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Casino Volunteers needed January 3rd & 4th, 2008
We need more people, with a job short and sweet, who like to discuss and solve the world¹s many problems. If not, the sharing of
thoughts about this great big universe¹s beautiful panorama alone is worth the price of admission.
You can help by calling Franklin at 477-8881, emailing him at fcloehde@telusplanet.net or downloading the form at the Centre
website http://www.edmontonrasc.com/documents.html
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Upcoming Events, Meetings, Deadlines, Announcements
Regular Meetings 2008
Telus World of Science, 11211 - 142 St, 7:30pm
Jan 14
Feb 11
Mar 10
Apr 14
May 12
Jun 9

Council Meetings
ATA Building, 142 St & 111 Ave, 7:15pm

Sep 8
Oct 20
Nov 10
Dec 8

Jan 21
Feb 25
Mar 24
Apr 28
May 26

Sep 22
Oct 27
Nov 24

New Year Public Education Opportunity
For the past seven years, Strathcona County's New Year's Eve Festival has been a great way to ring in the New Year. Participation in the
festival has consistently grown and last year over 8,000 families, friends and neighbours enjoyed a variety of entertainment and
participated in family-oriented activities including:
•
•
•
•
•

roving entertainers
ice sculptures
inflatable attractions
tobogganing
crafts for kids

•
•
•
•

carnival games and prizes
family skating
campfire programs
a fabulous fireworks display to finish
the evening

Colleen Houston, Recreation Programmer - Events, Strathcona County, is wondering if the Edmonton Centre of RASC is interested in
hosting an astronomy/star gazing zone at this New Years festival. If you are available and interested in representing the Edmonton Centre
at this event, please contact
Orla Aaquist, Public Education Director, Edmonton Centre

aaquisto@macewan.ca , 497-5788 (work) 486-8661 (home)

MONEY MOTIONS

from the Nov 26, 2007 Council Meeting
•

Paul Campbell moved and Bruce McCurdy seconded that up to $5000 from the Casino Fund be used to purchase a computer
and software for the Observing Deck at TWOSE, subject to Gaming Commission approval. CARRIED.

•

Paul Campbell moved and Mark MacDonald seconded that up to $1000 from the Casino Fund be used to purchase a KIWI On
Screen Display and video recording equipment for the Observing Deck at TWOSE, subject to Gaming Commission approval.
CARRIED.

•

Sherry Campbell moved and Patrick Earl seconded that up $1000 from the Casino account be used to pay the shipping and
handling, brokerage and GST for the self-guiding spectrograph and CCD camera, approved at the June 11, 2007 Regular
Meeting. CARRIED.

•

Luca Vanzella moved and Sheldon Helbert seconded that the $5000 from the Casino Fund, originally approved for the
University of Alberta Space Exploration Symposium held in 2007 but not expended, be used to support the University of
Alberta Space Exploration Symposium to be held in 2008, subject to Gaming Commission approval, as follows:
i. The costs of the students travel and their accommodation to attend the Symposium.
ii. If monies are left over, they can be used to offset the cost of bringing in speakers for the Symposium.
CARRIED.

•

Luca Vanzella moved and Franklin Loehde seconded that up to $500 from the Casino Fund be used to purchase a National
RASC banner for permanent use by the Edmonton Centre, subject to Gaming Commission approval. CARRIED.

•

Orla Aaquist moved and Sheldon Helbert seconded that up to $200 from the Casino Fund be used to purchase 1 RASC
membership for the recipient of the student award from the endowment currently being set up at the U of A, and 2 RASC
memberships for winners of the Edmonton Regional Science Fair, subject to Gaming Commission approval. CARRIED.

•

Patrick Earl moved and Bruce McCurdy seconded that up to $1000 from the Casino Fund be used to purchase a dedicated
planetary camera, IR filter and RBG filter set, subject to Gaming Commission approval. CARRIED with 1 opposing.

