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President John Goss opened the pre-meeting Sep-
tember virtual chat session at 7:00 pm and mem-
bers quickly began signing in and catching up with 
each other, sharing the typical astronomy banter.  
This week we heard some discussion about phos-
phine gas on Venus, drifted into the world of data 
backup and how to best protect your information, 
got a look into Michael Good’s backyard observato-
ry, and got caught up on the state of California for-
est fires from west coast member Paul Caffrey.  
Michael Good also offered what he learned from a 
video by Autostakkert developer, Emil Kraaikamp, 
which explained a number of the astrophotograhy 
software package’s extended features.  The beauty 
of the pre-meeting discussion is that everything is 
a possible topic of discussion.  

 The official meeting was called to order by Presi-
dent Goss at 7:30 pm.   

Membership chairperson, Frank Baratta, recorded 
the final attendance count as 41 members and one 
guest,Ken Sosnowski.  Ken was a guest of member 
Roger Pommerenke.  

In his role as RVAS ambassador, Frank can be 
counted on to check out the zoom screens and make 
people feel welcome. Tonight, he gave a shout out 
to new members Karen and Tim Shelton and new 
member Joel Shelton, their son, who, through the (Meeting Continued on page 2) 
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power of zoom was checking in from North Carolina.  
Frank also welcomed Ken Sosnowski, guest of Roger 
Pommerenke.  

President Goss got things started with several ad-
ministrative items. He requested that as the meet-
ing progressed, anyone having a question use the 
“chat” option to type the question in and that they 
will be answered.  He also posed a “chat” poll to see 
who was attending an RVAS meeting for the first 
time and we found that there were two people. 
Welcome and we hope to see you again.  John then 
offered a shout out to our club officers, immediate 
past officers,  and our webmaster and newsletter 
editor, Dave Thomas. Clubs such as ours depend on 
volunteers to function and having new volunteers 
serve is a necessity for growth to continue. John 
specifically appealed for someone to step forward 
and coordinate the 2021 Astronomy Day program.  
This program has been highly successful under the 
direction of Rand Bowden, but after several years 
at the helm, Rand is looking to pass the baton to 
another member. Think about this and please reach 
out and offer to help.  John noted that the digital 
issue of the “Reflector” magazine is now available 
on the Astronomical League website. Finally he 
pointed out that members should be aware that the 
Covid-19 situation is affecting the global supply 
chain and that as a result people ordering from the 
many astronomy companies around the world are 
facing back order notices and significant wait 
times.  Be patient is the word.  

 At this time, President Goss moved on to observ-
ing reports but first asked our San Francisco Bay 
Area resident, Paul Caffrey, to tell us about the 
conditions in fire-ravaged California. With us mired 
in Covid-19 restrictions, it was disturbing to hear 
Paul tell us about the smoke and ash that is domi-

nating the skies over the Bay area. “Clear skies” has 
never been a more appropriate plea.    

Next, Harry Kessler took us through his efforts 
to observe Neptune. Armed with all of his charts 
and tracking apps, Harry thinks he did find Nep-
tune, showing itself as a small blue dot in that area 
of space where it should have been. However, he 
was a bit disappointed in not being able to fully re-
solve what he saw as the disk of Neptune. Eric 
Walter offered that Neptune as a disk was not ac-
tually observed until NASA’s Voyager 2 passed by 
the planet in 1989. Others agreed that if Harry 
had seen a blue dot in the correct region of space, 
he was most likely observing Neptune.   

Upon finishing his Neptune search, Harry moved on 
to Mars, which was now in the visible sky. He was 
even able to observe some of the recognizable col-
orations on the Martian surface. He is looking for-

(Meeting Continued from page 1) 

(Meeting Continued on page 3) 

Paul Caffrey describes conditions in the Bay area of Cali-
fornia – zoom photo  
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ward to more observing sessions with Mars as the 
target.   

Vice President Todd Atkins reported on his new 
tripod that he is using with the binoculars he won 
at the 2019 club picnic.  With this setup he was 
able to observe the Andromeda galaxy.  Todd point-
ed out that he had gotten advice on which tripod to 
consider from Past President Michael Martin. 
Todd recommended that any new members with 
questions about equipment purchases should reach 
out to those in the club that are more experienced 
for their inputs and suggestions.  Great idea, Todd.   

