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VBAS Highlights for August
Public Programs for August
Our next member’s meeting will be held on Friday, August 15th at 7 p.m. 
Dr. Jack Fix will be speaking about Asymptotic Giant Branch Stars. VBAS 
Member Meetings are held on the 3rd Friday of each month at 7 p.m.; 
they're open to the public and are free.
Regular planetarium programs start at 7:30 PM. This month, we 
continue a year-long series on the planets and other bodies of our Solar 
System with three family-friendly shows on Uranus and Neptune, on 
July 6th, 13th, and 27th. On the 20th, MSFC Historian Jim Wright will 
present a planetarium program about the cultural landscape in 
Huntsville and Madison County in the early days of the space program. 
Admission to planetarium shows is free for VBAS Members, $5.00 for 
Adults, $3.00 for Students, and free for children under 6. Observation of 
the night sky through various telescopes normally follows each 
planetarium program, weather permitting.

President’s Message
The latest President’s Message from John Young is on page 2.

The Student’s Corner
On page 6, our new Student Director David Lofts introduces himself 
and his new monthly column.

The VBAS Library
Terry Owens, our newly appointed Librarian, reminds us about how 
great our library really is on page 6.

Siemens PLM Software Awards Grant to VBAS
On page 7, Jeff Delmas reports on his latest fundraising accomplishment.

Steve Sloan
Via Stellaris Editor
steve@sloan3d.com
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This month's message is in many ways a con-
tinuance of last month's theme of teamwork. Over 
the course of the last two years I've had the oppor-
tunity to spend many hours reading the historic 
files in our library. Like many, I've also had the 
pleasure of interacting with a number of long-time 
members. Most importantly, however, is that 
through various Society functions I've learned a lot, 
made some really good friends, and have had the 
fortune of being able to share the skies with fellow 
members and our welcome visitors. I've come to 
some conclusions that I'd like to share.

The first is that while some things change with 
time, many do not. Our Society obviously has a 
storied past that has been intimately linked with 
Huntsville and American space exploration efforts 
since their early days. In many ways those relation-
ships remain largely unchanged. Our Society con-
tinues to maintain bonds with the community in 
much the same way it did fifty years ago - through 
an active outreach program. The efforts of our So-
ciety are really incredible when you add it all up. In 
addition to conducting weekly planetarium shows 
and their following observing sessions, Society 
members hold or get involved in a number of 
events with the USSRC, UAH, Hayes Nature Pre-
serve, other non-profit interest groups, shows for 
school-age groups during the week, and our annual 
events like Astronomy Day, the Messier Marathon, 
and the VSSP star party. I have very rarely seen 
VBAS decline an offer to share, teach, or open our 
home to the curious. Given what seems to be the 
age of hustle and bustle, the effort that members 
put into the Society is not only commendable, but 
remarkable as well.

The second conclusion that I am reminded of 
time and time again is how special and fortunate 
our Society is. I know of only a handful of amateur 
groups in the country that have their own planetar-
ium, observatories, library, and a beautiful plot of 
land to call home. Our most important resource, 
however, is one another - the members of the Von 
Braun Astronomical Society. Those that came be-
fore us to lay the foundations and those that con-
tinue to maintain and build upon those founda-
tions share some common ground. 

Much of that common ground centers not only 
on a seemingly innate curiosity in astronomy and 
its related sciences, but a desire to share it with one 
another. The diverse background and talents of our 
members is also something of a mirror to the past. 
A glance through log books from 1958 tells a story 
similar to 2008 - small groups focused on detailed 
tasks like planetarium wiring or machining precise 
pieces, while others were constructing walls or 
landscaping, while still others devoted time to 
teaching at shows or venturing out to interact with 
the community at a public venue.

The intent of this month's message is not so 
much to share personal insight, but rather to re-
mind and encourage all of you to get involved 
wherever and whenever you can. That is the es-
sence of an all-volunteer group. I would be remiss 
if I didn't say that there are a number of efforts 
that could use a hand. There are numerous facili-
ties, observatory, and planetarium efforts that 
would benefit from a few more eager hands and 
minds. I have and will continue to encourage fellow 
VBAS leaders to develop structured ways in which 
members can get involved. Much of this will come 
by way of the committee work groups that are in-
herent in VBAS' structure. The one thing that goes 
hand-in-hand with this is hearing from you - VBAS 
members. I've asked our director of administration 
and membership secretary to develop a member 
survey in the coming weeks. I would ask that all 
members not only take the time to complete the 
survey, but to also contact the appropriate officer 
or staff member if you want to find out or get in-
volved with a particular effort, have a concern or 
problem that needs to be addressed, or have an 
idea you'd like to communicate.

Warm regards and clear skies...