•

Patrick Earl moved and Mark MacDonald seconded that up to $7500 from the Casino Fund be used to establish a Youth
Committee within the RASC Edmonton Centre to introduce and/or educate youth in our region to the value of all aspects of
astronomy and science, subject to Gaming Commission approval. CARRIED.

•

Luca Vanzella moved and Bruce McCurdy seconded that that the Edmonton Centre pledge $5000 from the General Account in
support of the Observatory Park Project of the Toronto Centre to assist with the funding of a Concept Plan and Business Case
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for the future use of the David Dunlap Observatory. CARRIED with 5 in favor, 3 opposed and 3 abstentions.
For Information only:
•

Orla Aaquist moved and Sherry Campbell seconded that Council approve Howard Gibbins proposal for a banquet on a revenue
neutral basis out of the General Account. CARRIED with 1 opposing.
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Observers Report by Paul Campbell
As I write this winter has finally come. Unfortunately it has
also come with cloudy weekends and cold weather. Cold weather
we can do something about, and that is dress warmly. I usually put
on my –40 degrees stuff. That usually works but if I get cold in
that gear…well it’s time to leave Larry at the observing site.
The trouble is, with the cold came clouds. Clouds are one
thing I don’t know what to do with. Thus this report hasn’t got a
lot of actual observers doing some observing in it. Larry Wood
was kind enough to send the following on some observations he
made for geosynchonous satellites. Thank You Larry!
RASC Edmonton Centre

Several years ago Pluto was at the correct latitude so that
every time when I was hunting for it I would see this same thing.
The first time I saw it I didn't twig to what was happening. One
night Denis and I were out together looking for Pluto when he
said he had a satellite drifting slowly through his FOV (his drive
was on). My drive was off so I didn't notice it. When I turned on
my drive I had the "aha" moment -- a geosynchronous satellite.
So for the rest of the year if I wanted to see one I would just go to
the Pluto FOV and soon one would show up.
They usually are quite faint -- about mag 13 to 13.5 but once
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in a while that will flare to mag 6 or 7. So you usually need to be
observing from a dark site with at least an 8" scope. If you have a
planetarium program that shows satellites you can hunt for
specific objects or you can point your scope at the correct
latitude and wait -- with drive on -- and within 10 or 15 minutes,
maybe much less, a slow moving star will appear, to drift slowly
to the right in the Newtonian (inverted) view. Shut your drive off
and the object will stay centered in the FOV - if it is a geosync
satellite.
If you don't have a driven scope you will have to hunt east
and west along the correct latitude until you see a star that is
slightly out sync with the star field.
The correct latitude is a few arc minutes on either side of -7°
40'. The reason for the odd number is that the satellites are
directly above the equator, but from our perspective at N 53° the
satellites (36,000 km altitude) appear somewhat further south
against the background sky.
Happy hunting, Larry.
Remember the upcoming Martian/Lunar occultation. I’ve
never seen one before so this is a must for me. We are going to be
opening up the Observatory for this event and if guide 8.0 can be

believed and if I’ve done things right then the following will
occur:
1st Contact
2nd Contact
3rd Contact
4th Contact

18:47:35 MST
18:48:30 MST
19:10:26 MST
19:11:24 MST

As you can see, the actual times Mars is partially eclipsed by
the moon, is relatively short, (under one minute). We will have the
MallinCam in operation and on display on one of our monitors so
that many of you can observe at the same time. We will also have
some telescopes set up visually for those lucky enough to be
standing near one. Anyone with a telescope that wants to bring it
to the observatory is welcome as well.
Be forewarned, we are getting a little short on our volunteers
and will be actively seeking some volunteer help. If you could put
in, say one shift every six months that would be a great help. So
please, come on out, have some fun, observe a rare astronomical
event and maybe volunteer just a little bit of time.