President Goss next introduced a “show & tell” seg-
ment that had been proposed by Secretary Mike 
Hutkin.  Mike had noted that since people were at 
home as we socially distance, it might be easier for 
them to show off some of their equipment and 
since we were in a Zoom meeting it seemed appro-
priate to discuss zoom eyepieces. Mike explained 
that he had tried out a couple of options with both 
fixed and zoom ranges and now needed some rec-
ommendations on what to buy. Fixed? Zoom? Is 
high price better?  

Eric Walter has several eyepieces in his collection 
and was prepared to offer his thoughts on his fa-
vorite zoom eyepiece, a  Baader Mark4 H24.  He 
went on to discuss the pros and cons of this partic-
ular unit, noting that it is a high-end device but 
with many positive attributes.  Matched with a 
2.25X Barlow lens, it can be found at 

https://www.highpointscientific.com/baader-hyperion-8-24-

clickstop-zoom-eyepiece-with-hyp-barlow 

 

John now called on Frank Baratta for a Treasurer’s 
report.  Frank stated that there’s been no signifi-
cant change in our balances since our August meet-
ing.  In the interim we received two new member-
ships, but had no expenses.  As previously reported, 
our certificate of deposit renewed at the end of 
July for another 11 months.  The bottom line is that 
the RVAS remains in good shape, financially. 
 
After the report, John asked Frank to continue 
with our “What’s Up” sky review for the coming 
month.  Mars is the main attraction for October.  
Having reached perihelion in early August, the Red 
Planet is closest to Earth on the 6th and reaches 
opposition on the 13th.  On the latter date it shines 
at a brilliant magnitude -2.62, topping even Jupiter, 
which it will continue doing until the end of the 
month. Mars won’t be this bright again for another 
15 years!" 

(Meeting Continued from page 2) 

(Meeting Continued on page 4) 

Harry Kessler  describes his search for Neptune – zoom 
photo  

Eric Walter describes his Baader Zoom eyepiece – zoom 
photo  

Frank Baratta presents “What’s Up” – zoom photo  
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Meanwhile, during October the distance between 
Jupiter and Saturn will continue to shrink, en route 
to their “Great Conjunction.”  On December 21st 
Jupiter will pass just 0.1° south of Saturn, their 
closest pairing in nearly 400 years!  October also 
offers the annual Orionid meteors, which are pre-
dicted to peak at 2:00 a.m. on the 21st.  With the 
near-first-quarter Moon having set at 9:47 p.m. on 
the 20th, about 20 meteors per hour may be seen 
from a dark sky location. 
 
For additional details, see the “What’s Up High-
lights” elsewhere in this issue. 
 

 It was now time for our featured program and past 
vice-president John Wenskovitch was introduced 
to present his thoughts on the search for Planet 
Nine. He began by offering three questions for 
members to ponder during the discussion and which 
were later answered: 

 Which distant Kuiper Belt Object (KBO) was nick-

named after a living human? 2012 VP113/ Joe Biden 

 What event led directly to the best estimate of the 

mass of pluto? Discovery of its moon Charon 

 Why haven’t we found Planet Nine yet (if it exists)? 

Tiny, distant, might not exist 

Before addressing Planet Nine, John proceeded to 
provide some important background information on 
KBO. First was an X-Y plot showing the orbit eccen-
tricities and perihelion (closest to the sun) distanc-
es of all currently known KBO.  In this view, one 
could see several patterns that grouped objects 
into identifiable categories.   

He followed this with a view that showed the Kui-
per belt looking more like a ring or torus. Here the 

orbits of the planets (Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, and 
Neptune ) are seen clearly within the center of the 
KBO torus pattern with the gravities of these plan-
ets defining the KBO overall structure. With Nep-
tune closest to the KBO, it has the most gravita-
tional influence.   

John then described the concept of mean-motion 
resonance.  He explained that if, in one orbit of the 
sun by Neptune, a specific KBO goes around the sun 
twice then they are in resonance and the cumula-
tive effect of Neptune’s gravitational pull will, over 
time, tend to push it from that orbit.  About 80% 
of KBO’s fall into this category. Another set of ob-
jects (including Pluto) have a 3:2 orbital relation-
ship and as such are differently impacted by Nep-
tune’s gravitational pull. These are called plutoids.  