John G. Young
VBAS President

VOL. 36, ISSUE 7 VIA STELLARIS AUGUST, 2008

 PAGE 2

President’s Message
by John Young
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The Night Sky for August, 2008
Here is the view at 9 PM in mid August, 2008, at 34° N Latitude, 86° W Longitude. Jupiter (the “4”-like 
symbol) will be high overhead in Sagittarius. Around 7 PM, Saturn and Venus will be 0.5 degrees apart in 
conjunction, and low on the western horizon.

The best meteor show of most years is the Perseid shower peaking on August 12. This meteor stream is 
debris from the comet Swift-Tuttle, and the radiant in Perseus rises not long after dark. Meteors from this 
shower should be prominent from August 7 ‘til August 17.

Map courtesy of John Walker and YourSky (http://www.fourmilab.to/yoursky/).

http://www.fourmilab.to/yoursky/
http://www.fourmilab.to/yoursky/


Friday, August 1st, 2008
Deep Sky Observing
VBAS Resident Astronomer Doug Horacek is 
hosting observing at a Dark Sky site near New 
Market. It is VBAS members only, with limited 
space. Contact Doug for time and directions at (256) 
772-6788 or horacekd@bellsouth.net.

Saturday, August 2nd, 9th, & 23rd, 2008, 7:30 PM
Planetarium Show: Exploring Uranus & 
Neptune
Join us for a family-friendly program to explore 
Uranus the s ideways p lanet , and his more 
conventional “twin” Neptune, in the VBAS 
Planetarium as part of our year-long exploration of 
our Solar System! Weather permitting, we'll be 
viewing the night sky afterwards through one or 
more of VBAS's powerful telescopes, too.

Uranian Moons, Rings, & Clouds (Image credit: E. 
Karkoschka, Univ. of Arizona, NASA)

Neptune, as seen by the Voyager 2 spacecra# in 1989.

Friday, August 8th, 2008, starting 6 to 6:30 PM
Perseid Meteor Shower Event
Location: VBAS Observatory
Doug will be there early, likely at 6:00 or 6:30 PM, to 
set up his scope. This will be an observing evening, 
and people can set up other equipment to observe 
the Perseid Meteor Shower. It will be a few days 
before peak, but the moon will set sooner than on 
the peak evening. Observers can call Doug Horacek 
at (256) 772-6788 for more information.

Monday, August 11th, 2008, 11 PM
Perseid Meteor Shower
Location: Hayes Nature Preserve
Monday evening and Tuesday morning, Soos Weber 
is inviting the public to view the Perseid Meteor 
Shower. Members can call Doug Horacek at (256) 
772-6788 for more information.

Wednesday, August 13th, 2008, starting 6:30 to 7 PM
Saturn and Venus Conjunction Event
Location: Fields south of the UAH Optics Building
Saturn and Venus will be 0.5 degrees apart, and you 
should be able to see them in the same field of view. 
See the UAH campus map on the next page.

Friday, August 15th, 2008, 7 PM
Regular Monthly Meeting
After a short pizza social and marketplace swap meet 
we’ll discuss pertinent society business. The speaker 
for the evening will be Dr. Jack Fix, Dean of the 
College of Sciences at the University of Alabama in 
Huntsville. The topic of Dr. Fix’s program is 
“Asymptotic Giant Branch Stars”. Asymptotic Giant 
Branch (AGB) stars are enormous post-main 
sequence stars that are shedding their material into 
space at prodigious rates. The cool gas and dust 
flowing outward from AGB stars produces powerful 
maser emission and converts visible light to infrared. 
AGB stars are among the brightest infrared sources 
in the sky, but were little known until a generation 
ago. The loss of mass from an AGB star helps 
determine its fate and, in particular, whether it 
explodes in a supernova detonation. If stars did not 
undergo the AGB phase of evolution, so many more 
of them might become supernovae that the galaxy 
might be uninhabitable. Come out and learn about 
this fascinating subject and, as always, visitors are 
welcome to our members’ meetings.

VOL. 36, ISSUE 7 VIA STELLARIS AUGUST, 2008

 PAGE 4

VBAS Calendar of Events
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Saturday, August 16th, 2008, 7:30 PM
Planetarium Show: Huntsville and the 
Early Space Program
Presented by Jim Wright, MSFC Historian
The mid-1950's brought Huntsville from a sleepy 
Southern cotton-mill town to the forefront of the 
space race. Imagine that you were a first-time 
visitor driving through Huntsville in the Redstone/
Saturn/Apollo era. What might you have seen 
outside the gates of Redstone as you drove through 
town, or maybe even stayed a few days in Huntsville, 
that told you that you were in "the rocket city"? Join 
Mike Wright, MSFC Historian, as he presents a 
program related to the cultural landscape in 
Huntsville and Madison County in the early days of 
the space program.

Saturday, September 6th, 13th, & 27th, 2008, 7:30 PM
Planetarium Show: Exploring Pluto
Join us for a family-friendly program to explore the 
recently demoted former planet known as Pluto, in 
the VBAS Planetarium as part of our year-long 
exploration of our Solar System! Weather permitting, 
we'll be viewing the night sky afterwards through 
one or more of VBAS's powerful telescopes, too.

