
VBAS Highlights for May
Via Stellaris 36th Anniversary
This month’s Via Stellaris has a retro look in honor of its 
36th anniversary. Gert Schmitz contributed the first page of 
the first issue, which you can see on page 9. Gert has also 
contributed a classic article about the 1964 launch of the 
Ranger 6 lunar probe, starting on page 12.

Public Programs for May
This year’s Annual Meeting will be held on Friday, May 15th at 
7 PM. We’ll be electing officers, presenting the 2009-2010 
budget, and giving out awards. The program will feature a 
guest speaker from NASA, who will be discussing recent Chandra 
projects related to galaxy clusters and dark energy. VBAS 
Member Meetings are held on the 3rd Friday of each month at 7 
PM; they're open to the public and are free.

Regular planetarium programs are held on Saturdays at 7:30 PM. 
This month, we discuss Star Myths & Constellation Lore with 
shows on May 2nd, 9th, and 23rd. On the 16th, we’ll give a 
seasonal sky tour, and on the 30th, we’ll have a special 
program called Two Pieces of Glass. 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.

Stellar Events for May
Resident Astronomer Doug Horacek lists this month’s upcoming 
sky events on page 3.

Messier Marathon, April 24th
On page 5, Jeff Delmas reports on the Messier Marathon.

100 Hours of Astronomy at Bridge Street
Jeff Delmas covers the sidewalk astronomy event on page 6.

The Student’s Corner
On page 7, Student Director David Lofts writes about the 
recent winner of the VBAS science fair award.

VBAS Member and Board Meeting Minutes
The March member meeting minutes start on page 8, and the 
board meeting minutes start on page 10.

Thank You, CAS Cares!
On page 11, Director of Planning and Research Jeff Delmas 
reports on his latest fundraising victory.

Steve Sloan
Via Stellaris Editor
steve@sloan3d.com
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Saturday, May 2nd, 9th, & 23rd, 2009, 7:30 PM
Planetarium Show: Star Myths & 
Constellation Lore
Location: VBAS
Join us for a family-friendly program as we 
explore the era when civilizations started 
charting the stars and telling stories about the 
constellations, and explain why our modern star 
charts include Greek, Roman, and Arabic heroes 
and names. The whole family will enjoy our trip 
back in t ime to explore how the ear l y 
civilizations made sense of the world around 
them and explained everyday astronomical 
events through story telling. We'll also fast-
forward to the present day to discover the 
myster y and stories behind our modern 
constellations. Weather permitting, we'll be 
viewing the night sky afterwards through one of 
VBAS's powerful telescopes too.

This screen capture !om Ste"arium shows several 
characters !om the same story. King Cepheus and 
Queen Cassiopeia sacrificed their daughter Andromeda 
to a sea monster, until Perseus rescued her.

Friday, May 15th, 2009, 7 PM
Annual Meeting
Location: VBAS
Join us for our annual gathering. We’ll highlight 
the state of the society, including major 
accomplishments and future plans, present the 

annual budget for 2009-2010, hold our annual 
elections, and recognize some of our members 
for the i r outstanding contr ibut ions in 
forwarding the mission of VBAS. The program 
will feature a guest speaker from NASA, who 
will be discussing recent Chandra projects 
related to galaxy clusters and dark energy.

Saturday, May 16th, 2009, 7:30 PM
Planetarium Show: Seasonal Star Tour
Location: VBAS
Join us for a relaxing evening at VBAS. We'll 
show you which constellations are visible this 
time of year, and teach you how to find them. 
We'll also learn about the fascinating and 
beautiful deep sky objects that can be found, 
along with a mix of mythology. Weather 
permitting, we'll be viewing the night sky 
afterwards through one of VBAS's powerful 
telescopes, too.

Friday, May 22nd, 2009, 7:30 PM
Adult Regular Observing Evening
Location: VBAS
Presented by Doug Horacek
The adult observes session will be starting at 7:30 
P.M. You may get there earlier to set up your 
telescope. Contact Doug Horacek at 772-6788 for 
more information.

Friday, May 22nd, 2009, 8 PM - 10 PM
Youth Astronomy Evening
Location: VBAS
Presented by David Lofts
Call Chris Lofts at 256-726-0275 or Doug 
Horacek at 256-772-6788 for more information.

