
STARDUST
Newsletter of the 
Royal Astronomical Society of Canada
Edmonton Centre

January 2026 Volume 72 Issue 5

Edmonton RASC members set up at the University of Alberta farm.
Image by Alister Ling. See article, 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  
P.O Box 1404 http  s  ://www.facebook.com  
Edmonton STN MAIN, AB https://twitter.com/EdmontonRASC
Canada, T5J 2N5 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

MEETINGS
• Admission is free, and everyone is welcome to attend, member or not. 
• Follow the signs from the main entrance.
• Edmonton Area Astronomy Discussions: visit https://groups.io/g/astro
• Public meetings are in-person AND on-line
• See https://edmontonrasc.com/meetings/

* Indicates a date moved due to statutory holiday.

Regular Meetings - free and open to the public

The RASC Edmonton Centre meets on the second Monday of each month, from September to June; if that is a holiday, it is the first
OR third Monday. See above. Meetings are held on-line and in the Zeidler Dome at the TELUS World of Science – Edmonton, 11211
– 142 St,  Edmonton. Meetings start at 19:30 and are typically two hours. If you want time on the agenda, contact the President.

Council Meetings
Council meetings are held on-line and start at 19:00. Any member of RASC Edmonton Centre is welcome to attend.  To request a link
to the meeting, contact the President.

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 south-east of Edmonton. The facility consists of an Observatory housing the
32" Unyk-Drew Telescope and a heated Visitor Centre. Access to BNLO is available to authorized RASC Edmonton Centre members.
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/.

YOU MUST APPLY FOR ACCESS TO BNLO: For details, visit https://community.edmontonrasc.com/?q=members-area/bnlo
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Pecunia Major over the casino.

RASC Edmonton Centre Casino 2026

Casinos are the RASC Edmonton Centre's main source of revenue that powers our astronomy programs. Our next casino is 
scheduled for Mon-Tue, Jun 22-23, 2026 at Pure Casino Edmonton, 7055 Argyll Road. We need 38 volunteers, so please 
volunteer so that funds continue to be available to power our our astronomy programs.

RASC Edmonton Centre programs powered by casino funds:

• RASC Observatory at TWOSE
• Black Nugget Lake Observatory
• PlaneWave Observatory at BNLO
• Telescope Loaner Program
• Milky Way Days

• Northern Prairie Star Party
• Jasper Dark Sky Festival
• Storage Locker
• Asset Insurance

WHEN:

Mon, Jun 22, 2026
Tue, Jun 23, 2026

WHERE: 

Pure Casino Edmonton
7055 Argyll Road

WHO:

38 volunteers needed

DAILY SHIFTS

Cash Cage DAY

General Manager
Banker
Cashier 
Chip Runner 

9:00AM - 6:30PM
9:00AM - 6:30PM
9:15AM - 7:15PM
9:30AM - 6:45PM

Cash Cage NIGHT

General Manager
Banker 
Cashier
Chip Runner

6:15PM - 4:00AM
6:15PM - 4:00AM
6:45PM - 3:30AM
6:30PM - 3:15AM

Count Room NIGHT

Supervisor 
Worker 

11:30PM - 3:30AM
11:30PM - 3:30AM

To volunteer, email fundraising@edmontonrasc.com with your first and second choices for date, position, shift and your cell number
for the call sheet.

Thank you for supporting RASC Edmonton Centre!
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Observing Group Report by Alister Ling

Welcome everyone to visual astronomy! The group invites
all observers, no matter how new or how experienced, telescopes
or not, to learn about the sky and smoothly operate their gear.

The next Zoom session is set for  Tuesday Jan 20th at 7
PM. Please send us a suggestion for an observing or telescope
topic you would like discussed. During our last zoom, we talked
about  printed  star  atlases.  A  nice-sized  planisphere  is  super-
handy for the beginner: with dates and time written on the rim,
you can  easily  see  what  constellations  are  in  the  sky,  how it
moves in a two hour session or see the "sudden" jump when you
haven't been outside for a month.

In-person  gatherings  are  for  you  -  get  that  new (or  old!)
telescope working nicely, be comfortable with the sky, pick up
tips  and  tricks  for  an  enjoyable  session.  It's  a  fantastic
opportunity  to  experience  failure  of  gear  or  inadequate
preparation which you can fix before you spend the drive time to
a dark site and fail out there.  In-town sessions are very short-
notice to side-step cloudy nights. Keep an eye on Facebook and
the astro email forum for announcements. We also try for darker
sky moonless nights within an hour's drive (most typically Friday
or  Saturday  but  we  can't  be  too  choosey!).  The  window this
month ends January 22, but reopens for February 7-20. Our most
recent in-town event was Tuesday, January 6 (see cover photo).

