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IC 1318, aka the Sadr Region, aka the Butterfly Nebula. Sadr is the bright star in the center of the image, the central star of Cygnus,
the Northern Cross. Ha and RGB: seven 6 minute Ha subs, and 7 four minute subs in each of RGB, total exposure two hours and six
minutes; 80mm F6 triplet refractor with a .8 focal reducer/field flattener, and QSI 683 CCD camera. Processed using Deep Sky
Stacker and StarTools. Image by Tom Owen, 2019-08-04, near Pigeon Lake, AB.
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RASC Edmonton Centre Contact Information see also http://edmontonrasc.com/contact/

Mailing address RASC Edmonton Centre On the web http://edmontonrasc.com
788, 10301 104 St. http://www.facebook.com
Edmonton, AB, T5J 1B9 https://twitter.com/EdmontonRASC
Canada http://www.youtube.com/user/edmontonrasc

Observing Deck 780-452-9100 x2249

Stardust submissions: Submit articles by email to the editor (see above). Please include STARDUST or RASC in the subject so
your email doesn’t end up in the spam bin. Submission deadline is the 2nd Sunday before the monthly meeting; see following
page for dates. Any standard document file type is acceptable (MSOffice, OpenOffice, LibreOffice, et al.) but plain text is preferred.
Do not layout and format your article. Your labour will only be discarded. Submit clearly identified images/graphics as separate
files, do not embed them in the document; indicate captions and references to them within the text. Do not consider your article
successfully submitted until you receive a confirmation email from the editor.
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Upcoming Events, Meetings, and Deadlines

Regular Meetings are held monthly (see below) from September
to June at 7:30pm in T  ELUS   World of Science, 11211 – 142 St.  

Admission is free, and everyone is welcome to attend, member 
or not. Follow the signs from the main entrance.

Observers meetings are held monthly (see below) at Boston 
Pizza in The Mayfield Common, NE of intersection of 170 
Street and Stony Plain Road. Contact the observing_group @ 
edmontonrasc.com for details.

Council meetings are held monthly (see below) from September 
to May at 7:15 in room 5-003 of the CCIS  *   Building   on the U of 
A campus. Any RASC Edmonton member may attend.

* Centennial Centre for Interdisciplinary Science

MEETINGS
Regular meetings are free and open the public

* indicates date bumped by statutory holiday

Edmonton Area Astronomy Discussions: astro@mailman. srv. ualberta. ca
To subscribe, send a blank email to: astro-request@mailman. srv. ualberta. ca 
with the subject line: subscribe

The above mailing list is completely independent and is not associated with RASC Edmonton Centre in any way. 
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President’s Report by Geoff Robertson

August 31, 2019

As I write this it's another typical summer day in 2019; that
is, it's overcast and raining. It's been a tough summer. Talking to
Bruce McCurdy, he said it was one of the worst summers at the
RASC Observatory for many a year. It was like an Oilers season;
optimistic enthusiasm followed by bitter disappointment. We can
hope  that  we'll  get  nice  weather  for  the  NPSP  at  the  end  of
September. 

The  September  9th  meeting  is  a  member's  night,  where
various members are the featured speakers. I plan to have another
in January following the AGM portion of that meeting, so if you
have something to share then, please contact me. 

As we head into the fall season there are a couple things I'd
like to bring up. 

First,  the people at  the Lakeland Dark Sky Preserve  near
Lac La Biche are having their third annual dark sky celebration
September 20 - 22. If you can volunteer on one of the days please
let me know and I'll put you in contact with them. 

Second,  we  are  always  looking  for  volunteers  to  do
outreach. I can tell you it's very rewarding and a great way to get
to know other people in our Centre. If this is something you've
been considering please let Clayton Knoll, John Cliff, or myself
know. 

Clear Skies.