Saturday, May 30th, 2009, 7:30 PM
Planetarium Show: Two Pieces of Glass
Location: VBAS
Join us for a special planetarium program, and 
weather permitting, we'll be viewing the night 
sky afterwards through one of VBAS's powerful 
telescopes, too.
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VBAS Calendar of Events



Friday, October 9th - Sunday, October 11th, 2009
Greenbank Radio Telescope Trip
Location: West Virginia
You're invited on a trip with Michael Cowger to 
see the world's largest movable radio telescope 
and to tour the National Radio Astronomy 
Observatory's Greenbank Facilities, which 
include several radio telescopes, in the 
mountains of West Virginia during the Fall 
colors! The group, including family members, 
will travel by bus on Friday, October 9th to a 
Star Party at nearby Snowshoe Resort's Rimfire 
Lodge, then tour the Greenbank facilities on 
Saturday, followed by dinner and a ride on the 
Cass Scenic Railroad, then another Star Party 
before returning on Sunday.

Contact Michael Cowger for additional details 
at mcowger@be"south.net and visit the related 
links below:

Observatory:www.gb.nrao.edu
Lodging: www.rimfirelodge.com
Dinner/Train:www.cassrailroad.com

Friday October 16 - Saturday October 17, 2009
Sixth Annual Volunteer State Star Party
Location: Meriwether Lewis Observatory 
Dark Sky Site, Summertown, Tennessee
Presented by Eric Johnson
VBAS member Eric Johnson is opening up his 
dark sky site in Southern Tennessee for a 
weekend of observing, good food, and plenty of 
hospitality. The site is in Lewis County, 
Tennessee , between Hohenwa ld and 
Summertown. This is a very dark sky site. 
Primitive camping and facilities are on site. It is 
free to all astronomers near and far. Don't forget 
your scope . RSVP Er ic Johnson a t 
ejohnso4@yahoo.com.

...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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Morning of 7 May 2009 is the Eta Aquarid 
Meteor shower, the major meteor shower for 
the month of May. The associated comet is 1P/
Halley or Halley's Comet. There will be about 
60 meteors per hour. The moon will be low in 
the west by morning, so there should be little 
interference.

Morning of 10 May 2009 is the Eta Lyrid 
Meteor shower, a minor shower with only a 
handful of meteors per hour. The associated 
comet is Iras-Araki-Alcock.

Morning of 27 May 2009, Jupiter and Nep-
tune are less than a half of a degree apart. This 
is the first conjunction of these two planets 
this year. Later, when both are in retrograde 
motion, the two will have another conjunction 
earlier in the evening in July. Stay posted for 
the Stellar Events in July.

Before Midnight 30 May 2009, the shadow 
of Titan, Saturn's largest moon, will pass across 
the disk of Saturn. The initial contact is 31 May 
2009 at 4:32 universal time.

Stellar Events for May
by Doug Horacek, Resident Astronomer
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The Night Sky for May, 2009
Here is the view at 9 PM in mid May, 2009, at 34° N Latitude, 86° W Longitude. Jupiter (the lowercase “h” 
symbol) will be high in the sky, between Leo and Virgo.

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

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




April 2nd-5th brought over 100 countries to-
gether in a planet-wide celebration of astronomy. 
The world visited 80 professional observatories 
around the world during a 24-hour live online 
tour, and more than a million people had their 
first close-up views of the Moon, Saturn, the Sun 
and other objects of interest through telescopes 
at various sidewalk astronomy events, like ours 
at Bridge Street. A Cornerstone Project of the 
International Year of Astronomy brought the 
Universe to all the world's citizens to discover 
for themselves.

VBAS participated in this historic 
event by setting up telescopes in the 
middle of Bridge Street Town Center.  
We could not set up on Thursday the 
2nd due to weather, but on both Friday 
the 3rd and Saturday the 4th, VBAS 
members set up society and personal 
scopes for the public to view primarily 
the Moon and Saturn. James Brelsford 
organized the event, which was at-
tended one or both nights by fellow 
members Michael Cowger, Doug 
Horacek , Lor in Ar no ld , John 
McCullough, Melissa Snider, Jeff Del-
mas, and others.

