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ABOUT THIS GUIDE: 
 
This Membership & Benefits guide – the third of several such TCAA guides – was created after several years of thinking about 
the question of why it is people who join astronomy clubs often don’t make the transition to become lifelong members. 
Many, perhaps most, pay their dues with the intention of becoming involved, but then something happens and before long 
they are no longer members. Why this happens remains a mystery for most astronomy clubs, but especially for the TCAA 
where we have good members, a stable organization, outstanding resources, a good observing site, a solid web presence, a 
fine newsletter, membership brochures, regular publicity, member education, and regular public outreach. Despite these 
facts, membership in the TCAA has been roughly stable at around 40-50 members since the start of the club in 1960.  

 
Why should the failure to “transition” from novice to advanced observer be so common in astronomy clubs in general and 
the TCAA in particular? There appears to be two contributing causes: (1) people in today’s frenetic and wired society no 
longer understand the concept of a hobby, and (2) many people feel out of place when it comes to seeking and finding the 
necessary help to make the transition. This guide has been created in response to the latter impediment.  

 
This guide is an introduction to TCAA membership and benefits. Anyone who belongs to a service or social group should have 
an understanding of its history and practices. Members should also understand what benefits membership confers and how 
to access or obtain them. Without such information, it is more difficult to become part of the group. A guide can be most 
helpful in doing so. Herein you will find information about the club’s history, activities, resources, and communications. It 
concludes with some sage advice from a person who has been an active club member since 1978. 

 
The author gratefully acknowledges the assistance of the following TCAA members who either provided guidance or 
conducted an editorial review: Tim Stone and Bob Hoy. 
 
 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR:  
 
Dr. Carl J. Wenning is a well-known Central Illinois astronomy educator. He started off viewing the heavens with the aid of his 
grandfather in the summer of 1957. Since that time he continued viewing the night sky for nearly six decades. He holds a B.S. 
degree in Astronomy from The Ohio State University, a M.A.T. degree in Planetarium Education from Michigan State 
University, and an Ed.D. degree in Curriculum & Instruction with a specialization in physics teaching from Illinois State 
University.  

 
Dr. Wenning was planetarium director at Illinois State University from 1978 to 2001. From 1994-2008 he worked as a physics 
teacher educator. Retiring in 2008, he continued to teach physics and physics education courses for an additional seven 
years. He also taught astronomy and physics lab science almost continuously at Illinois Wesleyan University from 1982 to 
2001. He is, at the time of the latest revision of this document, in his 43rd year of university-level teaching, teaching physics 
part-time at both Illinois State University and Heartland Community College. 

 
Carl became associated with the TCAA in September 1978 – shortly after he was hired to work at Illinois State University. 
Today he is an Astronomical League Master Observer (having completed 14 observing programs to date) and received the 
2007 NCRAL Region Award for his contributions to amateur astronomy. He is a lifelong honorary member of the TCAA and is a 
member of its G. Weldon Schuette Society of Outstanding Amateur Astronomers. As of date of this publication, he serves as 
Chair of the North Central Region of the Astronomical League, NCRAL.  
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ABOUT THE TCAA 
 
Overview – John and Bertha Kieviet of Normal established a group of “amateur moon watchers and star gazers” with 
assistance from the Normal Parks & Recreation Department on February 4, 1960. From its earliest days the members of the 
TCAA have hosted public sky watching events for the citizens of Normal and the surrounding community. Today with growing 
light pollution they maintain two observatories at a dark-sky site just north of McLean, IL. Sugar Grove Nature Center is home 
to the TCAA’s Sugar Grove and Prairie Sky observatories. Complete details about the club’s history, including access to a 139-
page publication and back issues of The OBSERVER newsletter, can be found at www.TCAA.us.  
 
Founding of the TCAA 
 
John and Bertha Kieviet founded the Twin City Amateur 
Astronomers (TCAA) on February 4, 1960 in Normal, IL. 
John, an architectural draftsman, and Bertha, a 
homemaker, had just moved to town from Galesburg, IL, 
where they had actively participated in an astronomy club. 
Surprised by the lack of such a group in their new 
hometown,1 they established a group of “amateur moon 
watchers and star gazers” with assistance from the Normal 
Parks & Recreation Department. The membership adopted 
the name Twin City Amateur Astronomers on February 
18th. Initial club meetings were held in the Fairview Park 
“cabana” during the winter and at various locations around 
town during the summer. The membership numbered 
about 30 that first year.  
 
Years of Growth 
 
At the outset, the TCAA membership was comprised of small telescope users and amateur telescope makers, as well as a 
number of armchair amateur astronomers. Commercially prepared telescopes of significant size were very expensive at that 
time, so members used 2.4-inch and 3-inch refractors, and 41/4-inch reflectors. Within the first year of the club’s founding, 
Bob Mayo – a local machinist – helped John Kieviet construct a 6-inch reflector that served as an inspiration to other amateur 
telescope makers for years to come. 

 
The membership started a tradition at that time that endures to this day – education of its own members and the general 
public. Membership meetings were held on the first and third Thursday evenings of each month, with a chalk talk or “movie 
with sound” being presented for the benefit of the membership and guests. Due to the limitations of available telescopes, 
viewing sessions consisted primarily of views of the moon, planets, and a few of the more easily located Messier objects. 
Private observations included meteor showers and variable stars. A high school member, David B. Williams, promoted 
observations of these. (David went on to become an editor of Review of Popular Astronomy, and ultimately would serve two 
terms as president of the American Association of Variable Star Observers from 2005-2007.)  
 
Just four years after its beginning, the TCAA established a relationship with the Illinois State University Physics Department 
when its new planetarium was opened on September 1, 1964. Dr. Ray Wilson, an astronomer from Illinois Wesleyan 
University in Bloomington, helped to bring the new planetarium to operational mode. He agreed to present a planetarium 
“show” to the TCAA membership that autumn and before long the TCAA started meeting regularly there as well as at the 
Mark Evans Observatory on the campus of Illinois Wesleyan. Members frequently used the 16-inch classical Cassegrain 
telescope located in the observatory after club meetings held there. 

