
STARDUST
Newsletter of the 
Royal Astronomical Society of Canada
Edmonton Centre

May 2020 Volume 66 Issue 9

Comet C/2017 K2 PANSTARRS reached perihelion 2020-05-04, but reaches maximum brightness
2020-05-13. You will still need binoculars or a small telescope to see it, however. Image courtesy
Wikimedia Commons.

Inside this Issue
Contact Information................................................................................................................................................page 2
Upcoming Events,   Meetings, Deadlines, Announcements  .....................................................................................page 3
President’s Report...................................................................................................................................................page   4  
Zoom Backgrounds.................................................................................................................................................page 4
De-Noising with GIMP...........................................................................................................................................page 6
In Focus...................................................................................................................................................................page 9

Stardust May 2020 1

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/C/2017_K2


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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ALL PUBLIC EVENTS ARE CANCELLED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE

http://www.statutoryholidays.com/
http://www.campusmap.ualberta.ca/
http://www.campusmap.ualberta.ca/
http://www.campusmap.ualberta.ca/
http://www.telusworldofscienceedmonton.com/
http://www.telusworldofscienceedmonton.com/
http://www.telusworldofscienceedmonton.com/


President’s Report by Geoff Robertson

I trust everyone is staying well as we enter another month
with Covid 19. These are the times in which we find ourselves. A
normal  weekend was not complete without a  trip to Canadian
Tire.  I  haven’t  been there  since  the  first  week of  March.  I’m
watching old hockey games on TV and simulation hockey on
Facebook.  In NHL2K the Oilers  are  tied with Dallas,  1  game
apiece in round 3 at this writing. Sigh.

 I’ve been talking to the folks at Elk Island National Park
and  as  expected  the  Labour  Day  BHDSP  event  will  not  be
happening this year. The RASC observatory in Coronation Park
remains  closed  and  all  outreach  events  are  suspended  until
further notice.   

Our centre is busy with online meetings and webinars. They
cover  astrophotography,  citizen  science,  introduction  to
astronomy and  a  preview  of  what’s  up  in  the  coming  month
above our city. Check out the website for information.

Our May 11 meeting will be a Zoom webinar. There is a link
on the website or use this.

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/84777146960?
pwd=OGk0RUZTRXZ3U2xoSzVyb0svNERlZz09

The June meeting will also be online.

Perpetual twilight begins in Edmonton on the 15th. I’m sure
some of our members will be sending in NLC reports shortly.
Venus which has been dazzling in our evening sky for months is
now rapidly heading toward inferior conjunction on June 3rd. As
it does it will be joined by Mercury and the Moon for a curtain
call.

That’s all for now; stay safe, maintain social distance, wash
your hands. 

$4 Screen for Zoom Backgrounds by Alister Ling

"Your background is too busy" I was told discreetly after a
Zoom presentation.  It's  my astro-cave;  it  overtly  demonstrates
how much astronomy I do! Overtly distracting, it seems. Modern
laptops have enough graphical  power to isolate an upper body

and to paint over blank walls (even those with uneven shading).
But not my old faithful from 2012, according to Zoom's built-in
test. What if I force it?

Figure 1. The Invisible Man! Even more distracting? But funny.

I first tried hanging a green bed-sheet behind me. But too 
uneven in colour and texture. Then I found a cheap hack on the 
following Youtube video:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4wySe_NqfEU

All you need is $4 for neon-green poster-boards from 
Dollarama! If you have a blank wall (not in my house) just tape 
them up and use it as your backdrop. I already had the hanging 
rod (for the sheet) from the joists above me, so I cobbled together
an unused peg board and strip of wood to latch on, and taped the 
poster-boards to it. Done.
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Figure 2. (Left) Because my laptop's camera has quite a wide
view, I had to place the screen right behind me and bring the
laptop close in order to cover the angles.

Figure  3.  (Above)  Screen  with  the  seams  quite  visible,  but  it
doesn't matter!

It's true that you don't have to be persnickety about the joins,
as  you can  see  in  figure  3.  One  key  is  decent  illumination  -
earlier in the day I had more white light coming into my room,
but at dusk when I switched on the lamp it was too yellow and I

became the invisible man once again!  Changing the bulb to a
whiter spectrum LED made it work.