John then described another set of objects that 
did not fall into these two categories and whose 
orbits are difficult to explain.   This includes the 
KBO identified as Sedna, 2012 VP113 (aka Biden, 
after the VP), and others are shown below.  John 
pointed out that these 6 objects follow two-
directional planes and are somewhat well aligned. 
This leads to the theory that there is an as-yet-
unseen, large, dim, object in the far reaches of the 
Kuiper Belt. This object is theorized to have a 
gravity that is influencing the orbits of these 6 
objects, as does Neptune on the other objects in 
the belt.  Coincidence?  

 Around 2014, enter modern astronomical research-
ers Mike Brown and Konstantin Batygin suggesting 
the presence of a large, unseen body in the outer 
reaches of the solar system, that is influencing the 

(Meeting Continued from page 3) 

(Meeting Continued on page 5) 

Kuiper belt and planets - Torus view  – zoom photo  

Trans-Neptunian objects – zoom photo  
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orbits of these objects. Using mathematical equa-
tions and supercomputers instead of telescopes, 
they performed “trillions and trillions” of simula-
tions to predict the location and orbit of Planet 
Nine as an influencer on these other bodies.  

John noted that this method of discovery was not a 
new concept reminding us that Neptune was discov-
ered by math. As we know, Uranus was discovered 
in 1781 by William Herschel. What may not be wide-
ly known is that astronomers noted a discrepancy 
between where Uranus appeared and where it was 
calculated to appear.  Were there errors being 
made by the observers? Could it be another 
planet’s gravity pulling on Uranus? Facing criticism, 
observation astronomers dedicated themselves to 
more care and accuracy but still, the offset per-
sisted.  Then, in 1846, using mathematical formula-
tions to predict its location, Neptune was discov-
ered.   

It was now a proven fact that math was a valuable 
tool in celestial discovery. What else might be 
found?  John then referenced efforts surrounding 
Mercury and some anomalies in its orbit that could-
n’t be explained. Was it a theorized planet 
(Vulcan)? This idea was short-lived, however, as 
Albert Einstein explained the orbital discrepancies 
as being due to relativity effects caused by Mercu-
ry’s proximity to the sun and it’s orbital speed. 

Further observation of Neptune found that it is not 
exactly where it was predicted to be.  Percival Low-
ell began theorizing that a planet beyond Neptune 
was influencing its orbit.  In 1930, using the Lowell 
observatory, Clyde Tombaugh discovered Pluto. 
Was this causing the Neptune discrepancies?  Pluto 
seemed too small to be having the observed impact 
on Neptune unless there was something unusual 

about its mass. When it’s moon, Charon was discov-
ered in 1978, Pluto was dismissed as having suffi-
cient mass to affect Neptune. 

So what could be out there influencing the Neptune 
orbit? John offered a few theories found in the 
literature: 

· Something earth-sized at 70 AU 

· Something Mars-sized at > 100AU 

· An ejected planet  

· “Nemesis” (a hypothetical red dwarf or 
brown dwarf)  

With predictions that the mystery object was 5 to 
10 times the mass of the earth, astronomers began 
looking for such objects in other solar systems. 
Using the Kepler telescope, they found that this 
size exoplanet is dominant in orbiting other stars. 
While not proof, astronomers did ask the question, 
shouldn’t there be evidence of such a planet in our 
solar system?   

Astronomers continued to run simulations and 
found that there were more objects whose orbits 
were consistent with a theory of a Planet Nine 
which led to the formation of a hypothesis.  The 
more objects they found, the more the hypothesis 
was proven. 

(Meeting Continued from page 4) 

(Meeting Continued on page 6) 

Theorized location of Planet Nine – zoom photo  

Additional discoveries of KBO objects – zoom photo 
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John’s discussion continued to show evidence of 
other reasons to conclude that there was a Planet 
Nine. This included: 

· Other objects in the areas of Uranus, Neptune, 
and beyond called “centaur” objects 

· The 6-degree tilt of our sun to the plane of the 
planets, which contradicts formation theories 

But how to prove it exists?   John suggested taking 
lots of pictures of that area of space and using 
them to see if something is there and then moves. 
This would be very difficult because of the slow 
speeds involved. The Japanese National Telescope 
(Subaru), located on Mauna Kea in Hawaii, is being 
used for this purpose.  