  

	
1  The TCAA was not the first astronomy club in Bloomington-Normal. There was a short-lived club that operated during the first decade of the 1900s. This 

club consisted of a close-knit group of personal friends of the Rev. H. O. Hoffman. The group operated an observatory with a small refractor on the corner 
of Roosevelt and Locust Streets in Bloomington. The group disbanded after Rev. Hoffman appeared to have become involved in an inappropriate 
relationship with a housekeeper. After his death in 1908, the club’s telescope was donated to the nearby Edwards Grade School. 

Bertha Kieviet (1912-1994)   John Kieviet (1908-1981) 
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During 1963-1964, the TCAA built a roll-off-roof observatory, named the Beehive Observatory, on the Fred Fissel farm just to 
the north-northeast of Normal. The structure was built using scrap wood from demolished chicken coops. A leader among the 
deconstruction/construction crew was Barry Beaman. (Barry would go on to serve as president of the Astronomical League 
from 1994-1998.) With the encroachment of the newly built Interstate 55 roadway and the constant glow that emanated 
from the Twin Cities at night, the club’s observers began to yearn for darker skies. Observations moved away from the club’s 
observatory to public parks located in rural environs. By the mid 1970s, club members started viewing from a private 
observatory at Downs, IL that was erected by club member Bob Finnigan.  

 
By the late 1970s, the club’s public observing sessions were moved out of city parks to Moraine View State Park (15 miles 
east of Bloomington) and Comlara Park (6 miles north of Normal). Public observing sessions were held for campers, and the 
general public was invited to attend. Presentations were illustrated with slides or filled with the antics of ISU Planetarium 
director and Native American storyteller Carl Wenning and were followed by celestial viewing. Telescopes of up to 8-inches 
aperture were used to make observations. Only a few objects were viewed each night due to the usual problems associated 
with finding and tracking celestial wonders by hand. While clock drives were readily available to amateur astronomers at that 
time, it wasn’t until the advent of “goto” telescopes that observing reached its highest form in the TCAA.  

 
With the advent of better telescopes and mounts, members continued to earn their Messier Certificates using manual 
methods. At one point in the early 1980s, the membership held some 2% of all the Messier Certificates that had been 
awarded by the Astronomical League (AL) to that point in time. With the advent of “goto” telescopes and the availability of 
numerous AL observing clubs in the mid 1990s, visual observing expanded rapidly. Within a few years – and with a core group 
of only 5-8 active observers – the TCAAers earned memberships in AL observing clubs more than 60 times. TCAA activities 
became more expansive as well: 

 

• In 1979, and several times thereafter, a TCAA member obtained on loan from NASA Plexiglas disks each containing six 
lunar samples retrieved by astronauts during the Apollo moon landings that took place from 1969-1972. These resulted 
in well-attended Astronomy Day displays at local shopping malls. 
 

• Comet Halley observing constituted the TCAA’s largest event ever. Some 3,000 people showed up at Comlara Park in 
February 1986 over the course of two nights to view this celestial interloper. A member-written booklet, The Comet 
Halley Observing Guide, proved to be very popular. 

 
• In 1994, the TCAA promoted a member-written Observer’s Guide prepared for the May 10th annular eclipse of the sun 

and held several observing sessions simultaneously across central Illinois providing views of the sun and showing safe 
observing practices. 

 
• Several times over the years small groups of members traveled the globe to observe total eclipses of the sun (Mexico, 

1991; Bolivia, 1994; Venezuela, 1998; Mediterranean, 2006) and to see ancient astro-archaeological and other historical 
sites (United States, Mexico, Bolivia, Peru, Chile, India, Great Britain, etc.)  

 
• The TCAA hosted the North Central Astronomical League (NCRAL) 2010 annual meeting in Bloomington with a theme of 

“The Past, Present, and Future of Astronomy”. The club hosted NCRAL 2016 in Normal with the theme of “Getting Ready 
for 2017: The Total Solar Eclipse of August 21st.”  

 
• The TCAA established the Sugar Grove Observatory in 2000, the Prairie Sky Observatory in 2013, and the Waynesville 

Observatory in 2017. 
 
• During June 2004 and again during June 2012 the TCAA hosted very successful public observations of Venus transiting 

the face of the sun. A similar event was held for Mercury’s solar transit during May 2016.  
 
• The TCAA hosted the NCRAL Regional conventions in 2010 and 2016. 
 
• In 2016, the TCAA promoted a member-written Observer’s Guide for the August 21st total solar eclipse whose path of 

totality crossed southern Illinois.  
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During the life of the club, such luminaries as Dr. Harlow Shapley and Mr. David Levy have addressed the membership. 
Several TCAA members distinguished themselves in many different ways during the years as well – some even before the club 
was founded:  

 

• G. Weldon Schuette, the TCAA’s original Outstanding Amateur Astronomer, regularly made 
his own satellite predictions and observations as early as 1957. Within a short time he was 
asked by the Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory to explain his approach. He described 
how he had created an analog computer consisting of a single transparent rotating disk 
affixed to a north polar azimuthal projection of Earth. Always an acute observer, Weldon 
was among the first of the world to identify the magnitude -0.2 Nova Puppis while standing 
reveille at Camp Blanding, FL, in 1942. He was the first TCAA member to welcome Halley’s 
Comet during its latest apparition, and the last to bid it farewell. Weldon passed away 
unexpectedly in 1986 at 69 years of age. 

• Aubrey Johnson, born in 1897 and the oldest living TCAA member ever, became our one and 
only “Comet Halley Two-Timer” during February 1986. Always ready to describe how the 
1910 comet’s tail “swept clear across the sky” with the wave of an arm, he passed away in 
1994 at 96 years of age.  

• Rebecca Wenning was possibly the youngest female in the USA, if not the youngest 
observer ever, to earn her provisional Messier certificate. She completed her 
observations at 11 years of age on September 16, 1997. 

• Jean Memken and Mike Rogers, editors of the TCAA’s newsletter The OBSERVER, were 
recognized by the Astronomical League with the inaugural Mable Sterns Award for 
Newsletter Excellence in 1998. 

• Carl Wenning received the North Central Region Astronomical League Service Award in 
2007 in recognition of his contributions to amateur astronomy. In 2011 he was named 
Astronomical League Master Observer #109 in 2011 after having completed ten AL 
observing programs. 

• Robert Arn, founder of AstroArn Photography, has become well known for publication 
of astronomical photographs with several of his most outstanding works being 
featured in Astronomy Picture of the Day.  