And here's the result:

Figure 4. 04_Zoom_test. Of course you can use the built-in zoom backgrounds, but literally any image will do.

I found it is best to spend some time cropping and resizing 
the background to highlight both your image and your face's 

place in it. My head was so big it completely eclipsed the 
eclipsed Sun! Now it's just right.
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De-Noising with GIMP and (not) StarTools by Alister Ling

Down another rabbit hole - how do they keep appearing?!

I've  been  struggling  with  my  astroimaging  due  to  a  sub-
nominal  Star  Adventurer  tracker  which  has  limited  my
exposures,  giving  me  a  lot  of  noise.  Before  heading  out  to

Wabamun for a night of comet capturing, I did not want to miss
the crescent over the city on Saturday evening, April 24th. My
first spot was on the west side of Bonnie Doon where there is a
nice view of the newly iconic Walterdale bridge.

Figure 1. A 2-image panorama Canon 60Da ISO 800.

Now of course the standard advice is to shoot at lower ISO
and  longer  exposures.  But  the  Moon  moves  too  much  in  6
seconds (the rule of 500 gives me 7.8 sec) for me to grab the 3
longer  exposures  for  a  bracketed  set  required  for  the  high
dynamic range.

Since I was in the middle of using StarTools for my comet
images, and they tout their superior noise management, I thought

I would send the panorama through it. Importantly, I figured if I
could become really familiar with one denoising tool, it would
save me from learning another.

My  very  first  attempt  turned  out  to  be  the  best  of  the
StarTools lot! I don't quite remember the exact settings because it
was just a quick "let's see" before going to bed.
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Figure 2. 0 Leftmost section showing noise. Figure 3. StarTools noise reduction of the same zone.

As you can see in the side to side comparison at the same
scale,  StarTools  has  done  a  pretty  nice  job!  The  colour  and
brightness is not the same since some tweaking of that was done
before noise reduction.

The next day I realized that I should let StarTools handle all

the processing including colour, so I fed it the 16-bit tif that came
out of the Hugin panorama generator. No matter my choice of
linear,  pre-stretched,  attempt  to  reverse,  autodev  or  manual,
binned or  non,  colour,  gamma,  dark  anomaly  size,  grain  size,
wavelet percentage, (several hours across several days), I simply
could not improve on the rush job!

Figure 4. Common outcome: blotches. Figure 5. Smoothing also blurs hard edges.
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Well  that  was  disappointing!  I  then  remembered  an
acquaintance  gushing  about  "Noise  Ninja".  After  some
investigation on the internet, it looks like "the top 10" denoisers
were all $70 or more or plugins for Photoshop etc.  Surely the

powerful (and free) GIMP software that I already use must have
denoisers - it does, and Youtube tutorials are available to boot. 

The latest wavelet denoiser took a bit of tracking down:

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1KqH1tQqLf9DitmC8ameRZc74DjB5zkek

. .  .  and you have to manually unzip it  and copy to your
equivalent  of  C:\Users\<your_username>\AppData\Roaming\
GIMP\2.10\plug-ins (Windows). Available for Linux too.

After 4 minutes of watching the tutorial, I was denoising by
myself. I read that wavelets perform much better than blur, but
one still has to be careful with smearing real detail to oblivion.

After another 5 minutes of playing, I felt that it was best/easiest
to mask out the foreground, denoise the sky, then drop it back on
top while leaving the foreground buildings sharp, some 10 more
minutes. Much later I  realized one could with masks do some
gentler  denoising  of  the  foreground  separately.  Perhaps  with
masks one can do this in StarTools. I will leave that to someone
else to find that out.

Figure 6. My best StarTools attempt on the left compared to 10 minutes on GIMP, both at the same scale.

Figure 7. GIMP version

Next month SkyWatcher has agreed to have a look at it (thanks to Connor McCraw for the suggestion).
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In Focus: Chris Meerveld by Daisy Alferez

Onwrikbaar ben ik als de noordster. I am constant as the North Star.

Chris  Meerveld  once  demonstrated  to  a  group  that  the
North  Star  is  unstable  through  precession,  as  opposed  to  the
group’s slogan, “As stable as the North Star.” For the wordsmiths
out there, you know the distinction.

