
STARDUST
Newsletter of the 
Royal Astronomical Society of Canada
Edmonton Centre

September 2024 Volume 71 Issue 1

The Stenness Stones of Orkney, Scotland. Despite their apparent “astronomical” alignment, to
what extent that is deliberate is uncertain. Image by Alister Ling. See story, page 5.
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RASC Edmonton Centre Contact Information see also http  s  ://edmontonrasc.com/contact  

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

RASC Observatory 780-452-9100 x2249 https://groups.io/g/astro
at TWOSE

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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Events, Meetings, Announcements – see https://edmontonrasc.com/meetings/ for details

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.

Edmonton Area Astronomy Discussions
To subscribe, visit https://groups.io/g/astro

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

Public meetings are in-person AND on-line

See https://edmontonrasc.com/meetings/

MEETINGS

* Indicates date bumped because of statutory holiday
** Indicates What’s Up date at the end of the previous month, that is, the Feb What’s Up is Jan 31, Mar is Feb 28, etc.

BLACK NUGGET LAKE OBSERVATORY: RASC Edmonton Centre operates the  Black Nugget Lake Observatory (BNLO), a
dark sky observatory at Black Nugget Lake Park, 70 km southeast of Edmonton. The facility consists of an Observatory housing the
32" Unyk-Drew Telescope and a heated Visitor Centre.  The observing site  can be used by authorized RASC Edmonton Centre
members for personal astronomy. Also on site is the 18" Barry Arnold Memorial Telescope for use by authorized RASC Edmonton
Centre members. For details on viewing opportunities and authorization to access BNLO, visit https://edmontonrasc.com/bnlo/ .
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President’s Report by Jay Lavender

Welcome  back!  I  hope  everyone  had  a  restful  and
rejuvenating  summer  break.  We  just  wrapped  up  another
fantastic  Milky Way Day event out at Elk Island with hundreds
of visitors to the eyepiece, and now the NPSP Committee is in
high  gear  getting  ready  to  put  on  another  amazing  Northern
Prairie  Star  Party.  I  hope  everyone  can  make  it  out  and
experience everything our star party and the Black Nugget Lake
Observatory have to offer.

Now that we’re entering September, the opportunity to get
back to stargazing  and enjoying the wonders  of  the night  sky
under what can only be described as Northern Alberta's optimal
observing conditions, is upon us. As temperatures start to cool,
September offers some incredible celestial sights, especially for
us in the north. Saturn reaches opposition this month, meaning it
will  be  directly  opposite  the  Sun  in  the  sky,  making  it  fully
illuminated and at  its  brightest.  Around the opposition, Saturn
will be visible all night long, and its stunning ring system will be
tilted towards Earth. This is an excellent time to observe Saturn.
We also have the Harvest Moon. This year’s Harvest Moon will
rise on September 17. Unlike other full moons, the Harvest Moon
provides that golden hue as it rises just after sunset and is always
a sight to behold. And finally, don't forget that September 23 is

the  autumnal  equinox,  a  day  of  nearly  equal  daylight  and
darkness.

In addition to these celestial observing events, we also have
some exciting plans for our membership this fall, including some
amazing guest speakers, astrophotography workshops, a Pro-Am
photometry  workshop  and  of  course,  more  public  stargazing
events. Please stay tuned to our website.

One additional item I would like to mention before I close.
Do you have an idea that you think would enhance the RASC,
Edmonton Centre's program delivery to the general public and/or
the membership? Our Centre's Expenditure Proposal process is
one way to potentially enable new initiatives and ideas.  Please
send  suggestions  to  president@edmontonrasc.com and  we can
start the process.

I  look  forward  to  reconnecting  with  each  of  you  and
exploring  the  sky  together.  Here’s  to  another  observing-filled
season!

Clear skies.

Book Review by Dr. Douglas Hube: Invisible Solar System, by Dr. Martin Connors

Invisible Solar System (CRC Press, 2024, Available from Amazon $80.59 paperback), written by our own  Dr. Martin Connors,
Professor, Athabasca Open University.