• Carl Wenning, Lee Green, William Carney and Lisa Wentzel were recognized by the Astronomical League as Master 
Observers in 2010, 2012, 2014, and 2018 respectively.  

• Carl Wenning was elected chair of the North Central Region of the Astronomical League, serving from 2017-2021. Also in 
2017, he was recognized by the Astronomical League with the Mable Sterns Award for Newsletter Excellence. 

• Lee Green received the North Central Region Astronomical League Service Award in 2020 in recognition of his 
contributions to amateur astronomy with special emphasis on public outreach. 

• Leading members of the TCAA distinguished themselves by hosting the NCRAL 2010 and 2016 regional meetings.  
 

The TCAA Today 
 

Since its founding in 1960, the TCAA has changed significantly. The personal 2.4” refractors and 4.25” reflectors have been 
replaced by what early members would more than likely consider behemoths. All are housed in two observatories at Sugar 
Grove Nature Center 4 miles north of McLean, Illinois. We also have reached our stride as a mature 501(c)(3) educational, 
non-profit organization. While plenty of attention is still paid to public outreach and the making of visual observations, 
astronomical imaging is beginning to dominate observing activities of several members.  

 
In 2000, thanks largely to the efforts of club members Jim Baker, Dan Miller, Mike Rogers, John Werner, William Carney, and 
Duane Yockey, the TCAA constructed Sugar Grove Observatory on the property of Sugar Grove Nature Center located about 
five miles southwest of Shirley, IL. The observatory was capped off with a 10-foot Ash Dome that was once part of Bob 
Finnigan’s observatory at Downs, IL. A great variety of telescopes (two Celestron 14-inch SCTs, one Meade 12-inch SCT, a 

Weldon Schuette (1985) 

Carl Wenning with  
Aubrey Johnson (1986) 
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130mm Takahashi apochromatic refractor, a 250mm Takahashi reflector, and a Celestron 11-inch Edge HD) and mounts have 
filled the dome since the observatory’s construction.  

 
On September 28, 2013, the TCAA officially opened its 16’x24’ roll-off-roof observatory. The construction of Prairie Sky 
Observatory was made possible by the generous donations of two TCAA members who wish to remain anonymous. That 
observatory was then outfitted with four high quality instruments. As of this writing, the observatory includes the following 
instruments: 20” PlaneWave, 17” PlaneWave, 16” AG Optical, and 10” Takahashi. Each of these telescopes is dedicated full 
time to astronomical imaging. Recent results of members’ efforts have been nothing less than spectacular.   

 
In the autumn of 2017, the TCAA decided to develop a dark-sky observatory site 7 miles south-southeast of Sugar Grove 
Observatory. Over the course of the next year, the club’s existing 10”, 16”, and 20” telescopes were moved to Waynesville 
Observatory, and a 24” AG Optical telescope was installed in 2019 and became operational in 2020.  

 

TCAA AFFILIATIONS 
 

Astronomical League – The TCAA is a dues-paying affiliate of the Astronomical League (AL). The AL is an umbrella 
organization of amateur astronomy societies. Currently its membership consists of over 240 organizations across the USA, 
along with a number of Members-at-Large, Patrons, and Supporting members. The mission of the Astronomical League is to 
promote the science of astronomy by encouraging public interest via local astronomy clubs. It has many benefits of 
membership, not the least of which are observing programs, awards, and Reflector magazine which TCAA members receive 
quarterly. Check out the AL by visiting their website at http://www.astroleague.org  

 
North Central Region of the Astronomical League – By virtue of its membership in the AL, the TCAA is also a member of the 
North Central Region (NCRAL). This group has its own set of benefits, including an annual convention (TCAA hosted in 2010 
and 2016 and will do so again in 2023), a Region Award, a newsletter editor award, and two mini-grant programs. They also 
have an excellent quarterly newsletter titled Northern Lights. TCAA member Carl Wenning is Chair of NCRAL (2017-2021). 
Check out NCRAL by visiting their website at http://ncral.wordpress.com  
 
International Dark-Sky Association – The TCAA is affiliated with the International Dark-Sky Association (IDA). The mission of 
the IDA is "to preserve and protect the nighttime environment and our heritage of dark skies through quality outdoor 
lighting." Light pollution is the result of outdoor lighting that is not properly shielded, allowing light to be directed into the 
eyes and the night sky. Learn more at https://www.darksky.org/ 

 
NASA Night Sky Network – The TCAA is affiliated with the Night Sky Network (NSN). NSN is an educational effort sponsored 
by NASA to help educate the public through astronomy clubs across the USA. It makes a wide variety of educational materials 
available to us. Lee Green serves as our official NASA Solar System Ambassador. 

 

TCAA LOGO 
 

During its existence, the TCAA has had three official logos. Emily Henard, working 
with Dave Osenga at the request of the club’s Board of Directors, created the 
current logo in 2009. The logo contains elements from earlier versions. 

 
The logo carries of the name of the TCAA prominently. It also indicates the year of 
the club’s founding. The three images contained within the inner ring all point in 
some way toward our club’s location and what we do.  

 
In order to distinguish our “Twin City” from the ostensibly more famous Twin 
Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul, we have emblazoned an image of the state of 
Illinois in the background. In the foreground is a shining star that indicates the 
placement of our club within the state. A telescope clearly indicates that we are a 
group of astronomers. The telescope is turned toward that star showing what it is 
that we observe. 
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The colors of the logo have no official meaning. However, they might be interpreted as connecting Earth to the sky much in 
the same way the TCAA does. The blue can be said to represent the sky of night and the gold the corn for which Central 
Illinois is so well known.  
 

ORGANIZATION & LEGAL STATUS 
 
The TCAA is a legally incorporated body operating under the laws of the State of Illinois. As such, a Board of Directors, 
consisting of five elected members, manages the operations of the club. Directors are elected by the TCAA membership at its 
annual business meeting held during the month of February.  

 
The TCAA is a Federally recognized 501(c)(3) educational non-profit organization the purpose of which is to “to promote in 
every way among its members and the general public an interest in, and knowledge of, astronomy and its allied sciences; to 
advance amateur astronomy and observational techniques; to render assistance to other individuals or organizations working 
in the same or related fields; and to do everything necessary and proper to further such on a formal or informal basis.” All 
donations to the TCAA are fully tax-exempt to the extent permitted by Federal law. Therefore, all charitable contributions to 
the TCAA for which no good or services are received are fully tax-deductible. The TCAA is not recognized by the State of 
Illinois as a tax-exempt organization. 