Pluto and its moons, 
Charon, Nix, and Hydra. 
( Im a g e c r e d i t : M . 
Mutchler, A. Stern, and 
t h e H S T P l u t o 
C o m p a n i o n S e a r c h 
Team, ESA, NASA)

Friday, September 19th, 2008, 7 PM
Regular Monthly Meeting
After a short pizza social and marketplace swap meet 
we’ll discuss pertinent society business. The program 
has not been announced as of yet. Visitors are 
welcome.

Saturday, September 20th, 2008, 7:30 PM
Planetarium Show: To Be Announced
Presented by To Be Announced
The topic and speaker for the third Saturday of each 
month is geared a little more to the technical side of 
astronomy and related sciences.

...And as always, for the most up-to-date information 
about VBAS events, be sure to check the web site at 
vbas.org.
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UAH Campus

Optics Building 
Observing Field
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Hello, my name is David Lofts. I am the new 
student director of the Von Braun Astronomical 
Society. I am currently in eighth grade and have 
been a member of the society for four years. I 
have been helping with planetarium shows for 
school groups and have been coming to the Sat-
urday night shows. I like to participate in sci-
ence fairs, build with Legos, paint and draw, do 
archery, and go swimming.

This column’s purpose is to keep VBAS in 
touch with students and to tell what they are 
doing in the field of science.

For questions, comments, and article ideas 
just click on my picture at the VBAS website.
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The Student’s Corner
by David Lo#s

The VBAS Library
by Terry Owens

Did you know that VBAS has one of the 
largest and, in my opinion, most interesting 
astronomical libraries in the southeast? Much 
of it is because of donations from our valuable 
membership that continues to this day. Many 
thanks go out to those who have generously 
given to this library. The results can be seen 
lining the walls. If you haven’t visited our li-
brary lately, come by and browse the shelves to 
see what’s new.

Whi le scanning the she lves , note 
that many VBAS library books are missing. 
They have been checked out and are long 

overdue. Please check your personal shelves 
for any books that may belong to our library. 
And "no", there is no fine for overdue books. 
We just want to keep our books available to 
all of our membership and maintain a quality 
library.

Special Note: Keep an eye out in the next 
newsletter for a Book of the Month highlight 
from our library.

Thanks,
Terry Owens



Siemens PLM Software, Inc. awarded VBAS a $3000 grant in June 2008.  The money is 
targeted for use on our planetarium addition.  Pictured with then VBAS President Michael Cowger 
and Past President Jeff Delmas is Bill McClure, VP at Siemens PLM Software here in Huntsville.  
The Siemens Community Relations Grant program awarded the grant to VBAS to help continue 
our efforts at improving our facilities, to continue providing our community with the high quality 
services and programs we conduct. Thanks, Siemens PLM, for your kind support of VBAS!
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Siemens PLM Software Awards Grant to VBAS
by Jeff Delmas

Jeff Delmas, Bi% McClure, and Michael Cowger (le# to right).
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Contributions to Via Stellaris
We welcome contributions to our newsletter 

that may be of interest to the astronomical com-
munity. Contributions are best sent by email to 
Steve Sloan at editor1@vbas.org. If you don’t 
have access to email, you can send articles in ei-
ther Word or ASCII format to Steve at 2110 Vil-
laret Dr, Huntsville, AL 35803.

Membership and Renewal
The VBAS currently has four categories of 

membership. All four include free admission to 
the planetarium shows; subscription to this news-
letter; membership in the Astronomical League; 
and use of VBAS library and equipment. The 
four categories of membership, and the dues for 
each, are: REGULAR at $24.00 per year, FAM-
ILY at $36.00 per year, STUDENT (must be full-
time student) at $12.00 per year, and LIFE at 
$500.00. Newsletter Only is also available for 
$12.00 per year. Membership renewal occurs for 
all members annually on March 1st.

All VBAS memberships came up for renewal 
on March 1, 2008. If you have questions regard-
ing membership, please contact Gerry Conrad.

Please send your renewal to the Membership 
Secretary at VBAS, P.O. Box 1142, Huntsville, 
AL 35807. Make checks payable to the Von 
Braun Astronomical Society. If your mailing or 
email address changes, please report the new ad-
dress promptly to the Membership Secretary, 
Gerry Conrad, at conrad1908@knology.net or 
722-8212, to avoid missing issues of Via Stel-
laris.

Reprints
Permission is hereby granted to any non-

profit astronomical association to reprint, in 
whole or in part, any article in this or past Via 
Stellaris. We ask that credit be given to the Via 
Stellaris, Von Braun Astronomical Society, date 
of issue, and author of article used.

We are trying to limit the paper copies we generate, to save costs, clutter, and a lot of 
work for everyone. If you would like to receive your newsletter electronica%y, please 
send your email address to editor1@vbas.org, and let me know.

 Steve Sloan, Via Ste%aris editor
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