John had an interesting side story to the Subaru 
telescope to offer. This largest single-mirror tele-
scope is a Ritchey-Chrètien design which has a hole 
in its 8.2-meter diameter primary mirror.  The ma-
terial cut out in creating this hole was offered to 
and accepted by the Amateur Astronomers Associ-
ation of Pittsburgh and is now the primary mirror in 
their 21-inch Manka Memorial telescope. John uses 
this telescope when he finds himself in Pittsburgh. 

John then moved to offer some theories on how a 
Planet Nine sized object gets to be where it is out 
past Neptune.  The main theories are 

· Outward scattering – in the early stages of 
planetary creation by material ejected when 
Uranus and Neptune were forming 

· Capture – from another star system 

· In situ – accretion out of dust particles  

John then explained the 6 primary factors that 
must be considered when analyzing the orbital me-
chanics of a celestial object, noting that the first 
two are the most significant. These were 

· Longitude of the ascending node 

 Inclination 

 Orbital longitude 

· Semimajor axis 

· Eccentricity 

· Longitude of Periapsis 

The use of an extensive database of simulation da-
ta produced a set of numbers for each of these 
factors.  This then helped to narrow down a loca-
tion by ruling out where Planet Nine was NOT likely 
to be hiding.  

John then began winding down his presentation with 
some final thoughts. If one goes by the recognized 
definition of a planet and if found, is Planet Nine a 
planet? Could it be a black hole? If it doesn’t exist, 
then what is causing the anomalies in the orbit of 
distant KBOs?    

In John’s opinion, there is an 80% likelihood that 
there is a Planet Nine and it is located where we 
think it is. We shall see.   

President Goss then thanked John for such an in-
teresting, detailed presentation and opened the 
floor to questions.  Some discussion ensued as to 
whether the Large Synoptic Survey Telescope un-
der construction in Chile would be enlisted in the 
search. John believed that it would be and if the 
magnitude of Planet Nine is greater than the tele-
scope’s limit of 23, then it could be found. 

As a last order of business, Todd Atkins reported 
on the October meeting program.  Our speaker will 
be Trish Cerulli who is a science educator associat-
ed with the Belk Observatory at Lynchburg Univer-
sity.  She will speak about the observatory and an 

(Meeting Continued from page 5) 

(Meeting Continued on page 7) 

Narrowing down to where Planet Nine is likely to be 
found – zoom photo  
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Welcome Mat 
 
The Society bids a warm and cordial welcome to Joel Shelton, of Graham, North Carolina, who became a 
member in August.  His membership was a gift from his parents, Karen and Tim Shelton, who likewise became 
members in August in their own right.  Joel’s a native son of Roanoke and graduated from Cave Spring High 
School in 2001.  He obtained his undergrad education at Virginia Tech, then an M.A. at Johns Hopkins, and 
returned to Virginia Tech to earn his Ph.D. in governance and globalization in 2012.  Called to a career as a 
teacher, Joel began with four years as a visiting assistant professor at Lafayette College in Easton, PA.  A 
tenure-track opportunity brought him back south in 2016 to Elon University, in Elon, NC, where he’s Assis-
tant Professor of Political Science and Policy Studies.  Astronomy-wise, Joel recalls a general interest as a 
child and the fascination he experienced in the Hopkins Planetarium at Roanoke’s Science Museum.  During 
his teenage years he enjoyed sci-fi books and Star Trek, and was always attracted to reading popular sci-
ence.  Jumping to the present, his parents surprised him last Christmas with the gift of a Celestron NexStar 
5” Schmidt-Cassegrain telescope!  Earlier this year, he and fellow RVAS member Michael Malpass, a long 
time friend of the Sheltons, stargazed under the dark skies near Stuart, VA.  Light pollution limits observing 
from his home, but he occasionally treks south for darker areas within surrounding Alamance County.  As an 
RVAS member he hopes to gain knowledge about the technology of amateur astronomy and other topics such 
as astrophotography, the history of astronomy, and the various observing “catalogs” that amateurs pursue.  
Among his other interests, Joel enjoys historical fiction, running/jogging, dining out and travel, the last two 
basically on hold since COVID arrived. 
 
