
STARDUST
Newsletter of the 
Royal Astronomical Society of Canada
Edmonton Centre

January 2020 Volume 66 Issue 5

Betelguese in Orion is currently at its dimmest ever. Nobody knows why, but speculation is rampant.
Some think it may be about to blow; others disagree. Image courtesy of ALMA and Wikipedia.
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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

Welcome to 2020. I trust you had a good holiday season. For
many of us the season means time with family and friends, good
food and drink, and hockey. Congratulations to Team Canada for
winning the World Junior Tournament.

This year is an important one for RASC Edmonton. At the
NPSP in September  after  years  of  planning,    hard  work and
treasure  the  32”  telescope  housed  in  the  Black  Nugget  Lake
Observatory will officially see its first light. I’m excited; I hope

you are as well.

January  is  our  Annual  General  Meeting,  followed  by  a
Members Night. There will be a number of money motions to be
voted on as well  as  awards handed out.  I  hope to see you on
January 13.

Clear Skies.

Long Term Membership Awards by Tom Owen, Membership Secretary

Council is pleased to honour the following longtime members with membership pins:

50 years (Crystal)

David Ellis
Roman Unyk

30 years (Emerald)

Murray Paulson
Sharon Tansey
Larry Wood

20 years (Sapphire)

G.S. Bodnarchuk
Richard Bramm
Robert Casgrain
David Cleary
Donna-Lee May
Ryan May
Ronald Salyzyn
Philip Taranger

10 years (Amethyst)

Darryl Aitchison
Rod Hutson
Robert Lemke
Kent Martens
Brad Newman
Matthew Parker

Congratulations to all! I will have your membership pins at
the public meeting on January 13th. If you can't make it, please
contact  me and I will send you a pin. RASC records (and the
writer) are fallible, so if you think you should be on the list but

don't see your name, by all means contact me. I can be contacted
through the Membership Secretary email at the RASC Edmonton
website.

In Focus: Clayton Knoll by Daisy Alferez

Bringing astronomy to the public – one star party at a time

Another  year,  another  decade  –  and  we  have  another
exciting line up of treasured members who we will get to know
up close and personal. This member seems to have been around
for  a  very  long  time,  perhaps  because  of  his  frequent
involvement in many RASC activities, but in fact, he didn’t join
the RASC until 2012. 

Lights? Camera? Clayton Knoll is no stranger to optics and
its challenges, as this was the main component of his occupation.
When the RASC General  Assembly was held in Edmonton in
2012,  Clayton  was  hired  to  do  a  live  webcast  of  the  keynote
speaker. With a lifelong interest in astronomy, he decided to join
the RASC after the event.

A year  after  joining the RASC, Clayton joined the RASC
Council  as  a  Councillor-at-Large,  and  then  became  the
Outreach Coordinator the following year. After a few years, he
took over as  Public Education Director,  a position he is still
currently holding. “I love these positions as it allows me and my
volunteers to go out and bring astronomy to the public. I enjoy
doing star  parties  with the  schools,”  explains  Clayton,  adding
that he would like to be remembered as someone who was able to

excite a new generation of astronomy enthusiasts

As  much  as  science,  particularly  astronomy,  is  very
fascinating, there are still some people who are skeptic - but not
for  long.  Clayton has  a  few stories  about  his  encounters  with
skeptics and how the RASC - Edmonton Centre’s commitment to
astronomy outreach helps educate the public – one star party at a
time. 

“At a school in the west end where we were holding a star
party, a father and his son were observing the moon through my
scope, and the youngster would start  looking down the tube. I
asked him what he was looking for and he said he was looking
for the picture of the moon. I said there was no picture and that
he was actually looking at the moon. His father also told him the
same thing, but we couldn’t convince him. So I used another eye
piece and got a good close up of a crater and had him look at that
and then switched back to a wider view. He finally agreed that he
was actually looking at the moon and not a picture. He thought
that was the best thing he had ever done to this point in his life,”
notes Clayton.
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Clayton is a keen solar observer.

At the Jasper Dark Sky Festival.
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Another inspiring astronomy public outreach experience for
Clayton was during one of the sidewalk-astronomy events at the
promenade overlooking Victoria Golf Course. “A guy came by
and  asked  us  what  we  were  doing.  We  told  him  we  were
observing Saturn and he said, ‘No way!’ I told him that we were,
and told him he could even see the rings of Saturn. Again, he
said ‘No way!’ and took a look for himself. He got so excited
that he was actually jumping up and down and couldn’t believe
what he was seeing.  He also joined RASC shortly after  that,”
Clayton narrates. Kudos to that guy for joining the centre.

When  not  doing  public  outreach,  Clayton  does  visual
observing from his own backyard. His front driveway gives him
a good south and east view. When he gets the chance, he loves to
observe from Elk Island and Jasper. Clayton’s favourite targets
are the Moon, the Sun, Jupiter, Saturn, Andromeda Galaxy, and
the Orion Nebula. For his favourite astronomer, he doesn’t really
have one, but he follows what Alex Filippenko is doing and he is
always interested in what Neil DeGrasse Tyson is up to.