The Planets by Murray Paulson
So, did you get out to see Mercury last month? Too many late
nights with the lovely comet Holmes made deficit my early
mornings. This month Mercury swings back toward the sun
passing through Scorpius on it’s way there. On December 17th,
Mercury passes just a little over 1 degree below the sun. Its 99%
illuminated 4.6” disk shines at magnitude –1.1, but is too close to
the sun for comfort. I seem to recall tales from Bruce McCurdy of
following Mercury as close to the sun as he dared. Remember that
white canes and Astronomy do not mix! Be very cautious if you
chase a planet near the sun, and make sure the scope can not
accidentally be bumped so that the sun can shine through an
unfiltered aperture! From the 18th of this month onward, Mercury
settles into the evening sky and will reach a more favorable
evening apparition in late January. More on that next month.
Venus, the beacon of dawn, starts off December at magnitude
–4.2 and in the eyepiece is a slightly gibbous 17” “first quarter”.
Its elongation with the sun is 43 degrees, and this will decline as
the month progresses to 37 degrees by the first week of January.
Venus will shrink in size over the month, and on December 17th, it
will be exactly the same size as the planet Mars, 15.85”. By
months end, Venus will shine at magnitude –4.0 and will subtend
14.65” in diameter.
This month we have Mars arriving at opposition the night

before Christmas, and what a prize. Mars is as high in the northern
sky as it can get, right where the seeing is the best. It will be a nice
show! We also get a bonus occultation the night before opposition,
on the 23rd. I am going to have to uncharacteristically wrap up
Christmas presents well before hand so I can head out to watch the
graze. But back to the facts! At the beginning of the month, Mars
shines at magnitude –1.3 in Gemini just above M 35. It will show
you a 15.4” disk in the eyepiece. It rises at 5:20 pm and does not
set until 11 am the next morning! It is only below the horizon for a
little more than 6 hours. This is great for observing, and you can
get in a significant part of a Mars rotation in one evening. Mars
maxes out in size on December 18th at 15.90” but at opposition is
15.79”. [Not that you would notice.] We would expect Mars to be
largest at opposition but we must consider the motion of the two
planets with respect to each other. Mars is moving away from us
in its orbit toward aphelion, as the Earth is moving away from
Mars, toward perihelion, which is on January 3rd. The net effect is
that we are slightly farther away at opposition than a week earlier.
At opposition Mars shines at Magnitude –1.6, and Syrtus Major
will be facing us. To see what is up on Mars tonight, see the
included a. As for observing, I have a more extensive article in the
RASC Journal on observing Mars, so I will not go into details of
scopes or observing here.

Mars Occultation / Graze
Place

Ingress

mid event

Egress

Castlegar

1:46:25

1:53:12

2:00:06

Calgary

1:49:13

1:55:43

2:02:18

Graze! 70 km South of Calgary (mid event)

1:54:51

Graze 90 km East of Calgary (mid event)

1:55:47

Graze 50 km NW of Battleford Sask (mid event)

1:59:02

Edmonton
Note: All times U.T. Date is December 24 U.T.
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Week of
December 5
December 12
December 19
December 26
January 2

Table of visible features
Prominent features on disk at around 11 pm local time
Solus Lacus, Mare Cimmerium
Sinus Meridiani, Aurora Sinus - Nilacus Lacus & Mare Acidalium
Syrtus Major, Sinus Meridiani
Syrtus Major, Mare Tyrrhenum
Mare Tyrrhenum, Mare Cimmerium

Back to the grazes… Yes, if you are on the line between
Creston B.C. – High River Alberta, and just west of North
Battleford, Saskatchewan, you get to see a Graze event. North of
this line Mars is occulted, and south of it you will observe a miss.
The event takes place at roughly 1:50 UT on December 24th (see
table), or 18:50 local time on December 23rd. I have included is a
table of some of the local circumstances for the event.
Jupiter is in conjunction with the sun on December 22nd and
will hide in the sun’s glare until some time late in January. On the
date of the conjunction, Jupiter and the sun pass between the

Lagoon and the Trifid nebula. No, they will not get enhanced with
an OIII filter!
Saturn rises just after 11 pm and sits just below the
constellation of Leo at the beginning of the month. It shines at
magnitude 0.7 and the planet is now just over 18” in diameter.
In the eyepiece, you will be immediately struck by the
shallow inclination of the rings, 6.6 degrees. By the end of the
month, Saturn will expand to 19” and will brighten to magnitude
+0.6. It now rises at 9:30 pm, and sits at 19 degrees by midnight.
Hope you get to watch a few planets over the holidays!

