 24th – Full Moon
Wed., 31st – Last Quarter

A Message from the President
Astronomy has been a passion in my life since childhood, and the past two years of membership in this
organization have done nothing but enhance and broaden my appreciation for this hobby. As President of this
club, I will do my best to promote and represent us in the community and organize monthly meetings that are
as engaging as they are informative. The RVAS Executive Committee along with our membership do a fantastic job of organizing astronomy events in the community which introduce those young and old to this incredible hobby that we all love. If you have any questions or concerns regarding the club or would just like someone to chat with about astronomy, please feel free to email me at President@rvasclub.org. It is an honor to
represent you all, and I appreciate your time and contributions to our club!
Sincerely,
Michael R. Martin
President, RVAS

Welcome Mat
The Society bids a warm and cordial welcome to Greg Hemmings, of Glasgow, Virginia, who joined in
September. An Atlanta native, Greg served for 6 years in the U.S. Air Force, including time abroad in
such places as Madrid, Spain. Currently mostly retired, he remains a legal analyst for a Lexington law
firm. In fact, his post-military worklife was concentrated in the court system, initially as a court bailiff and, later, as Clerk of the Juvenile Court for eleven years. Greg and Shirley, his wife of nearly 38
years, have two adult sons and four grandchildren. Shirley was previously an insurance agent, but now
runs their 65-acre farm, and is a master quilter with her own studio. Greg’s interest in astronomy
dates back to his junior high days, when he had a small telescope and belonged to his school’s astronomy club. As he got older, other interests captured his attention. Now, with more time available, his
astronomy interest has rekindled, not least because of his farm’s “pretty dark” skies. Recently, he
began to look for a club and, finding the RVAS, was eager to join. Already a subscriber to both Sky &
Telescope and Astronomy magazines, Greg’s set his sights on a Celestron 8SE SCT, but wants to see
what others use before taking the plunge. He’s signed up for the picnic and is looking forward to the
event and meeting other astrophiles.
Greg, thanks for joining the RVAS! We’re glad to have you with us and are eager to meet you, as well.
We’re also glad to see that you’re already off and running as a member of our Yahoo Group. You’ll find
that club members enjoy sharing their experiences and will want to hear about your own.
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RVAS from the Past
By Bill Dillon

RVAS 25 Years Ago

The October newsletter reported on a successful

In October 1993 coming out of a typically hazy, hot

Astronomy Club at the Horton Research Center.

and humid Summer in southwest Virginia, Society

Good seeing and great food were enjoyed by all.

members were eagerly anticipating Fall’s cool, crisp

Fall of 1993 was a good time to be an Amateur As-

nights with the highest percentage of clear skies

tronomer in southwest Virginia!

September joint session of RVAS and the VaTech

of all the seasons. The season was kicked off with
the fourth annual “Fall Mixer” for the October Club
meeting. Soft drinks and snacks would be provided.
Members were promised a minimum of business
items and announcements to allow for a maximum of
time for food and conversation. It was hoped that
weather would allow some downtown, rooftop stargazing.

RVAS 10 Years Ago
Fast-forward fifteen years, and the RVAS is alive
and well. With a few weeks of experience under
their belts the new group of Society officers oversaw a successful Picnic and Star Party at Waid Park
near Rocky Mount. More than 20 members and
guests enjoyed great companionship, good food and

A busy October saw Club members involved in the

very good observing conditions, all to astronomical

Science Museum’s Skywatch public observing pro-

themed music provided by John and Genevieve

gram at Cahas Overlook. Club VP and the Museum’s

Goss.

planetarium director, Britt Rossie, encouraged as
many members as possible to be there and to bring
their scopes. He also reminded members of the
Science Museum’s annual telescope workshop,
“Telescopes Tell All”, coming up in January.
October also saw UVa’s Fan Mountain Observatory
hold it’s second 1993 open house and public star
party. Attendees could look forward to guided
tours and operation of the 30” and 40” telescopes,
all conducted by graduate students. Open House
attendees were encouraged to bring their personal
scopes for public observing on the Observatory

A public outreach was scheduled for October 6 th at
the Williamson Road branch of the Roanoke Public
Library. Organized by John and Genevieve Goss,
the event offered a unique opportunity to attract
folks from the local Hispanic and Vietnamese communities.
Fine articles by Dave Thomas on “The Lunar X”,
Genevieve Goss on “Delphinus, the Dolphin”, and
Clark Thomas on “Seeing the Unseeable”, rounded
out a robust October 2008 Newsletter complete
with color photographs.

grounds.
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Monthly Calendar
MONTHLY MEETING: THERE IS NO OCTOBER RVAS MONTHLY MEETING. October is the month
of our annual picnic and star party for our members and their families, which takes the place of our regular
meeting. OUR NEXT MONTHLY MEETING WILL BE MONDAY, NOVEMBER 12TH, 7:30 P.M. Please
note that, in deference the Thanksgiving holiday, this represents a change in the meeting date from our
usual third Monday (November 19th) to the second Monday (November 12th). Further information will be in
our November newsletter and on our website, www.rvasclub.org.
RVAS WEEKEND OBSERVING OPPORTUNITIES: RVAS members observe from various sites. Cahas Knob
Overlook, at milepost 139 on the Blue Ridge Parkway, is our traditional location and most often 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, October 5 th and 6th. Sunset is at 6:57 p.m. Astronomical twilight ends at 8:23
p.m. The Moon sets at 5:11 and 5:51 p.m., respectively. (Note: Oct. 6 th is the date of the Annual RVAS Picnic
and Star Party for our members and their families.)
-- Future Weekend Observing Opportunities: Nov. 2nd and 3rd; Nov. 30th and Dec. 1st.
ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: Saturday, November 3 rd, 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
Europa is the smallest of Jupiter’s four Galilean moons and less than 25% the diameter of Earth. Yet, there
is one important characteristic of Europa in which it thoroughly outclasses Earth. What is it?
Answer: Last month we delved further into Brazil’s flag, which displays five-pointed star symbols representing 27 actual stars from 9 constellations, all laid out in their relative orientation to each other. But there’s
something curious about their orientation, and we asked what that was. Well, the stars are oriented properly, but they’re seen from the vantage point of an observer in space—i.e. like someone looking down on a celestial globe, rather than an observer on earth looking up—so the star patterns (none of which are complete)
are flipped. This is most easily seen in the case of the Southern Cross, in which the star epsilon (ε) Crucis,
which lies to the lower right between α (alpha) and δ (delta) viewed from the ground, is to the lower left on
the flag. No one answered last month’s quiz. 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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