Lines formed as hundreds of Bridge 
Street visitors waited their turn to look 
through one of our telescopes. We es-
timate about 400 visitors Friday eve-
ning and 500 on Saturday evening 
viewed through at least one of our tele-
scopes. For most of them, it was the 
first time they had viewed any celestial 
object through a telescope. We had all 
kinds of people, from folks in overalls 
to couples in prom attire. James com-
mented that “There is nothing like a 
person's reaction after they have seen 
the Moon or Saturn through a telescope 
for a first time. You all saw it.  Our 
hobby can inspire.”

We are tentatively planning another Bridge 
Street event in the early Fall, a few weeks prior 
to our next Astronomy Day.
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100 Hours of Astronomy at Bridge Street
by Jeff Delmas



Last month two awards from VBAS were given 
to students at the Alabama Science and Engineering 
Fair. Megan Edwards, a 9th grader from Westminster 
Christian Academy, received a VBAS “Astronomical 
Excellence” prize for her project, “And Yet She 
Moves: An Examination of Jupiter and the Galilean 
Moons.” The other “Astronomical Excellence” prize 
was awarded to John Ashburn, a 9th Grader from 
Covenant Christian Academy. Each prize recipient 
received a framed certificate and a free family mem-
bership to VBAS for one year. John Ashburn’s project 
was called "The Danger of Tsunamis From Asteroid 
Impacts". He came up with this idea when his uncle 
found what looked like part of a meteorite 
while he was excavating an area to make a 
road. His first idea was to drop concrete 
balls in varied sizes on mud and measure 
the size of the craters, but then he decided 
to use water instead and see how high the 
waves went. The purpose of this was to see 
if the simulated models of what would hap-
pen if asteroids of certain sizes and energies 
hit earth were correct. He won an all-
expenses-paid trip to the International Sci-
ence and Engineering Fair. When I asked 
him how he felt about going to the Interna-
tional Science and Engineering Fair, he said 
he just wanted to get the project com-
pleted. He had not thought he would ever 
make it to the International Science and 
Engineering Fair. At the North Alabama 
Regional Science and Engineering Fair he 
won a US Air Force certificate, Geological 
Society of Alabama certificate, 3rd place 
Dauphin Island Sea Lab, and 1st place for 
earth and planetary sciences category. At 
the Alabama State Science and Engineering 
Fair he won a NASA MSFC best of show 
certificate and Lucite trophy, UAH Direc-
tors Award Best of show, 3rd place Geologi-
cal Society of Alabama certificate, 1st place 
Alabama Geological Survey, Dauphin Island 
Sea Lab environmental sciences honorable 
mention, 1st place, and an International 
Science and Engineering Fair finalist’s tro-

phy. Congratulations, John!

John Ashburn is second !om the le(
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The Student’s Corner
Asteroid Study Wins VBAS Science Fair Award
by David Lo)s

ABSTRACT
The purpose of this work is to provide experimental sup-

port for some of the conclusions drawn from theory and 
mathematical models of asteroid-induced tsunamis. Doing so 
increases confidence in the simulations that would be used to 
predict affected areas and formulate evacuation plans in the 
event of such a disaster.

The experiment involved scale model water impacts of 
asteroids using six concrete spheres of varying mass dropped 
three times each from two different heights into a wading 
pool. A digital video camera recorded the impact and gener-
ated waves.

The video was studied frame-by-frame on a computer to 
obtain baseline water levels, impact times and positions, and 
wave heights and transit times for the first two waves at two 
different marks. From these, wave amplitude, wavelength, 
and energy were estimated. The data was then averaged 
across the three drops in each set. Finally, mathematical ex-
pressions describing the wave amplitude, wavelength, and 
energy as a function of the kinetic energy of the impacting 
spheres were generated.

Results supported the position that the amplitude and 
wavelength of the waves increase with the energy of the im-
pacting asteroid according to simple power laws. It was fur-
ther found that a relatively constant fraction of the asteroid 
energy is transferred to the largest wave. Extrapolating to the 
conditions of real asteroids, the estimated tsunami ampli-
tudes were consistent with other works in the field and sug-
gest that the waves caused by an asteroid impact could be 
much larger than those generated by the 2004 Indian Ocean 
Earthquake.