Beating the Seeing – Part 3 by Massimo Torri
Introduction
This is the third article of a series devoted to Lunar and
Planetary astrophotography using Lucky Imaging. The previous
articles were published in the October and November 2007 issues
(see http://edmontonrasc.com/download/stardust2007010.pdf and
http://edmontonrasc.com/download/stardust2007011.pdf).
An imaging session using Lucky Imaging consists of several
steps:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Planning
Setting up telescope, computer and camera
Focusing
Acquiring images
Processing

In this article we are going to talk about Planning.
Planning
A successful imaging session requires some planning ahead.
As the saying goes, the devil is in the details. In essence, planning
is a risk management exercise: we plan to reduce the risk that
something could go horribly wrong. For example, last spring I
participated in a contest organized by the Webcam Moon Imagers
Yahoo!Group,
http://tech.groups.yahoo.com/group/Webcam_Moon_Imagers/.
The target was Mare Humorum. Unfortunately at that time of the
year Mare Humorum, as seen from my backyard, was in the right
spot with the Moon only 15 degrees above the horizon. The
presence of my neigbours’ houses would give me less than a 15
minute window for imaging. With such a short timeframe at my
disposal, I had to make sure I would be ready for imaging the
moment the Moon would show up. In case you are wondering: the
plan was perfect, but I didn’t win anything…Proper planning
simply makes our lives simpler. Here’s another example: there’s a
higher probability of getting nice pictures of planets right before
dawn, when seeing is best. In that case I want to have my scope
setup the night before in order to minimize the risk of having to
wrestle with uncooperative equipment at those ungodly hours (it
happened…).
My imaging sessions typically start a few days in advance.
The first thing I do is to select a target. It could be just a planet or
something more challenging like a specific lunar or planetary
feature, or a specific event such as an occultation, a transit or a
RASC Edmonton Centre

lunar eclipse. Once the target has been identified, I want to find
out what date and time are best for imaging. There are a couple
of guiding principles for deciding when it’s best to image:
a)