Joel, we’re happy to have you with us, and thank Karen and Tim for their gift of your membership!  And we’re 
glad that you’re looking forward to participating in our Zoom meetings, because we’re eager to welcome you!   

introduction to Astrochemistry.  A link to the Belk 
Observatory can be found at 

https://www.lynchburg.edu/academics/academic-
community-centers/observatory 

Todd closed by asking that anyone who might have 
an idea for a future program or who might be inter-
ested in being a future presenter contact him at 

vicepresident@rvasclub.org.  

The meeting was then adjourned at 9:20 pm. 

(Meeting Continued from page 6) 

RVAS Member Anniversaries 
  
Congratulations to the following members who reach the indicated number of consecutive years with the 
RVAS during the month of October: 
  

Bob Richert (1989) – 31 years 
Ellen and Roger Holtman (1992) – 28 years 

Roger Pommerenke (1995) – 25 years 
Randy Sowden and Family (2005) – 15 years 

Ray and Rene’ Bradley and Family (2014) – 6 years 
Robert and Rhonda Capobianco (2019) – 1 year 

  
Thanks to all of you for being RVAS members! 
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What’s Up Highlights 
October 1-31, 2020 

 

A summary of the What’s Up program presented at the October 21st Zoom meeting. 
The complete PowerPoint is available for viewing by clicking here. 

 

This Month: 
 

October 2020 is all—well, nearly all—about Mars, its 
closest approach to Earth, its opposition and that 
it won’t be this bright again for 15 years.  In 
other words, it’s a great time to get out and ob-
serve the Red Planet as often as possible.  Op-
positions occur when the Sun and an outer 
body such as Mars line up, with Earth in be-
tween.  At such times, the outer body is in 
the night sky from sunset to sunrise.  Opposi-
tions of Mars occur every 26 months.  But 
every 15 and 17 years, they happen when Mars 
is at perihelion, closest to the Sun.  Mars was 
at perihelion August 3rd.  And oppositions occur-
ring near perihelion are closer to Earth and 
brighter.  
 

Celestial Events: 
 

• Thu., 1st – Mercury at greatest eastern elongation, 25.8° from the sun. 

• Sat., 3rd – Venus 0.5° from Regulus in the pre-dawn sky.  Also, Moon at apogee; distance 63.70 
earth-radii. 

• Tue., 6th – Mars nearest to Earth; distance 0.415 AU (38,576,660 miles); mag. -2.58; apparent di-
ameter 22.57”.  (Sky & Telescope calls this day the “sweet spot” compromise of solar distance and 
proximity to Earth.) 

• Tue., 13th – Mars at opposition; distance 0.419 AU (38,948,483 miles); mag. -2.62.; apparent diame-
ter 22.34”.  Brightest until 2035! 

• Fri., 16th – Moon at perigee; distance 55.96 Earth-radii; nearest for 2020. 

• Wed., 21st – Orionid meteors peak around 2:00 a.m. EDT; about 20 meteors per hour; waxing cres-

cent Moon sets around 9:45 p.m. on the 20th. 

• Thu., 22nd – Moon, Jupiter and Saturn together within a 6° diameter circle. 

• Sat., 31st – Uranus at opposition; mag. 5.66; apparent diameter 3.75”. 

Sunset and Twilight: Moon Phases: 
  

Sunset Range: 7:02 p.m. (Oct. 1st) to 6:22 p.m. (Oct. 31st) 
  

Wed., 1st – Full Moon 
Fri., 9th – Last Quarter 
Fri., 16th – New Moon 

Fri., 23rd – First Quarter 
 Sat., 31st – Full Moon 

Twilight Ends: 8:29 p.m. (Oct. 1st) to 7:51 p.m. (Oct. 31st) 

Weekend Observing Opportunities: 

  
  

Oct. 9th/10th 
Oct. 16th/17th 

Fri., Oct. 16th, 7:37 p.m. 
(30 min. before fully dark) 
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RVAS from the Past 

 

By Bill Dillon 

RVAS 25 Years Ago 

(On October 6, 1995, Didier Queloz and Michel 
Mayor announced the first definitive detection of 
an extrasolar planet orbiting an ordinary main se-
quence star, 51 Pegasi b.) 