 

BOARD, OFFICERS & COMMITTEE CHAIRPERSONS 
 

It is from this Board of Directors that the club’s officers are drawn. The Board, at its first meeting after election, is installed 
and selects officers – president, vice president, secretary, and treasurer – from within its ranks. The only non-officer is known 
as the 5th director. While the Board might ask the membership to vote on certain matters, these votes are merely advisory. 
The only time that member votes are binding is during elections of the Board of Directors and while voting on Amendments 
to the club’s Bylaws. Otherwise, the Board of Directors makes all legally binding decisions of the club. Directors are fiduciaries 
with legal responsibilities under Illinois civil law that cannot be usurped by binding votes of the membership. 

 
The club as the usual group of officers: president, vice president, secretary, and treasurer. Assisting these officers are 
committee chairpersons. The chair positions currently are as follows: property manager, historian, newsletter editor, 
Astronomical Correspondent (ALCor), membership coordinator, registered agent, AL observing clubs coordinator, technology 
coordinator, and webmaster. Other chair positions are created or dissolved on an as-needed basis. Job descriptions for all 
positions can be found at http://tcaa.us/Download/Documents/TCAA_job_descriptions.pdf	

 
TCAA members are most welcome to contact their elected officials and committee chairpersons. You may do so face-to-face 
or using electronic means. Their phone numbers and email addresses are listed on page 2 of each issue of the club’s monthly 
newsletter, The OBSERVER. 

BYLAWS 
 

The TCAA and its Board of Directors are governed by a set of Bylaws. The Bylaws not only establish the governing structure of 
the TCAA, they also clearly defines offices and associated duties. The president has the legal power to establish committees 
and identify committee chairpersons. There are a number of standing committees and positions such as newsletter editor, 
membership coordinator, Astronomical League correspondent, legal registered agent, web master, historian, lighting 
education coordinator, and so forth. See the Bylaws for details. They can be found at the following URL: 
http://tcaa.us/Download/TCAA%20Bylaws.2016.pdf  

 

MEMBERSHIP TYPES AND DUES 
 
The TCAA Bylaws state that there are at least four membership types: (1) Individual Adult, (2) Family, (3) Full-time Student, 
(4) Senior, and (5) Lifelong Honorary. Each membership type has its own dues level. The current dues (2016) are as follows: 

Individual Households $40 
Full-time Student $25 

Senior $25 
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Full-time Student refers to community college and university students. Senior status equals ages 60+. Only the TCAA Board of 
Directors can confer Lifelong Honorary membership. No dues are assessed for lifelong honorary memberships. 
 
To join, send your name, contact information (including email address) and dues payment to Dave Osenga, TCAA Treasurer, 1109 N. 
Linden St., Normal, IL 61761-1471. Please make checks payable to TCAA. 
 

OBSERVING SESSIONS 
 

Public Observing Sessions (POS) – The club hosts family friendly POSs near new moon phase March through October. All 
sessions are held on Saturday evenings at Sugar Grove Nature Center (SGNC). The time varies by time of year. Talks typically 
begin 20-40 minutes after sunset. Each event begins with a 20m-30m talk, followed by a short sky lecture, and then by 
observing with telescopes and a tour of our observatories. Sessions are held cloudy or clear; they are canceled only in the 
event of active rain in the area. If the sky is overcast, the sky lecture and telescope viewing are cancelled. The talks and 
observatory open houses are conducted so long as it is not raining. To obtain a brochure that contains complete information 
about our POSs, visit: http://tcaa.us   

 
Members-Only Observing Sessions (MOOS) – For many years the TCAA hosted monthly MOOS events at SGNC the weekend 
before the next POS. They were attended by members and – despite the name – non-members as well. These guests were 
also welcome. The only thing “members-only” about these events was that they were not advertised to the general public. 
These events would be ideal times for novice members with new telescopes to learn from more experienced observers. 
MOOS events were – in the main – held for the training of new members. MOOS events eventually fell by the wayside 
because the same people would show up to observe with a membership that chose not to take advantage of these events. 
MOOS events can be resurrected, but only if those for whom they are intended utilize them. 
 
Special Observing Sessions – Outside of the club’s regular public observing sessions, we hold special sessions occasionally to 
view certain events such as lunar and solar eclipses, transits of planets across the face of the sun, meteor showers, comets, 
planet watching, and so forth. These events are normally announced in the club’s newsletters, through our listserv, in the 
Pantagraph, and even on tray liners of a certain fast food restaurant.  

 
Individual Observing Sessions – These usually consists of individual members setting up their personal telescopes in a dark 
sky location such as Sugar Grove Nature Center or using the club’s Celestron 11” telescope housed under the dome of Sugar 
Grove Observatory at SGNC. TCAA members (and others) are welcome to take advantage of the parking lot at SGNC as a 
viewing location. Only members who complete the necessary training are permitted to use the Celestron 11” without direct 
supervision. 

 

EDUCATION/PUBLIC OUTREACH 
 

Just to be clear, education as in Education/Public Outreach refers to providing formal course of instruction that takes 
place during several classes using a classroom or observatory setting. Public outreach mostly refers to giving short 
presentations and hosting observing sessions. Several TCAAers do this regularly on an informal basis as part of their outreach 
in amateur astronomy. Most of the TCAA’s E/PO activities relate to sky interpretation. Are you interested in becoming a 
skilled sky interpreter? You can learn from the best in the business by reading and following advice found in TCAA Guide #4 – 
The Art of Sky Interpretation. This 14-page guide provides an extensive amount of information about basic observational 
astronomy and sky interpretation. It explains what to interpret and how to interpret it. In addition to describing the things 
that we actually do, we also mention things that we have done and could do. This listing provides opportunities for those who 
wish to engage in E/PO activities.  
 
Education – Past, Present, and Future: 
 
Courses for Adult Members – A course for those new to amateur astronomy – Introduction to Amateur Astronomy – 
integrates classes with a 58-page guide (TCAA Guide #1) and culminates by teaching novices how to observe the heavens with 
the unaided eye and to use the CPC 11” telescope housed under the dome of Sugar Grove Observatory. Please note that this 
is not a course in astronomy; rather, it is a course designed to acquaint participants with the processes of sky watching.  