NLC from YEG 2019: Noctilucent Clouds Report by Mark Zalcik

Wide angle view of the spectacular NLC display of Jun 28/29, 2019. Here in morning twilight, the NLC were in the process of 
migrating to the zenith as the local mesosphere was being quickly illuminated. Note the rising crescent Moon off the eastern horizon. 
Photo by Alister Ling.

After the super-active noctilucent clouds (NLC) season in
2018, there was a whole lot of anticipation this past May that
there might be a repeat  of great NLC activity during the 2019
season. And indeed, things got off to a good start. Mike Noble
caught  a  display  already  on  the  morning  of  May  25/26,  his
earliest sighting ever. And during the first few nights of June we

had a few more displays. On Jun 9/10, the 10 th being the evening
of the RASC meeting, a bright, rich display formed in morning
twilight. By 0300 MDT the NLC had slid across the horizon to
nearly due east, and in the ensuing half hour rose to the height of
Polaris.
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If one breaks up each month of NLC season into 10-night
intervals, the first interval of June has a sprinkling of NLC rather
limited  in  extent.  This  display,  though  at  the  tail-end  of  the

interval, was one of the brightest and most extensive early-season
shows in the past couple of decades.

The large NLC display in morning twilight Jun 9/10 was surprising in its extent and intensity for such an early-season display. Photo 
by Dave Roles, stitched from multiple photos.

A record-setting pace of activity was maintained throughout
June. None of the displays got very high in the sky, but there
were  some bright  ones.  As  is  usually  the  case,  local  weather
conditions posed a challenge in getting a really good indication
of what NLC were doing. The real story seemed to be unfolding
elsewhere on the continent, however, with sightings taking place

at far-flung southerly latitudes where NLC were never seen. The
record for farthest-south sighting took place on Jun 13/14, with
Don Davis observing and photographing NLC from Joshua Tree,
California (34.1N). The night before, our long-time observer in
Halifax (44.6N), Mike Boschat,  saw and shot NLC in evening
twilight, his first sighting in 32 years of trying!

One of the numerous displays that continued in the latter half of June, this one on the 18/19. Photo by Bruce McCurdy.
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On the evening of June 28th, the Friday of the long weekend,
a  storm  with  scary-looking  clouds  rolled  into  Edmonton.
Surprisingly, as night fell, the skies miraculously cleared up, and
even more miraculously, the evening twilight was immediately
filled with a display of NLC that was going to be the best of the
season from Edmonton. At around 2300 there were already NLC
overhead. As the twilight arch decreased, bright NLC filled the
zone and continued a grand show throughout the night. By 0300
it  was  obvious  that  the  display  was  going  for  a  repeat
performance, rising steadily in the dawn sky. At this point the
central  part of the display was brilliant, illuminating objects in
the opposite direction with a ghostly, bluish glow. All about there
were individual zones of the display with interesting structure -
long bands, compact knots, all kinds of delights. A rising waning
crescent Moon was a nice touch as twilight progressed. And yes,
the  display  reached  the  zenith  again,  and  kept  going.  Bruce
McCurdy remarked on Astro, “As I remarked on Twitter about 4
o’clock this morning, the overnight display of NLC was among
the finest  I have seen in 32 summers of monitoring them. For
sure it was the first time I saw NLC beyond the zenith and in the
southern sky both in evening (retreating) and morning (rising). In
the latter case I was able to track them all the way to the southern
horizon!”.

There were NLC the following night, the 29/30, and at this

point  a  few of us were  remarking  that  indeed,  if  this  pace  of
sightings  were  to  be  kept  up  through  the  month  of  July,  we
would be looking at a tally that would rival 2018’s final numbers.

But  the  first  decade  of  nights  in  July  brought  cruddy
weather, and by the time the second decade rolled along, NLC
activity was well into a downward trend. Mostly Mike caught a
few displays, Mike having to travel to sometimes distant locales
just to avoid the weather. One of the best July displays was on
the  16/17,  with  the  NLC being  bright  at  midnight  and  a  few
vestiges still around in morning twilight.