While that little tidbit is taking place at Geneva 
University, RVAS is celebrating the return to 
Standard Time and its resulting earlier dark skies. 
But wait, there is more.  

As mentioned in our Newsletter’s opening article, 
“To celebrate the arrival of the ‘observer’s sea-
son’ (and likely due to a shortage of regular meet-
ing main topics), the RVAS has scheduled the 1995 
‘Fall Mixer’ for Monday, November 20th, in place of 
our standard meeting format.” I am sure the meet-
ing room will be much abuzz regarding the find of 
Queloz and Mayor during the mixer. 

A brief but interesting article on Planetary Weath-
er Forecasts explains how NASA can use the visual 
and spectroscopic capabilities of the Hubble Space 
Telescope to study and even predict the “weather” 
conditions on our neighboring planets, Mars, and 
Venus. It was hoped that studying weather pat-
terns on these planets might lead to a better un-
derstanding of weather patterns here on Earth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RVAS 10 Years Ago 

(On October 26, 1995 SONY retires the cassette 
Walkman, first introduced in 1979…...no wonder I 
can’t get parts! Oh, and by October 2010 a total of 
about 450 exoplanets had been “discovered”, most-
ly through the Transit method.) 

As announced in the October 2010  Newsletter by 
the conference chair, John Goss, RVAS along with 
Roanoke College will host the one-day VAAS 2010 
conference. Along with headline speaker Dr. Steve 
Majewski of the University of Virginia, speaking on 
galactic tidal interactions, other speakers will in-
clude Ted Forte, Back Bay Astronomers, Dr. Jim 
Thieman, NASA, Dr. Matt Fleenor, Roanoke College, 
and Dr. John Simonetti, Virginia Tech. There will 
be conference door prizes, and as always, the Blue 
Ridge Parkway has several suitable overlooks for 
nighttime observing. 

An interesting October 2010 article titled “UFO’s 
Loose Nukes, and a Not-So-Distant Star System”, 
with no By-line, states that the best candidate 
Earthlike exoplanet, so far, appears to be within 
the habitable zone in the system of Gliese 581g, a 
red dwarf one third the mass of our Sun. And it is 
only 20 light years away. So, if you are into red 
sunsets….and sunrises……and red skies all day long, 
maybe NASA or SpaceX are taking reservations.    
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NASA Night Sky Notes  October 2020 

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! 

 

Observe the Skies Near Mars 

David Prosper 

 

October is a banner month for Mars observers! October 6 marks the day Mars and Earth are at closest approach, a 

once-every-26-months event. A week later, on October 13, Mars is at opposition and up all night. Mars is very bright this 

month, and astronomers are eager to image and directly observe details on its disc; however, don’t forget to look at the space 

around the planet, too! By doing so, you can observe the remarkable retrograde motion of Mars and find a few nearby objects 

that you may otherwise overlook. 

Since ancient times, Mars stood out to observers for its dramatic behavior. Usually a noticeable but not overly bright 

object, its wandering path along the stars showed it to be a planet instead of a fixed star. Every couple of years, this red planet 

would considerably flare up in brightness, for brief times becoming the brightest planet in the sky before dimming back down. 

At these times, Mars would also appear to slow down its eastward motion, stop, then reverse and head westward against the 

stars for a few weeks, before again stopping and resuming its normal eastward movement. This change in the planet’s move-

ment is called “apparent retrograde motion.” While all of the planets will appear to undergo retrograde motion when observed 

from Earth, Mars’s retrograde appearances may be most dramatic. Mars retrograde motion in 2020 begins on September 10, 

and ends on November 16. You can observe its motion with your eyes, and it makes for a fun observing project! You can 

sketch the background stars and plot Mars as you observe it night after night, or set up a photographic series to track this mo-

tion. Does the planet move at the same rate night after night, or is it variable? As you observe its motion, note how Mars’s 

brightness changes over time. When does Mars appear at its most brilliant? 