We set up David Lenzi's  8-in SCT and got a nice look at
Jupiter,  three moons and a handful of background stars.  I  saw
Ganymede's  shadow  before  the  turbulence  hid  it  from  view.
Meanwhile Luis got his 8-in Dob going. Al Pankratz dropped by
and commented on the nice sharp images. We had a look at the
Orion nebula and used my O III filter to boost the contrast. We
also looked at star clusters M35, M36, M37, and Pleiades,  the
Clown-face nebula, and double star Castor. 

Seemingly  nice  and  mild  for  mid-winter  with  an  earlier
daytime high of zero,  we were surprised at the rapid chill to -
10C.  The  frost  on  the  corrector  plate  was  substantial  -  no
problem, I have a 12V hair drier  for that. But,  my porta pack
couldn't handle the draw so it kept cutting out. I do have a 12V
extension  cord  to  drive  it  from an  idling car,  but  that  was  at
home. Lesson learned, and the cord is now packed with "regular"
accessories. Good thing we weren't out past Elk Island!

To  avoid  water  marks  on  the  corrector  plate,  once  I  got
home I  uncovered  the front  and  let  the frost  evaporate  in  my
unheated  garage.  One  must  avoid  trapping  that  moisture  or
bringing a frozen scope into a heated humid house.

Observing Group leads: Murray Hunt, Alister Ling

Scope Shenanigans, Software Edition, Part 2 by Alister Ling

Fig 01 Setting circles. Image credit: BBC Sky at Night Magazine (paywalled). 

Pointing Problems (Alignment, Argh!)

We've come a long way from the 1980s first computerized
telescopes  and  digital  setting  circles  with  encoders.  There  are
different ways of getting to the same answer, some surprisingly
frustrating. At last, there is a new kid on the block: PiFinder.

In a way, it's simple: you need to know your location and
date-time, the pointing position of your scope, and whether it is
alt-az or equatorial. 
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Then to get to a specific position (RA and Dec) you move
the scope a specific amount in each axis (for a human being it's
what you do with your body rotation and head tilt). This is how a
"one-star"  or  "solar  system align"  works.  The  original  Meade
"Lightswitch" back in the 90s had a bright idea. You pointed the
scope  level  and  north,  powered  it  on,  and  it  would  take  you
within a degree or two of the brightest object in the sky. If you
had trees or a building you could scroll to subsequent choices.
You use the finder and scope to fine adjust then press Enter. 

Reality  intrudes  because  there's  a  good  chance  for  alt-az
mounts  your  tripod/pier  is  not  level.  For  equatorials  it's  that
you're not polar aligned. The two-star method handles this. And
in case your tube is sitting slanted in its cradle, a 3-star method
accounts  for  that.  It's  also  forgiving  of  time  errors  of  a  few
minutes. The beauty of this is I can move my scope anywhere in
my backyard, eyeball the pole (or north) without a polar scope or
compass, do a 3-star align, and I'm on. 

But only if the software and instructions were well written
AND that I as a user have a decent amount of knowledge. The
companies soon realized that a lot of folk have no idea where
north is, or whether that bright object above the tree is Jupiter or
Aldebaran.  The  explanations  then  get  dumbed  down  and
convoluted  enough  that  an  experienced  amateur  has  trouble
following them. My lesson: read the manual for the scope, and
the various CloudyNights forum postings about it. Each mount,
even from the same company,  and each firmware  version can
sport subtle differences in procedures. If yours is a V3, do this,
but for a V4, do that. 

A  couple  of  years  ago  I  became  familiar  with  the
SkyWatcher  Synscan system. When my goto didn't  quite  land
right,  I  used  the  direction  buttons  to  center  and  hit  the  Sync
button. My next object was even closer. Then I got called over to

help someone with their Celestron - the target is a bright object, I
shift the scope, and  . . . where's the Sync button? There isn't one.
Oh, I must use Align. No, it asks me if I want to restart the 2-star
process! I later find out I need to simultaneously press the Logo
and Align keys, talk about non-intuitive. But instead of refining
the over-all accuracy of the pointing model, it's only for a local
zone nearby, so if I go 10 degrees away, it's not accurate enough
again. 

I  also  find  it  annoying  that  the  system  won't  let  me
dynamically switch from Solar System Align to 3-star align. As
it gets darker, I simply add new reference stars. Nope, I am in a
different alignment channel so to speak and must go back to the
top of the menu and restart the alignment process.