The meeting was introduced at 7:32 PM by 
President John Young. Visitors included Gary Wal-
pole, who was up here camping from Memphis, and 
Craig Reinhardt, who is a local teacher.

The February member meeting minutes were 
discussed prior to approval. Terry Owens requested 
one change. Michael Cowger moved that the min-
utes be approved as amended, and Sam Tumminello 
seconded. The motion carried.

The second VBAS audit committee meeting will 
be held Sunday at 4 PM at Gena Crook's house. The 
committee will compile fiscal guidelines this time. 
They will probably hold one more wrap-up meeting 
after that.

Michael Cowger reported that VBAS will hold a 
fundraiser soon.

VBAS currently has two separate email lists, for 
planetarium workers and observers. Michael Cowger 
will soon add forums to the website, which should 
get people more involved. The forums should be up 
by this weekend. The forums will replace our current 
email lists, but the weekly email updates about 
VBAS events will continue.

Richard Norman gave a Dark Skies report. The 
Globe at Night program is underway. Richard and 
Michael will be representing VBAS at the Hays Na-
ture Preserve's Earth Day event on April 18.

If the Messier Marathon is clouded out Friday 
and Saturday, we'll postpone it until next month.

Melissa Snider gave the Director of Education 
and Programs report. We have Astronomy Day plans 
for fall. How would you like to be involved? She also 
reported that we have had good school group atten-
dance at our planetarium programs recently.

VBAS will be doing sidewalk astronomy with the 
14" telescope at Bridge Street during the 100 Hours 
of Astronomy event, on April 2 through 4. We need 
volunteers to help.

For the Facilities Director's report, Terry Owens 
asked the membership to take what's on the table 
with them, indicating the stuff we later sold during 
the program.

According to Jared Cassidy, there is no news 
from the Nominating Committee. The committee 
will need to fill positions for Director of Facilities, 
Director of Administration, Treasurer, and Director 

mailto:jgy71@knology.net?subject=Orion%20Explorer%2090
mailto:jgy71@knology.net?subject=Orion%20Explorer%2090
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Attendees:
John Young (Pres)
Melissa Snider (Ed & Programs)
Doug Horacek (Res. Astronomer)
Michael Cowger (Past Pres.)
Terry Owens (Facilities)
Ethan Chew (Admin)
Jeff Delmas (Planning & Research)
Steve Sloan (Secretary)
Roy Young (Planetarium Dir.)
James Brelsford

President John Young called the meeting to 
order at 7:13 pm.

The minutes from the previous meeting were 
presented. Terry moved to approve the minutes 
and Michael seconded. The motion passed.

Gena presented the financial statement and 
treasurer’s report. Michael Cowger moved to 
approve the report as presented. Terry seconded. 
The motion passed.

John called for a renewed fundraising effort. 
Michael wants to schedule a social event for po-
tential donors and is targeting sometime in May 
for the event. Jeff discussed a letter he’s working 
on to send out to potential corporate and private 
donors. Michael and Jeff agreed to coordinate 
their efforts.

Terry then presented facilities repair needs 
as follows:

• Angele roof repair. The decking of the An-
gele roof needs to be cleaned and sealed. 
She presented an estimate for a product 
called Krystol T1 and T2 from Kryton. The 
estimate was approximately $2000.

• The water table rises above the foundation 
due to poor drainage and soil saturation 
during heavy rains. This results in water 
seepage into the lower floor of the Angele. 
Terry presented an estimate from Olsham 
for approximately $3600, another option 
where we hire someone to put in drains 

under the floor of the Angele, and a third 
option where we do that work ourselves.

• The door at the top of the stairs to the An-
gele is rusting out. Terry recommends it be 
replaced. No estimate was provided.

After some discussion on these issues, we 
agreed to table all action until the next board 
meeting and, if necessary, call a special meeting 
or vote via email on the issues.

Steve needs to shrink the member survey, 
and it will be ready to send after that.

A member dues reminder note is already in 
Via Stellaris.