NASA has tons of great Mars-related resources! Want to know more about apparent retrograde motion? NASA has an 

explainer at: bit.ly/marsretromotion. Find great observing tips in JPl’s “What’s Up?” videos: bit.ly/jplwhatsup. Check out de-

tailed views with NASA’s HiRISE satellite, returning stunning closeups of the Martian surface since 2006: 

hirise.lpl.arizona.edu. NASA’s Curiosity Rover will be joined in a few months by the Perseverance Rover, launched in late July 

to take advantage of the close approach of Mars and Earth, a launch window that opens two years: nasa.gov/perseverance.  Cal-

culate the ideal launch window yourself with this handy guide: bit.ly/marslaunchwindow. The Night Sky Network‘s Exploring 

Our Solar System handout invites you to chart the positions of the planets in the Solar System, and NSN coordinator Jerelyn 

Ramirez recently contributed an update featuring Mars opposition! You can download both versions at bit.ly/

exploresolarsystem. Young astronomers can find many Mars resources and activities on NASA’s Space Place: bit.ly/

spaceplacemars. Here’s to clear skies and good seeing for Mars’s best appearance until 2033! 
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Monthly Calendar 
 
MONTHLY ZOOM MEETING: Monday, October 19th, 7:30 p.m.  Trish Cerulli is the Science Educator 
with the University of Lynchburg’s Belk Observatory, where she first began as a volunteer docent in 
2010.  She earned two degrees in chemistry, a B.S. from the University of Mary Washington in 2008 and an 
M.S. from the University of Virginia in 2014.  In graduate school, her coursework and research focused on 
astrochemistry, investigating the presence of chemicals and reactions within astronomical ices, both experi-
mentally and observationally.  Ms. Cerulli is our featured speaker for the October 19th meeting and will pre-
sent “An Introduction to Astrochemistry,” along with comments on opportunities for RVAS members at the 
Belk Observatory.  Invitations and instructions for signing in will be emailed to members. 
 
WEEKEND OBSERVING OPPORTUNITIES: During the continuing COVID-19 health emergency, the follow-
ing 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 any-
one venturing out to stargaze, and cautions all doing so to observe social distancing and other health and 
safety precautions. 
 
-- Friday and Saturday, October 9th and 10th.   Sunset is at 6:50 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 8:16 
p.m. The Moon rises at 12:06 and 1:07 a.m., respectively. 
 
-- Friday and Saturday, October 16th and 17th.  Sunset is at 6:40 p.m.  Astronomical twilight ends at 8:07 
p.m. The Moon sets at 6:59 and 7:34 p.m., respectively. 
 
-- Future Weekend Observing Opportunities: November 6th and 7th; 13th and 14th. 
 
ROANOKE CITY PARKS and RECREATION PUBLIC STARGAZE: The next and final 2020 session is 
scheduled for Saturday, November 14th at 6:00 p.m. at Cahas Knob Overlook, milepost 139 on the Blue Ridge 
Parkway.  For information and to register, contact the Department at 540-853-2236 or sign up online by 
pressing and holding CRTL and clicking here.  Registration is not required for RVAS members, but is recom-
mended in order to receive any cancellation announcement. 
 

Astro-Quiz 
 
On October 1st Mercury reached “greatest eastern elongation (GEE),” its greatest separation from the sun in 
the evening sky.  Twenty minutes after sunset it was about 9° high above the horizon.  But at its GEE on June 
4th it was over 15° high 20 minutes after sunset.  What accounts for the difference? 
 
Answer to Last Month’s Quiz:  September’s quiz was another from RVAS President John Goss. The borders 
of Utah, Colorado, Arizona and New Mexico meet at a point known as the “Four Corners.”  John asked how 
many “four corners” are formed by the borders of constellations, and what constellations comprise each 
grouping.  There are four such constellation convergences.  They are: (1) Microscopium-Sagittarius-Indus-
Telescopium; (2) Lynx-Leo Minor-Leo-Cancer; (3) Lupus-Centaurus-Hydra-Libra; and (4) Eridanus-Hydrus-
Tucana-Phoenix.  The last of these has a point of convergence which is not visible from our latitude.  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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