“Currently,  I  do  visual  observing,  but  I  am interested  in
taking up astrophotography. I do a lot of photography and video
work, and would like to expand that into astro work. Having a
manual 12-inch Dobsonian telescope does not make photography
a reality for what I would like to do.” Does that sound like “a
new decade,  a  new  telescope”  for  Clayton?  No  blaming  him
when it suddenly gets overcast the day you plan to go out and
observe. Just sayin’…

Born and raised in Edmonton, Clayton graduated from Harry
Ainlay  High  School  and  obtained  his  diploma  in  Electronics
Engineering  Technology  from  NAIT.  In  1977,  after  finishing
school, Clayton and Bonnie (who became his wife; and they have
one  daughter  together),  spent  five  months  travelling  around
Europe. Since then, they have been taking many vacations to the
Caribbean, the Bahamas, Aruba, and the Florida Keys. 

Enjoying retirement life since last year, Clayton and Bonnie
went back to Italy, Ireland, Wales, and England. This time, they
were joined by their daughter, son-in-law, and grandson for part
of the vacation. “It was a great time travelling with them,” says

Clayton.

Did you know?
Clayton refereed hockey for over 15 years, which included

minor  hockey,  beer  league  hockey,  and  intramurals  at  the
University of Alberta. He was the first commissioner of the No-
Hit League in Edmonton Minor Hockey—for recreational, coed,
non-body  checking  hockey  that  is  still  running  today  within
minor hockey. 

What are the chances of being asked to help on F-18 fighter
aircraft maintenance while having coffee break? Pretty good for
Clayton! In the 1980s when Clayton was working for a computer
company (Digital Equipment of Canada), one of his clients was
the CFB Cold Lake. He used to spend four to five days a month
there. 

“The  F-18s  were  being  delivered  at  that  time  to  410
Squadron  and  they  had  one  of  our  VAX  computers  for
maintenance work. Because of operational  requirements,  I  was
not able to do any maintenance during the day so I had to do it
late at night. One winter night, I was doing routine maintenance
and  waiting  for  a  stress-test  diagnostic  to  run  when  the  shift
sergeant came to me as I was having coffee and reading a book.
He told me that I was being drafted to help work on an F-18 that
needed maintenance as it had to be ready by 8 a.m. the next day.
They were down a large number of techs due to a flu outbreak on
the base.” Clayton explains. 

“I was tasked to remove and replace the leading flap actuator
motor on the port wing. It was a long tedious job and took about
5 hours due to the location of the motor and the number of bolts
holding it in. The sergeant kept checking my work, and after I
was done,  he said it  was  a  fine  job,” says Clayton.  The next
morning,  Clayton  was  greeted  by  the  crew  and was  made an
honorary “Hornet handler” (as the crew called themselves). He
was given an official patch, pin, and certificate. Isn’t that cool?

Clayton is also a certified scuba diver. Another fun fact? The
house  where  his  grandmother  was  born  in  1895  is  in  Fort
Edmonton Park. 

Next month’s In Focus: One of the most respected couples in the RASC community, this couple reminds me of Einstein and his first 
wife in terms of their passion for physics, among other things - but without the drama.
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Afterimages and Mercury's Evening Show by Alister Ling

Starting  January  29th,  Mercury  puts  on  one  of  the  best
evening displays of the year. It's really easy to see, as long as you
don't wait until it's "peak" on the 10th of February. Your phone's
news stream will come alive on the 10th touting Mercury at its
peak. Although highest above the horizon for a particular twilight
time,  Mercury  will  be  at  mag  -0.6,  and  by  the  time  you  get

around to actually looking for it 3 days later, it will have faded to
+0.1, but a whole week earlier it will be an easy -0.9! As it wanes
into a  crescent  there  is  simply less  terrain  reflecting  light  our
way. Use binoculars on the 29th at 6:20pm, but by February 1, it
will be a snap with unaided eyes.

Fig 1. Mercury's 2019 apparition - note how quickly it fades on the right.

You can increase your chances of spotting the planets with
the  unaided  eye  in  the  bright  twilight  arch  by  leveraging  our
visual  system's  creation  of  a  negative  afterimage.  Long  time
visual observers are familiar with this classic contrast effect  or

"illusion". For more info see

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Afterimage

Fig 2. Stare at a point on the maple leaf for 10-20 seconds, then look at the white space to the side.
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How does this help with detecting planets or a star? The idea
is  to  stare  at  a  point  a  degree  or  so  below the  horizon,  then
quickly shift your gaze to where the target ought to be. The part
of  your  retina  exposed  to  the  orange  twilight  now floats  just
above,   as  an  aqua-teal  band.  The central  part  of  your  vision
which  was  "exposed  to  darkness"  below  the  horizon,  is  now
"transparent" and well rested, ready to detect what is out of place
in a short left-right scan. Farther down, you can notice the bright
twilight arch but do your best to not look at it.

The effect  of course fades  after  about 15 seconds as your
eyes tire once again of looking at the bright sky. I found I could
repeat  the exercise every minute or two. It does help to know
roughly where to concentrate your attention when you lift your
gaze.

I stumbled upon this phenomenon at the end of a fabulous
run of clear skies during the apparition of Mercury in March of
2019, when it rapidly faded evening to evening.  I figured it had
dropped  below  my  threshold  after  a  frustrating  number  of
minutes, so I lowered my eyes down into the valley to see if I
could spot any coyotes or deer by the riverside. When I lifted my
gaze back up, there was Mercury decently noticeable!

After quickly recognizing what was going on, I repeated this
experiment several times. I also did the reverse, by deliberately
staring at the brighter orange horizon then shifting up and being
unable to spot Mercury.

Give it a try!

Fig 3. An attempt to re-create my visual impression at the time. Mercury is at centre.
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