There has been no progress on the new 
planetarium projector. To prepare for the new 
projector, we’ll need to build up a platform to 
the height of the edge of the dome. We had ad-
ditional discussions about preparations for the 
new projector.

An audit committee meeting was held in 
February, and the next meeting will be March 
24. The audit committee plans to be done by the 
end of June.

There was no news on strategic planning.
Upcoming observing events were discussed. 

The Messier Marathon is planned for March 27. 
Jeff put out a WLRH public service announce-
ment, which will run two weeks prior.

On April 2, we will hold sidewalk astronomy 
events at Bridge Street for 100 Hours of Astron-
omy. Gena will help James with flyers for that 
event.

Eric Johnson’s Volunteer State Star Party will 
be held October 16-18, 2009. Jeff will send it in 
to the Astronomical League’s Reflector magazine 
for advertising.

Michael, John, and Ethan will catch up on 
website action items after the meeting.

We’re looking for volunteers for Member-
ship Secretary. A long-time member (i.e. for at 
least a few months) looking to get involved 
would be ideal.

Lonnie Puterbagh requests that we set a date 
for Astronomy Day so he can put it on his cal-
endar. Someone requested that we hold Astron-
omy Day in the spring. Melissa has no time to 
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VBAS Board Meeting Minutes
by Jeff Delmas & Steve Sloan
7 PM on Tuesday, March 5, 2009



run it if we do it in spring, due to work obliga-
tions, but if anyone else wants to organize one... 
The consensus was that we want to hold it in 
fall, not May, and not against the Big Spring Jam. 
Melissa suggested that we let Lonnie pick the 
date.

A local company called Digital Fusion would 
like to test a space-based star sensor against our 
planetarium. One of their guys wants to come up 
and see our facilities for himself. There will be 
no talk of money until after they see what 
they’re getting. With the size of the projected 
stars, there’s a good chance our planetarium 
won’t be useful to them.

Doug Horacek will continue to keep in 
touch with the park for recycling.

Doug reported that Huntsville High School 
is starting a new astronomy club. They want ad-
vice from VBAS, and students there want to get 
involved here. This may be a good chance to 
grow a youth observers group for older kids. The 
new club wants its members to join VBAS and 
start participating. Could we get our college-age 
planetarium helpers to lead the new group? Un-

fortunately, they’re not very dependable due to 
college commitments. John asked Doug and 
David to continue communicating with them.

Terry moved to adjourn at 8:57 PM.
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We’re pleased to announce that VBAS is 
the recipient of a CAS Cares grant for $1000, 
which was presented to the society at the 
Bridge Street sidewalk astronomy event.  The 
money is targeted for use on our handicap ac-
cessible restroom addition. Boyd Edmiston of 
CAS is pictured handing the $1000 check to 
VBAS Director of Planning Jeff Delmas. The 
grant was awarded to VBAS to help our efforts 
at improving our facilities, in order to continue 
providing our community with the high-quality 
services and programs we conduct. Thanks, 
CAS Cares, Inc., for your kind support of 
VBAS!

CAS Cares Grants VBAS $1000
by Jeff Delmas

Pictured are:  Front row (L-R): Rick Watts (CAS), Jeff Del-
mas, Boyd Edmiston (CAS), Lorin Arnold, Back Row (L-R): 
James Brelsford, Michael Cowger, Doug Horacek, John 
McCu"ough
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VBAS

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, 2009. If you have questions regard-
ing membership, please contact a VBAS officer.

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 to 
avoid missing issues of Via Stellaris.

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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mailto:steve@sloan3d.com?subject=email%20subject
mailto:editor1@vbas.org
mailto:editor1@vbas.org


 ELECTION BALLOT

VBAS Officer Ballot
President

_____ Michael Cowger

_____ ___________________________________________ Write-in:  

Vice President

_____ Al Reisz

_____ ___________________________________________ Write-in:  

Treasurer

_____ Gena Crook

_____ ___________________________________________ Write-in: 

Director of Administration

_____ Neil Boyd

_____ ___________________________________________ Write-in:  

Director of Education and Programs

_____ Melissa Snider

_____ ___________________________________________ Write-in:  

Director of Facilities

_____ Don Martin

_____ ___________________________________________ Write-in:  
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