 



	

 
Membership and Benefits     Copyright © 2020     Twin City Amateur Astronomers     All Rights Reserved 

 

9 

Courses for Members and Non-Members – Various club members have many times over the past 20 or so years offered an 
adult education course working with Illinois State University, Heartland Community College, and Sugar Grove Nature Center. 
These have been four-meeting courses focusing on observational astronomy. Topics have included the night sky, solar system 
objects, deep space objects, and binoculars & telescopes. At the current time (October 2019) there are no plans for holding 
an adult education course. People hoping to learn a substantial amount about astronomy as a science should consider taking 
a university-level course or reading a book targeted at the same level. The alternative would be to read widely using Internet 
resources or participate in a massive open online course (MOOC). You may find such courses at https://www.mooc-
list.com/tags/astronomy?static=true 
 
Astrophotography – The TCAA excels in astrophotography. Several of its members are highly accomplished in this area. Club 
members wishing to become astrophotographers should first learn the art of amateur astronomy. Following that, individuals 
will be mentored in the use of the photographic equipment at Sugar Grove Observatory where there are two very “capable” 
instruments (14” and 17”) that are used regularly for astronomical imaging. Graduating from that school one can advance to 
our premiere observatory facilities at Waynesville Observatory.  
 
Scout Merit Badge Counselors – There is one (sometimes two) member within the TCAA who is a certified merit badge 
counselor. Two-class courses can be arranged to help Cub and Boy Scouts earn belt loops and merit badges.  

 
Possible Future Courses for Members – Our Introductory Astrophotography course is taught periodically using the 14” and 
17” telescopes of the Prairie Sky Observatory. Rather than a formal course, this a hands-on mentorship that serves to train 
individuals in the use of the telescopes and imaging systems located therein.  
 
Public Outreach – Past, Present, and Future: 
 
Invited Talks and Viewing – Each year several TCAA members give many talks to and host many observing sessions for 
invitation to clubs, church and social groups, scouts, school groups, state and county parks, and so forth. Hosts make 
arrangements with individual members as the TCAA has no official “speakers bureau.” While the TCAA does not charge for 
these activities, it is up to each TCAAer to work out the conditions of the presentations. Honoraria are acceptable, and 
payment of the presenter’s travel expenses is recommended.  

 
National Astronomy Day – Throughout the 1980s, 1990s, and continuing somewhat beyond 2000, the TCAA involved itself 
with National Astronomy Day. We would often set out a display of telescopes and items of astronomical interest in a local 
shopping mall. It was an effort to lure members of the general public into becoming amateur astronomers. While we had 
many nibbles, it was rare to get a bite from interested passersby. After we began our public observing sessions at Sugar 
Grove Nature Center the need for such contact was lessened. Today with social media, listserv, websites, and such, direct 
contact with the general public outside SGNC is not considered essential to recruiting new members. Most new members 
today come to us by way of our education and public outreach rather than displays. Besides, our best display is at SGNC 
where we have our two observatories filled with equipment.  

 
Sidewalk Astronomy – While the TCAA has often talked about this, we have never done so in an official fashion. Certain club 
members have hosted sidewalk sessions such as planetarium directors at ISU who have sometimes put out a telescope after a 
program and allowed passersby to take a peek at the heavens. While light pollution is a problem when observing from within 
the twin cities, there are many things that still can be seen even from brightly lit city streets such as the moon and planets. In 
order to initiate this activity, all we need is a few willing volunteers with the time, treasure, and talent to make it happen.  
The TCAA received a small grant from NCRAL in 2020 to work with the ISU Astronomy Club to develop an ongoing sidewalk 
astronomy program.  

 
Astronomy in the Parks – In the past, before we began to hold POSs at SGNC, we often conducted regularly scheduled public 
programs in the parks of both Bloomington and Normal. Ewing Park in Bloomington and Fairview Park in Normal have served 
as common venues. Currently, the best nighttime park for observing in the twin cities appears to be the north unit of Tipton 
Park in Bloomington.  

 
Planetarium Sky Lectures – In the past, members of the TCAA have infrequently given sky lectures at the end of public 
programs at the Illinois State University Planetarium. Contact the planetarium director if you are interested in doing so.  
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TCAA SOCIAL FUNCTIONS 
 

Annual Meeting Banquet – The first social event of the year is the club’s Annual Meeting banquet. We are required by our 
Bylaws to hold an Annual Meeting. We hold a business meeting and membership banquet each February in commemoration 
of the founding of the TCAA during February 1960. It is an unbroken tradition staring in 1961. At this meeting we socialize 
over dinner, elect a Board of Directors for the coming year, vote on any proposed amendments, hear annual reports from 
selected officers, present awards, and listen to an invited speaker. Complete details are always provided in The OBSERVER in 
the months and weeks before the event. 

 
Mid-Summer Picnic – Since the early 1960s, the club has had an informal summer potluck picnic. Everyone brings their own 
entrée and a side dish to share. These picnics have sometimes been held near one of the club’s three observatories (Beehive, 
Sugar Grove, or Prairie Sky), at the home of one of our members, and even in city parks. This event provides time for 
members to get together and socialize. Surprisingly, this is where our members really get to know one another. They often sit 
around talking without the “interference” of having to find that next object to see or photograph with a telescope. Besides, 
we can finally see one another’s faces as we speak, as this is often precluded under dark sky observing conditions.  

 
Mini Conference – From 2014-2018, the TCAA been involved with the Central Illinois Mini Conference for both our members 
and the members of other clubs in Central Illinois. The event includes a number of contributed talks, a potluck picnic, a 
keynote speaker, and an evening of astronomical observing if the sky is clear. Recently we have had good attendance from 
not only our club but from the Champaign-Urbana Astronomical Society (CUAS) and the Peoria Astronomical Society (PAS). 
We are looking forward to growing turnout from these and other clubs in the not too distant future. The series was cancelled 
in 2019 due to a lack of interest.   

 
Quarterly Socials – Because the TCAA is primarily an observing club and does not hold regular club meetings with business 
sessions and invited speakers, we gather quarterly (typically the months following the equinoxes and solstices) to socialize 
and to watch a speaker or planetarium program. Watch the club’s newsletter for announcements.  
 