So, was the big dip in activity in July a real NLC climate
feature?  It  looks  like  it.  There  were  some  gaps  in  activity,
certainly  no  huge  displays.  NLC  researcher  Gary  Thomas,
commenting  on  moisture  levels  in  the  upper  atmosphere  as
recorded by satellites, mentioned, “I understand that the excess
water that we found early in June went back to normal in July.
We are looking into winds that may have carried NLC eastward
to  Joshua  Tree,  where  the  record-low  latitude  cloud  was
photographed”.

Stay tuned at the end of this year for the summary of NLC
observations of our NLC CAN AM network. Anyone not yet on
the  mailing  list  who  would  like  to  receive  the  summary  can
contact me at bgg_skymerchant@hotmail.com.

From Franklin Loehde: My original 2015 photograph of the Triffid Nebula, taken with the 50cm scope of SLOOH’s, consisted of 4
stacked frames of 5 minutes each then processed in FilterStorm. What was missing was an additional frame to bring out more of the
blue light from the top portion of the nebula. Not having that option available, I borrowed a few blue photons from someone else, and
the finally took the best of the Halpha regions of mine and the other the frame for the blue regions and it worked well. I then inverted
the original colours. Notice there is a blue (brownish here) halo around the entire nebula, albeit quite faint.
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In Focus: Alister Ling by Daisy Alferez

Paying it forward – and more

If  you  use  the  Observer’s  Calendar  or  read  Stardust
regularly, you can guess who fits the description in the teaser of
the June issue of Stardust. Most members would also describe
him  as  dedicated,  patient,  knowledgeable,  and  generous  with
hands-on help. Not only is this person a long-serving member of
the club—yes, it’s been 43 years, but he also takes on active roles
such  as  National  Council  Representative,  Observer’s  Calendar
Assistant Editor, and Observer’s Group Coordinator.

Alister Ling was Stardust  Editor from December 1987 to
November 1988, and remains a regular contributor to Stardust for
as long as anyone can remember. Aside from writing regularly
for  Stardust,  Alister  also  enjoys  creating  the  monthly
comet/asteroid/Moon “boxes” in Astronomy Magazine since the
mid-90s. “I also get a kick out of talking about my side interests
in Stardust and online. I credit the editors of Montreal Centre’s
Skyward  newsletter  for  nurturing  my  writing,  giving  me  the
psychological boost that made my D- high school English marks
a thing of the past,” says Alister.

The  comment  about  D-  marks  in  English  may be  one  of
Alister’s expressions of humour. Members who know Alister that
long and that well are more attuned to his sense of humour. In all
seriousness,  Alister  received  the  prestigious  Chant  Medal  for
writing. ‘‘It  gave me quite the rush to be considered part of a

group  of  notable  Canadian  astronomers.  I  like  seeing  how  I
helped  the  Observer’s  Calendar  evolve.”  Also,  Alister  helps
newbies learn how to use their telescopes. According to him, the
best  feeling  comes  from the  genuine  thanks  from newbies  he
supported. “They’ve helped me remember so many good times I
had learning,” he adds.

When asked which article he wrote is his most memorable
so far, Alister explains, “I’ve written a couple way back that I
would  class  as  youthful  naiveté  and  excess  of  smugness.  By
today’s standard of attack ads, my shots and lampooning were
not overly harsh, but they cross my current line. It reminds me
how I’ve  grown as  a  person.”  Back in  the  80s,  Alister  wrote
observing articles for the Webb Society, which he is proud of. He
did detective work in recovering deep-sky objects that were lost
to catalog errors and sloppy work by modern compilers. 

Aside from writing astronomy articles, he is most passionate
about the sky and the weather. “There’s so many to do with the
sky and the weather. The ones that keep returning are: total solar
eclipses;  Moon/conjunctions  over  landscapes;  asteroid
occultations;  and  noctilucent  clouds.  Another  theme is  finding
out  what  is  possible  with  modest  equipment  and  encouraging
others to try it.”