Then I remembered "Precise GoTo" on a controller. Instead
of using sync,  it  shifts  the scope to  a  nearby  bright  star,  you
adjust,  then  it  remembers  the  offset  and takes  you back  dead
center to your target. Wonderful. Ah, but that's V3. With V4, the
process  is  (supposedly)  more  accurate,  you  don't  need  that
function any more, so it's gone from the menu. But I'm still  a
quarter  degree  off,  and when I'm chasing targets  in the Milky
Way with a C11 whose low power is 115x, I'm lost in a forest of
stars. Give me back that Precise GoTo! 

A few years ago StarSense was unveiled: a mini camera-lens
combo that piggybacks on the scope, takes images of the sky,
plate solves and feeds the RA-Dec to the controller. The "killer
app"  part  is  that  with  one  button  tap,  it  auto-aligns,  spinning
around the sky by itself and after 5 minutes says "ready!". For
$650.  All  the  subsequent  GoTos  are  done  via  the  controller.
When my target  gets  too far  off,  I  center  it  then press  align,
whereupon it takes another picture, plate solves and updates the
pointing model. Is there a catch? It didn't perform for me.

Fig 02 StarSense.
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Perhaps it was the older CPC1100 gear system of the scope,
but even after  calibration on different  nights and adding 8 or 9
reference stars, the pointing still put the object close to the edge of
the field. And on many occasions, the system couldn't plate solve
the  field.   Fine  if  you're  shooting  Messiers,  but  nearly  stellar
planetaries in the Milky Way were once again hiding in the forest.
After several sessions of this annoyance, I went back to a 3-star
manual  process,  where  I  chose  the  stars,  because  the  SkyAlign
method where you just point it at three bright stars and let it figure
out which is which, failed on me more than once. 

The StarSense has a place if you have neck/back/knee issues
and want to minimize using the finder, and I hope it works better
on newer hardware with better gears. But it's a hard no for my
personal use at this point in my life.

Associated  with  the  imprecise  pointing  is  an  interesting
situation  with SkySafari.  I  quite  like  the  functionality  and its
ability to drive a wide range of  scopes,  yet  there  is  room for
improvement.  You can  clearly  see  how the target  star  is  off-
center. That's how it looked in the eyepiece, so SkySafari knows
that it is pointing is not right.  Presumably, it tells the scope to
move to a spot, the scope executes the command and returns its
final position. What is missing is an internal check "if the final
position is not the target coordinates, adjust." I've reported this
suggestion to the company but they have yet to approve my post.

The latest, PiFinder (see next page), I've heard is the ticket.
Uses the same shoe/base already on most scopes, slide it in and
as they say in reviews "it just works".

Arrows  and  numbers  tell  you  how  much  and  which
direction  to  push  the  scope,  to  an  accuracy  of  less  than  one
arcminute. PiFinder has oodles of catalogues,  built in logging,
self  contained  battery  or  wired,  flips  orientation-rotation  to
match the eyepiece view, you can even download Palomar Sky
Survey images on-the-fly. You only need to calibrate it once per
session on a single star and you don't even need to know which
one it is. 

I  hope  one  of  our  members  has  one  and  can  write  up  a
review of their experience. If you 3D print your own parts you
can  save,  else  one  can  get  it  ready  to  go  from
https://khanscope.com/collections/bblabs for $825 CAD. Fig 03 SkySafari off-target.

Fig 04 PiFinder alone (left) and at work (courtesy https://www.pifinder.io).
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Explore the Universe: Orion by Murray Hunt

Happy New Year everyone!  After observing the Hyades and Pleiades clusters and the constellations Auriga and Gemini last month, 
some may be wondering “Wow, does the sky get any better than this?!”  Let me introduce you to ORION.

ORION the Hunter

Orion is a magnificent winter constellation formed by a
very distinctive pattern of bright stars.  It covers 36 degrees
of sky and can be easily seen from the city. It is one of the
few constellations that really looks the part, and has been
imagined  as  a  hunter for  thousands  of  years  (the
Babylonians  recorded  Orion  in  astronomical  tablets  from
686 BCE, it is part of the Sumerian epic poem “Gilgamesh”
from the 18th century BCE, and the belt stars of Orion may
be  represented  in  the  cave  paintings  of  Lascaux,  painted
around 15,000 BCE).  