The best images are taken when the target is high in the
sky, where seeing and transparency are better. Personally
I tend not to image anything that is less than 30 degrees
above the horizon, unless I am desperate or, like in the
case of the outer planets, the target is stuck at low
altitudes for years;
b) The best images are taken right before dawn when
atmospheric turbulence is usually less pronounced and
seeing is better.
Planetarium software is a great help in implementing these
principles, since it allows the user to see what the sky looks like at
different dates and times. I use Starry Night Complete Space and
Astronomy
Pack
($49.95)
and
Cartes
du
Ciel
(http://www.stargazing.net/astropc/, free). Using planetarium
software we can find out how high the target is at the time of the
imaging session or, conversely, what the transit time is for the
target on a specific date (time when the target crosses the local
meridian and it is highest in the sky). It is critical to provide the
software package of choice with the right geographical
coordinates (latitude and longitude) of your location as well as the
correct date and time. I remember once making a mistake and
providing Cartes du Ciel with the wrong longitude: I set my alarm
clock at 3:30am with the intention of imaging Mars, but when I
went outside I could not see any Mars in the sky…I went back
inside and rechecked where the planet had gone only to realize
that it would have not risen for another 3 hours! If you are imaging
from an urban setting like your backyard, you will also want to
make sure that the target is not going to be hidden behind trees,
roofs and so on at the time of your imaging session. If the target is
a lunar or planetary feature or event, you will have to make sure
not only that the Moon or planet is conveniently located in the sky
at the time of your imaging session, but also that the specific
feature or event you are after is visible from your location at that
time. For example, because of the lunar phases it is not always
possible to image, say, crater Plato (Plato is best seeing about one
day after either First or Last Quarter). For lunar imaging planning,
I’d
recommend
you
install
Virtual
Moon
Atlas
(http://www.astrosurf.com/avl/UK_index.html, free) or Lunarcal
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(http://www3.telus.net/public/aling/lunarcal/lunarcal.htm, free) on
your computer to determine when a specific lunar feature is
visible. Planetarium software is probably your best bet if you are
focusing on specific planetary features. A search over the Internet
will turn up various sources of information in this regard.
Next comes the weather. I usually check the weather
forecast about a day in advance of my planned imaging session. I
don’t have a permanent installation or a backyard observatory so
setting up every time is time consuming. If the weather is going to
be bad, I will try to reschedule my imaging session at a later time.
I typically rely on two sources of information to find out about
weather
conditions:
Clear
Sky
Clock
(http://www.cleardarksky.com) and the Environment Canada
website (http://www.weatheroffice.gc.ca/canada_e.html). Cloud
cover is certainly a critical factor, but there is always the
possibility that the sky could open up for a short time. Because
lunar and planetary imaging require high magnifications, I tend to
focus more on seeing and wind conditions (Clear Sky Clock
shows seeing and condition on hourly basis). Transparency is
important, but at least in the case of lunar imaging, not absolutely
critical unless it is really bad.
A day or so before imaging, I also make sure that all the
batteries are properly charged. That includes the battery to
power my mount as well as my camera’s battery (if I use my
digital camera; webcams are powered by the computer so we
don’t have to worry about those). Also make sure that your
computer batteries (if you rely on those) are properly charged.
Nothing is more frustrating than seeing your equipment go mute in
the middle of an imaging session because there is no power left in
your batteries! Yes, that happened, too…
A couple of hours before starting my imaging sessions I
check the collimation of the optics. It is very important that
optics are properly aligned in order to get good results on the
Moon and/or planets. If you own a refractor, you probably don’t
have to worry about collimation. If you own a Schmidt-Cassegrain
telescope (SCT) you should. The slow focal ratio of typical SCT
(f/10) makes collimation not as critical as if you own a Newtonian,
especially a fast one like mine (f/5). That said, it is always a good
idea to double check your optics’ collimation before starting to
image anything. You will be surprised how bad images can turn

even when collimation is just slightly off.
After checking collimation and making the necessary
adjustments, it is time to allow the optical tube to cool down. I
usually put my optical tube outside for a couple of hours to make
sure that any residual heat is gone by the time I start imaging.
While the optics are cooling down, convective currents form
inside the tube. The effect of these currents is to make seeing
really bad. That is not surprising, since the presence of convective
currents increases turbulence. The good news is that in this case it
is a matter of time (until the telescope reaches thermal
equilibrium) for seeing to improve. The bigger your telescope, the
longer it takes to cool down. Usually two or three hours are
sufficient even for large optics.
Once my equipment has reached thermal equilibrium, it’s
time to setup. I own a German Equatorial mount so I spend a few
minutes trying to get a decent polar alignment. I personally
never collect more than 3000 frames at 5 frames per second with
my webcams. That means 600 seconds of total recording time or
10 minutes. My typical sessions are usually less than 5 minutes.
Certain targets, like Jupiter, do not allow recording sessions longer
than 90 seconds (Jupiter rotates so fast that longer sessions would
blur the surface details). Since recording sessions are quite short,
polar alignment does not need to be perfect. If the target drifts
across the field of view because of poor polar alignment, it is still
possible to correct the position of the telescope manually by acting
on the hand controller. That said, if the target is imaged at very
high magnification even a small error in polar alignment will
make harder to keep the target in the field of view of the camera
without too much trouble. I usually polar align my mount in three
stages. First I place Polaris dead in the centre of the field of view
of my polar alignment scope. Then I check the position of Polaris
with respect to True North using Cartes du Ciel. Finally I adjust
azimuth and altitude of my mount to place Polaris in the right spot
with respect to True North. This method is not as precise as drift
alignment, but it is very quick and precise enough for the task at
hand.
References
For a high-resolution, colour version of this article, see:
http://edmontonrasc.com/download/stardust200712.pdf