Image of Edmonton's red-coloured dawn, shot by Alister in September 2016.
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David  Levy  and  Gary  Boyle  are  the  key  people  who
mentored Alister when he joined the RASC Montreal Centre in
the early years. They introduced him to the RASC family. And
not  only  that—they  also  gave  the  young  Alister  rides  to  the
meetings and events.  “That  experience is the force behind my
current  passion  in  helping  newcomers  get  over  the  startup
hurdles  of  telescope  conundrums  and observing  basics.  Bruce
McCurdy has  since  been  a  stalwart  observing  companion  and
illuminates  the  amazing  intricacy  and  beauty  of  celestial
clockwork for me.”

“In part because I loved visual observing so much, and that
professional  astronomers  were  turning  to  electronic  detectors,
and  recognizing  that  the  clouds  that  frustrated  me  so  were
interesting  in  their  own  right,  I  poured  my  puzzle-solving
enthusiasm into weather forecasting. Now that I am retired, I can
leverage  my  skills  and  knowledge  base  into  improving  the
forecasting of noctilucent clouds,” says Alister about what it was
like to have a job related to his focus of study.

While everyone faces unique challenges about astronomy as
a  hobby,  Alister  is  still  contemplating  on  which  astronomy-
related activities to stop doing so he can free up time for other
things. When not volunteering for RASC or writing astronomy
articles,  he  enjoys  playing  instruments  and  listening  to  music
across an eclectic range. Tuvan throat singing anyone? Alister is
getting good at  it,  or should we say,  getting “vocal”  about it.
(Pun intended.) He also enjoys spending time with his family—

wife (Valerie) and two daughters.  “I really enjoy board games
with  my  now adult  daughters  along  with  the  discussions  and
laughs that come from their off-beat sense of humour.”

 
Alister  and  Valerie  recently  celebrated  an  important

milestone. “Valerie and I just came back from a European cruise
celebrating  our  30th anniversary,  and  have  been  sketching  out
eclipse  destinations  to  2045.  Totality  is  a  soul-smacking
experience that you have to, well, experience. It floods the senses
with a mix of unbridled joy, awe, and a wave of unconscious,
ancient animal instincts and nameless emotions that will amaze
you.”

Further  to  “other  things,”  Alister  is  also  keen  on  another
branch of science, i.e.,  social sciences.  He loves reading about
Jungian and humanist approaches to life. Acquiring this chunk of
knowledge is not only applicable to professions in this field, but
also beneficial to one’s personal life. Will being a life coach be
added to Alister’s already impressive resume? Time will tell. Or
maybe it’s there already. But when asked what he sees himself
doing  in  the  next  5  or  10  years,  he  replies,  “The  easy  but
impossible answer is: more of everything. But my true hope is
that  by  then,  I  will  have  overcome my disappointment  at  the
limitations of time, instead achieving an ideal balance between
body,  family,  music,  astronomy,  and  contributing  to  the
improvement  of  the  human  being  and  society.  Taking  a  few
orbits around Earth would be a pleasant bonus!”

Did you know?
● Alister has the most absurd sense of humour. “The older members know I am quite the fan of Monty Python, but the newer ones 

tend to only see my serious side,” he quips.
● Alister grew up in Montreal. He feels fortunate to be bi-cultural and he keeps lifelong friends in francophone astronomy. 

Next month’s In Focus: Another seasoned visual observer in the house will share his first experiences with the night sky as well as 
his vast knowledge about the night sky, and what advice he can give to novice visual observers.

Alister in front of his new observatory.
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The Centre’s iOptron Cube by Alister Ling

A couple of years ago, this robust sky tracker was purchased
for the RASC observatory deck,  to support  the small refractor
closest to the desks. I am told that several volunteers found its
setup and routine use frustrating, specifically, that the menu of
the hand paddle controller  was not user-friendly.  To boot,  the
wide splay of the tripod in the somewhat narrow pathway led to
it  being  accidentally  kicked  by folk  coming and  going to  the
bigger instruments, requiring several resets a night. 