Chris  enjoys  public  outreach  events.  He  consistently
volunteers  for  RASC’s  annual  outreach  events  such  as  the
International Sidewalk Astronomy Night and Astronomy Day as
well as other astronomy events in partnership with Parks Canada
(Milky Way Days at Elk Island) and Tourism Jasper (Jasper Dark
Sky Festival). “Recently, I gave a talk to a fishing club whose
members  are  always camping under dark  skies  and wanted to
have an overview of the night sky. I  enjoyed it  and I  think I
would like to participate in more of this type of public outreach,”
quips Chris.

Also encouraged by the few younger faces join the RASC
Edmonton  Centre,  Chris  says,  “My  hope  is  that  we  find
innovative ways to attract new members. When I first joined, the
only  way  to  get  a  lot  of  the  information  to  be  successful  at
observing was to join the RASC.  Now the internet is the go-to
source for info.” 

In  2008,  Chris  joined  the  RASC  Edmonton  Centre  after
realizing that he needs help with his new hobby. He was using a
3.1” Celestron refractor at the time, which was a gift from his
lovely wife Monica. “I joined the observatory crew and had good
tutelage from the likes of Bruce McCurdy, Massimo Tori, and
Terry Samuel,” says Chris.

Since then, Chris has been an assistant at  the now RASC
Observatory at Telus World of Science Edmonton. Chris recalls,
“It seems in the early years, winter nights were clear and cold.
We  were  tougher  in  those  years  since  we opened  up with
temperatures down to -15°C. Of late, winter skies do not seem to
cooperate as much, and the cut-off temperature is now -10°C.” 

Chris  was  a  councillor-at-large  of  the  RASC  Edmonton
Council and was the centre’s representative to the national RASC

at one time. He also looked after the loaner scope program for
two years. Chris and Monica are currently on the RASC – JDSF
committee.

Going  back  to  the  topic  of  observing,  Chris  particularly
loves the Columbia Icefield Skywalk. It is an ultimate destination
for dark-sky watching and stargazing. I am fortunate to be able to
attest to that – as I was with the crew of volunteers at an event at
the Columbia Icefield Skywalk a few years ago. Chris adds, “The
previous  two excursions that  year  had been  a washout  due to
snow and fog. The last one for the year was great – clear skies
and it  stayed  warm past  midnight.  Location is  so remote  and
there is not a light dome in the sky. After the event was over at
11 p.m.,  we invited the staff  of  the Columbia Icefield  Resort,
more so that we could stay out observing.” To get an idea of the
experience Chris was referring to, the event was partly featured
in Star Trails, a series created by filmmaker Brandy Yanchyk.

While  on  road  trips,  Chris  loves  to  listen  to  lectures  on
quantum  physics  and  astrophysics.  “There  is  no  shortage  of
lectures from all the leading scientists in the field. The one thing
that amazes me is there is hardly a lecture that doesn’t mention
Sir  Isaac  Newton  or  Albert  Einstein.  These  larger  than  life
scientists were giants and their insights and ability to do thought
experiments was truly super human,” he explains.

Arriving  in  Canada from the Netherlands  when he  was  4
years  old,  Chris  can  still  speak  the  language.  He  grew  up  in
Burlington, Ontario. He’s been married to Monica for 33 years
now.  They  have  two  beautiful  daughters,  Danielle  –  who  is
completing her degree in Health Care Management, and Angela
– who is a nurse.

Prior to buying their current business (Framer’s Warehouse
Ltd.),  Monica  and  Chris  owned  a fire  retardant manufacturing
plant. “When my oldest daughter was in grade 8, she asked if I
would help her do her science project on fire retardants. She was
chosen to represent her school at the Edmonton Science Fair.” 
Fittingly so.

Did you know?
• Chris has an advanced certificate in amateur (ham) radio. Although he has not been active for years, he is planning to be 

active again once he retires.
• Another hobby of Chris that he wishes to spend more time on is playing the trumpet.
• Chris and Monica love downhill and cross-country skiing as well as snow-shoeing.
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Chris shows off a scope. Chris:  Here is a pic when I was at the Mazankowski for three weeks [eclipse of
2017-08-21 – ed.]. I had Monica bring some solar glasses, and this picture is with
three cardiologist and one cardiologist nurse. Just in case you’re sexist, the nurse
is the big tall guy next to me.
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