President's Report by Krista Stefan
I expect most people would rather be thinking of family and
friends, shopping and socializing, and cold air and clear skies than
club business I’ll keep this month’s message as short as possible.
I would like to remind the members that our Annual General
Meeting is on January 7, 2008. In the AGM portion of the meeting,
the elections for a few council positions that are coming vacant

will be held (a list of the Nomination Committee’s nominations is
included in this issue of Stardust) and the Finance Committee will
present a report including the 2008 budget. I will also have the
honour and privilege of presenting the Centre’s annual awards.
These awards are:

The President's Award for Service to the Centre
The Observer of the Year Award
The Angus Smith Award for Excellence in Telescope Making and Design
The Bryce Heartwell Memorial Award for Excellence in Astroimaging
The George Moores Memorial Award for Excellence in Public Education
The Franklin Loehde Award for Project of the Year
The Awards Committee (Orla Aaquist, Harris Christian,
Krista Stefan) would be happy to hear suggestions. Please send
your suggestions to any of the committee by Saturday December
15th. Previous winners of these awards are listed on the Edmonton
Centre web site.
Speaking of the web site, I encourage the members to have a
look at the new and improved version at www.edmontonrasc.com.
RASC Edmonton Centre

Remember we will be treated to an interactive theatre
presentation by representatives from Alberta Parks on February
11th. And of course there are observing opportunities of Mars on
December 24, and a favourable total lunar eclipse the evening of
February 20, 2008.
With the reminders done, and at the risk of being politically
incorrect: Merry Christmas to All, and to All a Clear Night!
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One Week Last Summer by Bruce McCurdy
Mon, Aug 27: The big week starts with a whimper, as I
crawl out of bed to head down to the CBC studios for an interview
on Edmonton A.M. As in “08:15 A.M.” Given the alternative, a
more-ghastly-still 06:20 A.M. slot, I suppose I should be thankful.
But all the meters are off-limits ‘til 09:00, and after circling the
downtown area three times I wind up parking illegally in a loading
zone and running to the studio. I describe the upcoming lunar
eclipse to host Ron Wilson even more breathlessly than usual.
Tue, Aug 28: After an evening shift at the Observatory
Monday, I grab half a catnap before getting up and right back at it.
My co-worker Sherrilyn Jahrig and I have split both days up so
neither of us has to endure a triple shift, but my Tuesday split shift
looks like this: 02:00 – 06:00 and 18:30 – 22:00. The unusual first
shift is due to the total lunar eclipse which follows its own
schedule, this time in the inconvenient overnight hours. I emerge
from my car only to be narrowly missed by a couple of joyriders
speeding around what had been an empty parking lot. As I open
the roof I hear the squeal of rubber and, anticipating a crowd of
visiting families, I take no chances and phone the cops. As I’m
talking to them a very loud BANG!! emanates from the parking
lot. The next problem is a TV interviewer who shines spotlights in
people’s faces for what seems like an hour. Astronomy may be a
visual pursuit, but as a news item it is better covered on radio.
Eventually I too am interviewed, and almost miss first contact.
Even the Full Moon looks dim after that spotlight. We get a few
extra telescopes on the field and a relatively small but dedicated
crowd of curious folks including a number of families with young
children. The Moon slips ever deeper into Earth’s umbral shadow,
eventually becoming the first central lunar eclipse visible from
these parts since 1989 August 16 (one Saros earlier). Near the
edges of Earth’s shadow the Moon is bright, but nearer the centre
it is significantly darker than other, shallower totalities I have
seen. Subsequent estimates by observers as to its Danjon rating are
all over the map, exposing some inconsistencies in the method. As
a bonus we get a first night-time look at Mars as a “morning star”
coming in for its December opposition. The night is hazy, damp
and cool, and the telescopes suffer dewing problems. After third
contact even the most persistent visitors head on their way, and we
gradually shut down in the rising light. I do, however, linger in the
parking lot, finding a good spot to observe fourth contact between
the trees on the SW horizon. It's been a rare opportunity to view a
lunar eclipse . As I drive out of the lot for a late/early breakfast
with some of the volunteers, I see the result of that bang. A light
standard has been knocked down and out. Hmmm, I figure, that’s
one down, a million to go.
Wed, Aug 29: Back on the afternoon shift, I get a visit from
The Conspiracy Guy. We see him one or two times a year, and
there’s nothing this guy won’t believe (except the truth). Today
the conversation meanders from crop circles to UFO abductions to
the Face on Mars to the faked moon landings to Nibiru, the 12th
Planet. I engage him (which he appreciates since most people
won’t) but it’s an effort. Google isn’t always your friend. After a
torturous half hour I am wishing hard for somebody, anybody, to
walk through that door, because the presence of an audience will
either scare such people off, or at least give me an excuse to get
away. Finally, a nice young family appears, a father with two girls,
and Conspiracy Guy departs. Before I can say so much as hello to
the newcomers, the father asks: “So, do you think the collapse of
Earth’s magnetic fields is causing global warming?”
Thu, Aug 30: Another interview request. This time it’s
Discovery Channel, preparing for their upcoming Mars month,
RASC Edmonton Centre