Holiday Party – The fourth type of social gathering of the year is the TCAA’s holiday party. Held between Thanksgiving and 
Christmas in a member’s home, traditionally this has been hosted by a generous club member who provides refreshments 
and finger foods.  
 
NCRAL Conventions – The TCAA hosted its first North Central Region Astronomical League (NCRAL) meeting during the spring 
of 2010. The club did so again April 29/30, 2016. Now the club is confirmed to host NCRAL 2023. AL-affiliated astronomy clubs 
from Illinois, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Iowa, North and South Dakota, and the upper peninsula of Michigan attend this event 
which features primarily invited speakers and astronomy-related activities including field trips, missions at the local 
Challenger Learning Center and the ISU Planetarium, contributed talks, and discussions.  
 
Membership Meetings – We would be remiss if we didn’t say something about membership meetings. We used to hold them 
on a monthly basis. Today the TCAA is best characterized as an observing club. Most of our activities are conducted 
individually or in small groups at night “in the field”. Since the spring of 2004 we have not held regular membership meetings. 
This is due to the fact that these meetings were poorly attended for nearly a decade despite the best efforts of the leadership 
to get the members to attend. We had lab activities, guest speakers, planetarium programs and so forth – all to no avail. After 
dealing with this situation for a number of years, the leadership thought that changes in society were much to blame and that 
attempting to hold monthly membership meetings was futile. It is possible that monthly membership meetings could take 
place again in the future, but it will require a commitment from the membership to attend and participate. 

 
Sugar Grove Nature Center Events – TCAA members frequently participate in SGNC events such as the Hummingbird Festival 
and Pollination Celebration (August), Great American Campout (September), and Autumn Celebration (October). 
Participation often consists of open houses and observing sessions.  
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TCAA OBSERVATORIES & TELESCOPES 
 

Sugar Grove Observatory (SGO) – Constructed in 2000, SGO is also located at SGNC. This 3-story domed facility was built in 
2000. The ground floor consists of a “club house” with a small closet providing limited storage. The second floor is currently 
unused, but a cot is available there for sleeping. The third floor houses a Celestron CPC 11” telescope under a 10-foot-
diameter motorize dome made by Ash Dome. This fully automated “goto” telescope is an excellent instrument for visual 
observing.  

 
Prairie Sky Observatory (PSO) – Constructed in 2013, PSO is located at SGNC. This 16’x24’ roll-off-roof observatory was built 
during the summer of 2013 and officially opened on September 28, 2013. The structure is partitioned into a telescope room 
and a control room. The observing room includes two (and soon three) telescopes dedicated primarily (but not exclusively) to 
astronomical imaging. The two main telescopes currently housed there are 14” photographic telescope, and a PlaneWave 
Corrected Dall-Kirkham 17” with a dedicated imaging camera. Due to their short focal ratios, these telescopes are not 
generally suited to visual observing. A Celestron 11” on a German equatorial mount is also housed there. Lastly, a SolarMax II 
90mm “double stack” Hα solar telescope is also located in the observatory. 
 
Waynesville Observatory (WO) – The telescopes permanently mounted at WO are dedicated exclusively to astronomical 
imaging. The telescope types and apertures housed there are the following: Takahashi Corrected Cassegrain Astrograph 10”, 
AG Optical Imaging Harmer Wynne 16”, PlaneWave Corrected Dall-Kirkham 20”, and AG Optical 24” (f/11). Each has a state-
of-the-art camera (e.g., Apogee 16M, SBIG, and ST11000) attached to it, along with a wide range of narrowband filters. 
Putting this all together with appropriate computers and software (e.g., TheSKY, TPoint, PixInsight, SkySafari, MaxIm DL, 
Photoshop, and DeepSkyStacker) members have had, and continue to have, incredible access to the sky that a couple of 
decades ago professional astronomers could only dream about. There is a “low profile” 10-inch Coulter Odyssey Dobson 
telescope that can be used for visual observing on site.  
 
Observatory Access – Key holder policies require that only certified users may use these observatories and the equipment 
found therein. TCAA members in good standing who have completed the Introduction to Amateur Astronomy course and 
have been checked out on the use of the telescopes housed under the SGO dome, may obtain a sub master key that will 
allow access to SGO but not PSO. Only those who successfully complete a mentorship with the use of the telescopes in the 
PSO may obtain a master key. Board members, by virtue of their positions, are entitled to a master key.  
 
Loaner Telescope Program – The TCAA from time to time has several small, reasonable quality telescopes that can be loaned 
out to members in good standing for limited periods of time. These currently consists of a 10” Coulter Odyssey Dobsonian 
telescope, and perhaps others. Contact the Property Manager to enquire as to their use.  

 

TCAA COMMUNICATIONS 
 
Website – The club maintains a website at the following URL: http://www.tcaa.us/  
 
Email groups:  
 
tcaa@groups.io – The tcaa@groups.io group is a free, easy-to-use group email listserv set up for the TCAA’s internal 
communication purposes. You can subscribe, visit your group, start reading and posting messages here: 
https://groups.io/g/tcaa 

 
The email address for this group is tcaa@groups.io. After you successfully subscribe, please add this email address to your 
safe sender list in your email client's contacts, so emails from this list do not end up getting classified as junk mail. 

 
Once subscribed, you can set your subscription settings here: https://groups.io/g/tcaa/editsub. You can opt to receive all 
messages in individual emails, collections of messages in a digest, a daily summary, or only special notices. If you do not wish 
to belong to this group, you may unsubscribe by sending an email to tcaa+unsubscribe@groups.io 
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If you have general questions about the group, check email tcaa+help@groups.io. For questions not answered there, contact 
the moderators of this group (Deva C., Tim S.,  and Carl W.) by emailing tcaa+owner@groups.io 
 
TCAA@TCAA.US – The club’s official “outgoing” email account has an address of TCAA@TCAA.US. This listserv is used to 
distribute the club’s newsletter and to make official announcements only to the membership. This listserv is private and all 
TCAA members are subscribed to it as part of membership. Members cannot use this listserv. Responses to the list go only to 
the list manager. 

 
Social Media: 
 
Facebook – The TCAA is on Facebook. We encourage members to follow the TCAA to see what the club is doing. When you 
do visit our pages, please be certain to “share” so that you can help get the word out. If you have not yet joined us on 
Facebook, make certain that you do. You are missing important reminders about astronomical events posted several times 
weekly. You can find us on Facebook by searching either TCAA or Twin City Amateur Astronomers.  
 