A large rectangle of 4 bright stars represents the  body
of Orion – Betelgeuse and Bellatrix his  shoulders,  Saiph
and Rigel his knees.  Three bright stars in a straight line in
the middle of the body represent  Orion’s belt – Mintaka,
Alnilam and Alnitak, listed west-to-east.  The belt stars can
be used as “pointer” stars south-east to Sirius (the brightest
star in the sky) and north-west to Aldebaran. Since the belt
is very close to the celestial equator, the midpoint in the sky,
Orion is  visible to observers  both north and south of  the
Earth’s equator.  Hanging from the belt are 3 “stars” in a
north-south line that  represent  his  sword.   Even with the
unaided eye, there is clearly more to it than just stars.  A
small  triangle  of  fainter  stars  marks  the  Hunter’s  head.
This upper part of Orion lies within the Milky Way.  His left
arm (to the West) holds a shield (6 or so fainter stars in an
arc convex to the west),  and his  right arm holds a club
high over his head.  See Figure 1, right.

Figure 1: ORION, showing the mythical hunter figure as imagined
through the centuries, as taken from SkySafari 6 Pro.

Orion  offers  many  delights  to  the  unaided  eye,  and  even
more are revealed in binoculars and telescopes.  Betelgeuse is a
red supergiant (appears orange) and is one of the largest  stars
known.  It is nearing its end-of-life and is expected to become a
supernova.  If this happens, it will out-shine the Moon and be
visible  in  daylight.   Rigel on  the  other  hand  is  a  blue-white
supergiant,  the  most  luminous  star  in  our  local  region  of  the
Milky Way.

In Orion’s  belt,  both Mintaka and Alnitak are multiple
star  systems,  and  the  belt  region  forms  a  large  open  cluster
Collinder  70 –  wonderful  to  view  in  binoculars  or  a  small
telescope.   Just  south  of  Alnitak,  the  star  Sigma Orionis  is  a
beautiful multiple star system, with amateur telescopes showing
4 stars.

Now, let’s go take a closer look at  Orion’s Sword.   The
upper “star” in Orion’s sword consists of open cluster NGC1981
and  bright  reflection  nebulae  NGC1973-75-77 illuminated  by
bright stars 42 and 45 Ori.

The middle “star”  is  M42, the Great Orion Nebula,  the
finest  example  of  a  diffuse  emission  nebula  visible  in  the
northern hemisphere.  It covers 1 degree of sky, 4 times the size

of the full Moon.  Shaped somewhat like an eagle in flight as
seen in a small telescope, this glowing cloud of gas is illuminated
by hot young stars that have formed from it.  The  Trapezium
consists of 4 tightly grouped stars in the center of the nebula and
visible in a small telescope - an awesome sight.  On a good night,
maybe you can see a 5th or 6th star?  More than 400 faint stars can
be  seen  in  a  larger  telescope  within  5  arc  minutes  of  the
Trapezium, all less than 100,000 years old. See Figure 2.

The lower “star” is a  bright open cluster NGC1980 and a
couple of bright double stars,  Nair al Saif being the brightest.
This  star  appears  to  be  a  “runaway  star”,  kicked  out  of  the
Trapezium cluster by a close encounter with other stars.

There  are  many other  deep sky objects  within Orion,  and
several  of  them are  targets  in  the  Double  Star,  Messier  and
Finest NGC observing programs.

The  recorded  observation  of  Orion and  the  M42  Orion
Nebula will check off just 2 more objects in the EtU program,
but will be well worth your time.  Combined with the objects
discussed in my 4 previous articles, this now checks off 28 out of
55 targets.  Halfway there to the certificate!

Enjoy stargazing and keep safe and warm this winter! 
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President’s Report by Clayton Knoll

Happy New Year. Well, it’s the start of another year. I hope
members were able to get out and do some observing or imaging
during the holiday season. It was somewhat challenging due to a
prolonged cold spell and a record amount of snow. I did some
binocular  viewing  but  was  fighting  a  bad  cold  for  most  of
December, but finally feeling better now.

The AGM will be held on January 12th, but this is not an
election year. That being said, we have two critical positions on
council that need to be filled in the near future. The first is vice
president and the second is telescope loaner coordinator. Both
are  important  positions  and  we  need  them  filled.  If  you  are

interested  in  either  one  of  those  positions  please  contact  me
ASAP at the email below.

With some warmer weather expected through the middle of
January  I  hope  people  can  get  out  to  dome  observing  and
imaging.  Dave  Mussell  has  some  outreach  opportunities  on
VicNet so please login and take a look at what is available. There
is one coming up soon for January.

That’s it for now, have a great January. Clear Skies.

president@edmontonrasc.com
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