featuring the Mission to Mars mini-series and other specials on the
Red Planet. They want to do something at the Observatory with
Mars in the sky. I get a nice view of it through the 16-inch every
afternoon, but that won’t do; it has to be a dark sky. So they
schedule the interview for 4 a.m. Two days after the bloody
eclipse.
Still recovering from that all-nighter and knowing there’s
another in my immediate future, I turn this one down. Even I have
limits, apparently. I tell Frank Florian I’ll come and help out if I’m
awake, but no promises. It winds up being the one good sleep I get
all week. Sorry, Frankie, and thanks Murray for pinch-hitting.
Fri, Aug 31: My loyal young volunteer assistant Eric FathKolmes surprises me with the gift of a Tycho Brahe T-shirt he
picked up during a family vacation to Denmark. It’s dated
Uranibourg, 1592. I am truly touched, and make a mental note to
wear the shirt the next time I see Jaymie Matthews. But the
weather is changing ominously, and we close up early.
Sat, Sep 1: The thrill of the chase. This is the day of the
predicted outburst of Aurigid meteors, and the weather has to
choose today to turn bad. Alister Ling and I are determined not to
miss the display which will be visible only in a narrow band
across western North America. We leave town through a driving
rain (pardon the pun) and travel almost 400 km to a campground
beyond Valleyview where it’s at least partially clear. In poor
conditions we do indeed catch evidence of the outburst, as I count
9 Aurigids in a 75-minute session, all of them bright. 8 of the 9
occur in the central 15-minute bin, which turns out to be the peak.
In the remaining hour there are three meteors from other sources
but just one other Aurigid, albeit a nice mag -4 fireball that sliced
the clouds to start the count. But the peak was short and sharp, and
from our northern outpost we were able to make a scientifically
useful report confirming that much, even if conditions precluded a
much better show. My observing summary – “Kilometres: 725;
Gasoline: $72; Total meteors: 12; Feeling of satisfaction:
priceless” – is cited on the “official” Aurigids page on the NASA
Ames site; Alister meanwhile has captured a spectacular shot of a
mag -2 Aurigid cutting diagonally through the centre of his frame,
out from under the cloud cover and into the aurora. It captures
both our challenge and our triumph far better than 1000 words
could. We return home at 11:00, fully twelve hours after our
departure. My Observatory shift starts at 13:00.
Sun, Sep 2: I book off from the deck so I can attend the first
anniversary of Beaver Hills Dark Sky Preserve. A much lower-key
event than declaration day, it is nonetheless attended by hundreds
of people at Elk Island Park. A series of seven astronomy talks at
the Astotin Lake Theatre are extremely well attended and
received. My own talk goes well, but the subsequent constellation
walk is largely spoiled by incoming clouds. The scopes brought by
many RASC volunteers are sadly underutilized, and by midnight it
has become obvious that we will have no shot at the Pleiades
occultations that are occurring behind the rising moon, yet a third
extraordinary observing opportunity for western Canadians this
extraordinary week. What can one say except “two out of three
ain’t bad”.
Mon, Sep 3: A long weekend to end a long week. Labour
Day is the last day of my summer contract at the observing deck,
always a somewhat hollow occasion. As I roll back the roof I am
immediately visited by our Observatory mascot, the saucy little
squirrel that we have named “F.F.” Deep-sky observers of a
certain vintage will catch the significance of the acronym, but to
the public he’s simply “Furry Friend”. We have indeed become
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friends of a sort over the summer, once we established that I am
the visitor. As I have been trained to do, I feed F.F. the last of my