This book is devoted to the description of those aspects of the
Solar System that are not visible to the eye nor recordable with
cameras. The motions of Solar System objects from the largest
planets  to  the  smallest  grains  of  meteoroidal  material  are
governed by the force of gravity. Many of the physical properties
of  those  objects  and  their  behaviours  are  explained  by
electromagnetic  forces  and  phenomena.  Those  forces  are  the
principal subjects of this highly informative book. 

Connors has spent a lifetime studying and writing about such
things  as  the  Earth’s  magnetosphere,  its  interactions  with  the
solar wind, unusual orbital patterns of asteroids, and other such
phenomena within the Solar System. He is eminently qualified to
write a book that will appeal to professional scientists as well as
to  the  interested  and  intellectually  curious  amateur.  There  are
parts of the book that will challenge the layperson initially, but
the book is so clearly written that the challenge quickly becomes
a  valuable  learning  experience.  There  are  many  illustrations
including recent images from JWST to less readily available ones
such  as  the  first  accurate  description  of  meteorites  written  in
1823.

Each of the nine chapters begins with an historical introduction
to the content that follows. This reviewer enjoyed the frequent
and often little-known historical  tidbits  that  put  the science  in
context  with the growth and  development  of  astronomy,  solar
physics  and  interplanetary  phenomena.  There  are  many
descriptions of  familiar  everyday phenomena such as  meteors,
aurorae, jet contrails, etc. that are used to clarify the roles of the
force being described. For each of the chapters many references
are given to source materials such as original publications as well
as to popular literature. 

The book has been carefully edited and the very small number
of typographical  errors are of no consequence.  Reading  it will
range from easy to challenging but will invariably be interesting.
I  highly  recommend  the  book to  everyone.  It  is  available  for
borrowing from the Edmonton Centre RASC library.
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Scope of Ages: Old and New by Alister Ling

Fig 01 The Stenness Stones of Orkney, Scotland (and cover photo).

Well before the pyramids, long before Stonehenge: 5,400 years ago observers guided masonry and rock movement experts to place
impressive stone pillars in a circle, now called Stenness, at the important naval confluence of the Orkney Islands, north of the Scottish
mainland.

We are warned against over-interpreting the alignments and their
purpose,  but  at  the  very  least,  the  builders  nailed  the  cardinal
directions. It is humbling to sit, alone in the quiet, at the circle's
center as the local clock ticks past 12 am towards true midnight,
finding Polaris in the bright twilight at nearly 60 degrees north on
July 1. Might some of those skywatchers' genes have made their
way into my cells? Part of me wishes I could stay for decades to
follow the cycles of the Sun and Moon roll into the future, but the
observer in me would leave me begging for the less cloudy Prairie
skies.

Fast  forward  to  Aberdeen  Scotland's  David  Gill in  the  late
1800s. Taught  in part  by  James Clerk Maxwell,  Gill  worked  at
Capetown's  Royal  Observatory,  observing  with  a  fascinating
telescope.

Fig 02 Alister at Stenness, not about to topple a 10 ton monolith.
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Fig 03 The Heliometer is a modified refractor.

GIll played a crucial role in documenting the tiny arcsecond shift in star positions, parallax, to calculate their distance. Gill also
observed the transit of Venus from Ascension Island, and measured the parallax of Mars, refining the scale of the solar system.
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Fig 04 Heliometer closeup. The sliding halves of the Heliometer objective

It was a state of the art instrument, the halves of a refractor objective sliding apart until the images of nearby objects overlapped.
The offset is then measured with a fine scale and microscope to determine their angular separation. Brass telescopes found their way
into meteorology.