One  of  our  experienced  members  then  borrowed  it  for  a
number of months, using it to support one of their solar scopes at
public outreach events. They concluded that a practiced amateur
would find it okay for that purpose, as long as the equipment was
properly  counter-balanced,  however,  the  unit  would  not  be
suitable for the loaner program. 

The intention of the loaner program is to give folk new to
astronomy access to simple scopes for visual use that will deliver

a positive experience without the need for someone to teach them
how to use it. 

One of our new members had heard that the Centre had a unit
and  was  emphatic  that  it  would  be  the  answer  for  his
astrophotography  needs,  using  telephotos  with  doublers  up  to
800mm equivalent  focal  length.  Now,  the  unit  does  not  track
equatorially  (more  on  this  below)  and  coupled  with  the  poor
reports,  it  could  easily  inflict  a  negative  experience  on  a
newcomer. It made little sense then to make the cube available
for loan. 

This past July I got a chance to give it a spin. I was eager to
see if such a unit would benefit my imaging of ice crystal halos,
precisely  because  it  did  not  track  equatorially.  As  a  bonus,  I
could (partly) assess the field rotation problem on a star field at
night.

Figure 1: The iOptron Model 8100 MiniTower Pro during set up. 

The cube is a beefy unit, a tad smaller and lighter than a car
battery. The carrying case is 28.4 lbs (12.9kg), of which 10lbs
(4.2kg) is the counterweight (important for balancing telescopes
and  camera  lenses  to  prevent  grinding  the  drive  gears).  The
tripod  is  similarly  robust  at  17.2  lbs  (7.8  kg).  Having  the  5
minute demo from Luca earlier in the day, I assembled it at a
neighbourhood  park,  literally  a  few metres  from a  streetlight,
which is not a bad idea for a first assembly so you can see what
you're  doing.  The mount  found the  first  star  40 minutes  after
starting, though I could have saved 11 minutes by turning on the
GPS right away to register satellites while levelling the unit. As
you can see in the photo (Fig. 1, above), the easiest way is to use

a construction bubble level in two directions rather than use the
little circular bubble on the side of the mount. 

Newer Alt-Az units (Altitude-Azimuth mount; the model we
have  has  been  discontinued)  undoubtedly  take  less  time  to
acquire a GPS signal. Although you can manage without GPS by
manually  entering  all  the  specifics,  having  the  mount  lock  in
makes everything easier.  You point the arrow south, turn your
scope straight up (use a level lying across the dew shield), press
ENTER a few times to accept GPS values, and you're ready to
"Select and slew". I chose Vega and it showed up  less than 1/3
of a field of view from center of a 135mm telephoto lens. I then
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went to "SYNC to target", pressed the arrows to centre it, then
ENTER. Next object  I  went to was less than a 1/4 field from
centre, and so it was for the rest of the night. Pretty easy if you
don't kick the tripod! 

I  could  choose  a  named  star,  or  Messier  object,  or  NGC

object with a couple of short jumps down the menus. At first I
was put out that Deneb was 75 button pushes of 170, but then I
realized you could type in "075 ENTER" and bam, there it was.
Similarly with Messier objects and NGCs: just move the cursor
over to the 0 and input the number. 

Figure 2: Altair, at 200mm for 25sec.

Pretty reasonable! But what is this field rotation that everyone talks about? 

Figure 3: Altair for 60 seconds. 
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You can see the stars towards the edges are all short circular
arcs  around  the  centre  of  the  image.  Quite  disappointing
(unacceptable?)  for  a beginner of 1 month experience I would
think. Astronomers call this field rotation. It shows up when an
Alt-Az mount tracks in a diagonal line but the sky rotates around
the poles. All professional telescopes have "de-rotators" that turn
the camera/sensor at just the right rate to cancel it out. Visually,
who cares if things rotate 15 degrees  in an observing session?
Photographically it matters. 