Newsletters: 
  
The OBSERVER is the full-color monthly electronic newsletter of the TCAA. The newsletter is typically 16-24 pages in length 
and deals with all matters related to the club. Members contribute content to this publication and include many different 
topics. The OBSERVER should not be mistaken for a publication that provides the latest updates from the field of astronomy. 
For that, members should turn to publications such as Astronomy and Sky & Telescope magazines. The OBSERVER is 
distributed electronically as a PDF through the club-member-only TCAA@TCAA.US listserv. It is NOT available in hard copy. All 
known TCAA newsletters from the earliest years of the TCAA onward are archived as electronic files and can be obtained 
through the www.TCAA.us website.  
 
The Reflector is the quarterly publication of the Astronomical League (AL). TCAA members are members of the AL as a benefit 
of membership. The Reflector is typically a 24-page color publication available in hard copy and electronically. It provides an 
overview of amateur astronomy on a national rather than regional or local basis.  

 
Northern Lights is the quarterly newsletter of the North Central Region of the Astronomical League (NCRAL) of which the 
TCAA is part. The newsletter carries regional news and announcements, and feature articles from other newsletters in the 
states of Illinois, Wisconsin, Minnesota, North Dakota, South Dakota, and the upper peninsula of Michigan. Distributed on the 
equinoxes and solstices each year.  

 
Other Newsletters – Currently the TCAA is exchanging newsletters with several other Illinois astronomy clubs. The current 
listing includes the following: Champaign-Urbana Astronomical Society, Rockford Amateur Astronomers, Popular Astronomy 
Club, and from time to time others. Some of these organizations produce newsletters month, quarterly, or irregularly.  

 
OTHER TCAA BENEFITS 

 
Field Trips: 
 
Planetariums – From time to time we hold gatherings at the ISU Planetarium to see the public show or for a special program. 
To date these visits have been free of charge. The club has also made visits to the Adler Planetarium in Chicago, the Peoria 
Riverfront Museum Planetarium in Peoria, and the William M. Staerkel Planetarium at Parkland College in Champaign.  

 
Observatories – Members have gathered for field trips to visit various U of I observatories near and in Urbana, Perkins 
Observatory in Delaware, Ohio, and Yerkes Observatory at Williams Bay, Wisconsin. Several trips have been made to see 
various private observatories around Illinois as well.  

 
Star Parties – Over the years the TCAA has held joint star parties at various locations with Peoria Astronomical Society and 
the Champaign-Urbana Astronomical Society.  
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Solar Eclipse Trips – TCAAers have organized eclipse expeditions to Bolivia, Mexico, Venezuela, and the Mediterranean Sea 
over the past several decades.  

 
Solar Transits – Over the past decade or so, the TCAA has hosted several events relating to the transits of Venus and Mercury 
across the face of the sun. The next such event is the transit of Mercury on November 11, 2019. 
 
Conventions and Conferences: 
 
Central Illinois Mini Conference – Started by the TCAA in August 2014 as a joint observing session with CUAS and PAS, this 
gathering has now become an annual event hosted by the TCAA. The event was not held during 2019. 
 
NCRAL – The North Central Region Astronomical League (NCRAL) conference is a regional conference that our members 
attend from time to time by virtue of their membership in the TCAA. The TCAA hosted this event in 2010 and 2016 and will do 
so again in 2023 as we prepare for the total solar eclipse of 2024. 
 
ALCON – The Astronomical League Conference (ALCON) is a national conference that our members attend from time to time 
by virtue of their membership in the TCAA. 
 
Acquisition of unneeded assets of TCAA: 
 
On January 6, 2015, the TCAA Board of Directors established a policy governing the disposal of unwanted club materials. The 
policy is as follows: 

 
Any unwanted assets, so deemed by the TCAA Board of Directors, may be offered to the membership in return 
for a donation to the club of an amount not less than a reserve amount determined by the Board.  

(Board Meeting Minutes) 
 

The Board will from time to time determine which items, if any, are to be deemed “unwanted assets.” A reserve price is then 
set for each such item. Arrangements are then made through The OBSERVER to obtain sealed bids for individual items from 
club members in good standing. Items will be given to the highest bidder in exchange for the indicated donation. (The latest 
such release of equipment was an excellent visual quality Meade 12” ACF optical tube assembly exchanged for a donation 
from a member during May 2020.) It should be noted that donations in consideration of such exchanges are not tax-
deductible contributions even though the TCAA is a 501(c)3 non-profit organization.   
 
Discounts on Purchases: 
 
Sky & Telescope – Sky & Telescope magazine will help you become a better observer and get the most out of your telescope 
and binoculars. Each monthly issue takes you deep into space and around the world. A discount from the newsstand price is 
available when your purchase it online through http://www.skyandtelescope.com/ 

 
Astronomy – Astronomy magazine covers both the science and hobby of astronomy with everything from the latest news on 
astronomical discoveries to reviews of telescope equipment and accessories. A discount from the newsstand price available 
when your purchase it online through http://www.astronomy.com/  

 
StarDate – StarDate is a bi-monthly publication of the McDonald Observatory. It is available to Astronomical League 
members (which all TCAAers are by virtue of their membership) at a 25% discount. The magazine includes easy-to-read 
articles about the latest astronomical research, sky watching, the history of astronomy, and so forth. For details, visit their 
website at https://stardate.org/ 

 
Astronomical League Sales – By virtue of one’s membership in the TCAA, one automatically becomes a member in the 
Astronomical League – the largest group of amateur astronomy associations in the world. In addition to receiving the 
Reflector newsletter, members are entitled to discounts for purchases of selected items through AL Sales. Visit the AL store at 
the following URL: https://store.astroleague.org/  
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Astronomical League Book Service – TCAA members may purchase a wide variety of books with up to a 10% discount 
through the AL’s Book Service. There is no shipping or handling charge for domestic orders. Check out the offerings at the 
following URL: https://www.astroleague.org/al/bookserv/bookserv.html  

 
Reading Materials: 
 
Library – The TCAA maintains a limited library that is housed on the second floor of SGO. Admittedly, the library has gotten a 
bit “long in the tooth” over the past few years as astronomy publications rather quickly go out of date. Nonetheless, there are 
still books worth reading.  
 