Fig 05 Theodolite. 
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This 40mm low power instrument [Fig 05, previous page] was
used  extensively  more  than  a  hundred  years  ago  through  the
1990s to follow a rising weather balloon, the observer reading off
beautiful  vernier  scales  of  the  altitude  and  azimuth  every  30
seconds. Those numbers were crunched, then output as a series
of wind speeds with height that I as a meteorologist used to help
forecast wind shear at airports. When the observer noted "there
sure are a lot of stars out tonight", that was the key phrase that
they had  lost  track  of  the  little  battery-powered  light  hanging
from the balloon amid the distant shining suns in a black sky.

Decommissioned, replaced by automated radio signals, two of

those  lovely  instruments  passed  into  my  hands  from  fellow
meteorologist Al Pankratz. I sent one to be part of the Dorner
telescope museum at RASC National Office, to be an example of
the  long-standing  overlap  of   meteorologists  being  amateur
astronomers  in  our  Society.  The  other  I  brought  to  Victoria,
where it has a newfound purpose measuring the Moon through
the  eyes  of  Randy  Enkin,  expanding  on  his  decades  long
monitoring of lunar phase and size, unaided, and with a sextant.

That road trip to Vancouver  Island (to visit my Mum) also
allowed me to close one chapter and begin another in the story of
the Edmonton RASC Kidscopes.

Fig 06 A Millenial Project Kidscope, needing some cleaning

Designed by Dave Robinson and Roman Unyk, funded in the
early  days  from Edmonton  casino  events,  these  robust,  nearly
unbreakable  scopes  were  loaned  out  to  high  schools  for  their
astronomy  curriculum  courses.  Too  heavy/awkward  for  rapid
setup in our current loaner program, it might have been sent to
the recycler, but luckily this remaining Kidscope now has a home

at  the  Dominion  Astrophysical  Observatory  on  Vancouver
Island, playing a new role for their Centre of the Universe public
outreach programs.

It brings a smile to my face that all this happened within 30
days during the summer of 2024.

Historical Notes by Michael Ward

September 12, 1897 Irène Joliot-Curie was born, the elder daughter of Marie Skłodowska–Curie and Pierre Curie. Irène and Marie
are the only mother-daughter  pair to have won Nobel prizes. In Word War I she worked as a nurse with her mother as a field assistant,
specializing in radiology. She also worked alone at various medical facilities in France and Belgium, using x-rays to locate shrapnel in
bodies. She received a medal for her efforts. When the war ended she was only 21. She earned the Nobel Prize in Chemistry in 1935
for the discovery of artificial radioactivity with her husband Frédéric Joliot.

September 21, 1866  H. G. (Herbert George) Wells was born in Bromley, Kent, UK. He is widely regarded as the “father of science
fiction”, but he was also active in politics and a social critic. Winston Churchill greatly admired him. Wells imagined, probably for the
first time, ideas that we take for granted: time travel, alien invasion, flight, space flight, biological engineering, invisibility, and others.
A number of his novels and short stories have been made into movies.

September 22, 1791 Michael Faraday was born in humble circumstances, in what is now part of London, UK. He was mostly self-
taught, having received only a basic school education. He attended lectures by now-famous people like Humphry Davy with the help
of kind friends, eventually getting to know Davy, who hired him as an assistant. With Davy Faraday did much chemistry, but he is
best known for his work in electricity and magnetism. He is generally credited with inventing the electric motor and electric generator,
and the Faraday Cage (which shields your electronics from stray radio signals), among other things.

September 29, 1901 Enrico Fermi was born in Rome, Italy. He excelled at school and was able to get a good education, then find
work at various educational institutions in Italy. His wife was Jewish, so they moved to the U.S in 1939 when things were getting ugly
in Europe. He had no trouble finding employment; he had received a Nobel Prize in 1938 for his work in nuclear physics and was
immediately offered posts at several universities. Fermi was one of many experts rounded up to work on the Manhattan Project. After
the war he resumed teaching, but also continued to work at Los Alamos, and became an advisor to the newly-formed Atomic Energy
Commission. Despite all that, he is probably best-known for the Fermi paradox: the assumed existence of extraterrestrial life, but the
absence of evidence for it.
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