One  shortcut  to  step  around  the  problem  is  to  take  short
exposures that do not reveal the trail, in my case 25 seconds at

200mm, then later in software, stack the images by compensating
for the rotation from one frame to the next. I was able to do this
with ImagesPlus software,  but  I  had to manually click on two
stars for each image so the software could recognize the rotation.
This works, but is quite tedious! 

The  concept  of  stacking  is  to  add  signal  while  the  noise
averages  itself  out.  25  seconds  is  a  low signal  -  in  SkyNews
many people take subframes of 5 minutes for a good signal. You
actually need more than 10 times the half minute to get as good a
signal to noise ratio than a single 5 minute one. 

Figure 4. Messier 33, the Pinwheel Galaxy, 8 frames stacked vs single frame. 

Obviously, the 8 frames stacked is much better. On the one
hand, no one is going to be impressed by a pale gray blob. On the
other  hand,  hey,  this  is  a  67mm aperture  from the  Edmonton

suburbs with forest fire smoke aloft! Pretty remarkable that one
can see anything at all. 
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Figure 5. NGC 457 the Owl Cluster 

How deep can one go? With 24 frames of 25 seconds apiece
stacked together pointing at the Owl cluster in Cassiopeia, I was
able to reach magnitude 14.4, plus or minus a couple of tenths

depending  on  the  colour  of  the  star  and  bias  of  the  detector.
Pretty impressive. 

Figure 6. Pluto, not quite. 

Using only the iOptron's goto function to get to Pluto, it put
me on the  right  field  within 1/4 of  the width,  while  I  was at
200mm focal length. Pluto is way down low in Sagittarius, so it
is not surprising that I did not quite reach its mag 14.4 glowing
speck through the suburban glow and forest fire smoke. 

So would I recommend the iOptron? Short answer: definitive
NO. With all the success I managed here, you might be surprised
with that. Sure, I can "get away" with it for some things, but for

the  same price  you can  purchase  an  equatorial  unit.  Yes,  the
equatorial  means  a  rotating  camera  that  starts  and  ends  at
different angles, and is more complicated than a simple up-down-
left-right unit, but that learning curve is short and actually pretty
easy. It's not much more than having to learn the buttons on a
new photocopier,  microwave,  or TV remote when you change
cable <=> fibre. 

The benefit is much less work at the image processing side
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when you get back home and want to turn those frames into an
image. But maybe the newer image processing software that I am
not familiar with can handle it. Maybe it does not. My second set
up  took 20  minutes.  The newer  goto  gets  that  under  5.  Why
would I want this delay?! 

"Field rotation makes it completely useless" is wrong. At least
for the parameters I used here. 25 seconds at 200mm means you
can get away with 50 seconds at 100mm. Better signal. I have not
tested whether this means that with a 50mm lens you can do 100

seconds.  The geometry  changes  as  one  moves  away  from the
celestial equator. 

Back to the question that sat in my mind: do I need this for
halo imaging? Well, it is nice, but I've found with the panorama
software Hugin I can take any  equatorial set-up and rotate it into
"up-down" orientation and re-project it onto a dome or VR360
view. If I already have one, do I *need* the other? Thankfully,
there is no requirement to spend more money, just re-orient your
head. 

Acknowledgments: 

I would like to thank the Edmonton RASC for loaning me the iOptron cube, and Luca Vanzella for showing me the basics of its use. 

NGC 7635, the Bubble Nebula, in Cassiopeia. Imaged by Tom Owen in the early morning hours of July 21st, at Pigeon Lake, using
the Hydrogen Alpha filter in a QSI 683 CCD Camera, peering through an 8" Edge HD SCT telescope with a .7 focal reducer. Thirty
six 5 and 6 minute subs, for a total exposure of 3 hours and 15 minutes.
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