can of peanuts, feeling unexpectedly sad at the impending changes
in our relationship.

Observing Deck Volunteers Needed - a message from Orla Aaquist, Public Education Director, RASC – Edmonton Centre
The Public Observatory of Telus World of Science –
Edmonton, has been a key focus of astronomical activities in the
city since it first opened in 1984. Since 1991 the Edmonton Centre
of RASC has hosted almost all public observing sessions during
the school year, five (scheduled) per weekend, month in, month
out. The RASC membership and/or TWoSE volunteers have
shown outstanding commitment to this endeavour throughout the
subsequent decade and a half, in which time hundreds of
thousands of people have observed free of charge through the
telescopes, many of which are on “permanent loan” from the club.
This program is pivotal to the Centre’s public outreach in
astronomy.
However, our volunteer list has diminished in recent years,
due to retirements, health, and other personal issues.
Unfortunately, the numbers of new volunteers have not kept pace,
to the point where occasional shifts are being cancelled for lack of
staff. Thus we are asking our members-at-large to consider
volunteering some time to the cause.
Every month, as weather permits we try to run about 20
public sessions: one every Friday, Saturday and Sunday from 7 to
10 PM, and one every Saturday and Sunday from 1 to 4 PM. A
minimum of two people are required for each 3-hour shift,
including one “opener” (shift leader). Right now, we have only 16
regular volunteers for this program, of which seven are qualified
to open, stretching our resources pretty thin. Come the New Year,
we will have no one qualified to open on Saturday afternoons,

forcing us to cancel this session or call on existing volunteers to
double-shift.
If you are new to astronomy and/or to our Observing Deck,
you would start as an assistant to the opener. As an assistant, you
must be willing to learn how to operate our telescopes (training
provided), you must be friendly and willing to interact with the
public, and be able to engage in conversation. A basic knowledge
of astronomy and telescopes would be an asset but can be learned
on the job. It is a fantastic opportunity for those who wish to
expand their knowledge of astronomy, to meet others who share
their interest, and to operate and observe through a variety of
excellent telescopes.
If you can spare 3 hours from time to time, and if you want to
consider helping the Centre by volunteering at the Deck, we would
like to hear from you. While we particularly welcome “regulars”,
if you feel you can’t commit to a session per week, schedules can
be flexible to adjust to the volunteer’s availability. If you are
unsure you have the necessary skills, knowledge, and mind-set,
please drop by the Deck when we are open and talk to our existing
volunteers; they can give you a good overview of the
requirements. Before you drop in, give the Observing Deck a call
at 452-9100 (extension 2249) during scheduled hours to make sure
we are open.
If you want to know more, contact Cornelia Blunck at
cgblunck@telus.net . If you do not have email, call our Public
Education Director, Orla Aaquist, 486-8661.

Banquet 2008

For Members and their Guests
on
April 19, 2008
Faculty Club, University of Alberta
Join your fellow members for a Dinner at the 2008 Banquet.
Guest speaker:

Dr. Ian Mann

University of Alberta, Department of Physics
"The NASA THEMIS Mission: Space Weather,
Aurora, and things that go bump in the night..."
Tickets: $30.00
Advance tickets will be on sale at the meetings between December and March,
or by calling Howard at 469-9765.
More information available on the Edmonton Centre Website at www.edmontonrasc.com

RASC Edmonton Centre
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