TCAA Guides to Amateur Astronomy – Over the years, a few TCAAers have developed a number of Guides in addition to this 
one. Consider obtaining and studying each of the following at http://tcaa.us/TCAAGuides.aspx	
 

• Guide #1 – Introduction to Amateur Astronomy 
• Guide #2 – Membership and Benefits (this publication) 
• Guide #3 – Astronomy as a Hobby 
• Guide #4 – The Art of Sky Interpretation 
• Guide #5 – Coordinating Observing Sessions 
• Guide #6 – How to Have a Successful Observing Session 
• Guide #7 – Buying Binoculars and Telescopes 
• Guide #8 – Optimizing Deep Sky Observations 
• Guide #9 – Astrophotography 101  

 
Educational Resources – The TCAA maintains a variety of resources that can be utilized for educational activities. This 
includes everything from a video projector to kits provided by the NASA Night Sky Network. Contact the property manager to 
gain access to these resources.  
 
Prize Drawings: 

 
POS Drawing – For each of the past several years the TCAA has used a drawing as a way to obtain email addresses from those 
who attend public observing sessions. Club members are eligible for the drawing, and may enter each time they attend a 
POS. For each of the past three years the club has provided a “goto” telescope to the drawing winner. Starting in 2018, we 
give away a framed astronomical picture.  

 
Door Prizes – The club frequently has door prize drawings at the Annual Meeting, conferences, and such. Be certain to attend 
these events in order to be entered into the drawing. 

 

TCAA AWARDS 
 
The TCAA has three types of awards: (1) four service and activity awards, followed by the (2) Astronomical League’s observing 
awards, and the (3) NASA Night Sky Network awards for public outreach. All four of the club’s service and activity awards are 
contingent upon a written nomination process and a formal vote by the TCAA Board of Directors.  

 
Lifelong Honorary Membership – This designation is reserved for those TCAA members who have provided exceptional 
meritorious services to the club in terms of contributions of time, treasure, and talent. This signal honor has been conferred 
only five times since the founding of the TCAA in 1960. 

 
John & Bertha Kieviet Founders Award – This award is conferred upon a TCAA member to recognize demonstrated 
leadership to the club. Those so recognized need not have been a president of the club. If leadership is interpreted in terms 
of service to the membership, this is as close as the TCAA comes to having a distinguished service citation.  

 
G. Weldon Schuette Society of Outstanding Amateur Astronomers – This award honors Weldon Schuette, one of the club’s 
foremost members. Born in 1917 and passing away in 1986, Weldon inspired several generations of amateur astronomers 
both inside and outside the TCAA by his incredible prowess as an observer. Those who receive this award do so only after 
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having demonstrated their own skill as astronomical observer. While this award can be presented for outstanding 
accomplishments in visual and photographic work, all members must have earned the Astronomical League’s Honorary 
Messier Club observing certificate.  

 
Eugene & Donna Miller Family Award – This award acknowledges the strong efforts by a family to participate in the club as a 
unit. One or more parents are recognized for their efforts to instill within their children interest in and dedication to amateur 
astronomy. No one received this award last February.  

 

FUTURE PLANS 
 

The TCAA has for several years operated under the existence of 5-year plans. These plans provide guidance as to 
desirable goals for the club. These 5-year plans are periodically reviewed and updated. The present plan (2020-2024) is as 
follows: 

 
Change the TCAA image from merely “amateur” to more professional: 

• Host higher profile events to which we invite high-caliber public speakers. 
• Provide training for professional observing programs (e.g., photometry, spectroscopy, search for supernovas and 

asteroids, color-magnitude diagrams, etc.). 
 
Maintain our visibility with the general public: 

• Produce “press releases” for interesting astronomical events and assist the public with their observations. 
• Maintain our current efforts with social media. 
• Create a year-long calendar of events at the start of each year.  

 
Increase our outreach to youth: 

• Continue with our photographic program for youth during public observing sessions. 
• Maintain our current level of presentations to schools and social groups. 
• Work with the ISU Planetarium to increase educational opportunities for families. 

 
Improve membership services with the goal of increasing membership and participation: 

• Meet regularly in an informal setting to improve camaraderie. 
• Present classroom and laboratory-based astronomy courses with foci on observation and photography. 
• Increase efforts to grow membership to include greater diversity. 

 
Interface with other astronomy-related organizations: 

• Work closely with the ISU Planetarium on activities of mutual interest and benefit.  
• Maintain our relationships with Astronomical League, International Dark Sky Association, Night Sky Network, etc. 
• Seek to establish a mentorship with the ISU Astronomy Club, including the use of an NCRAL Affiliate Recruitment 

Grant. 
• Prepare to host NCRAL 2023 with emphasis on “stars” including the April 2024 total solar eclipse.  

 
Sustain our observatories: 

• Generate income (e.g., release of unwanted equipment, develop an “observatory endowment,” etc.) to pay for the 
long-term upkeep of club observatories.  

 
PARTING ADVICE 

 
Getting to Know People – One of the gravest difficulties new members have is getting to know established members of a 
club. They often seem preoccupied and distant. Rest assured that this is not the case. Are they busy? They most certainly are, 
but they are not too busy to get to know and help new members. New members are the lifeblood of any club, and new 
members are always welcome. Don’t hesitate to walk up to someone and introduce yourself. When doing so, it’s always good 
to ask a question or two about the club or observing. When you do, you’ll have begun to make a friend for life.  
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Getting Others to Know You – Our newsletter’s New Member Profile can serve as a brief introduction for new members who 
might otherwise be overlooked. (It’s so easy in the darkness when we all have a hard time seeing faces!) If you are a new 
member and would like to be featured in a profile, please write a brief introductory paragraph or two (or three) and email it 
along with a good image of yourself to our newsletter editor carlwenning@gmail.com.  
 
Profiles in Amateur Astronomy – After you have been in the club for a while and have something to talk about, don’t 
hesitate to have yourself featured in this detailed and interesting column. Yes, let’s admit that it appears to be a bit of 
shameless self-promotion; nonetheless, it provides a way for others to learn about your areas of interest and expertise. 
Eventually you will be the one who new members approach and of whom they will ask their first question.  
 
Feel Free to Ask – Never be afraid to ask a question. There is no such thing as a “dumb” question. The only dumb questions 
are those that don’t get asked. 


