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GAS-light 
 

 
 

Welcome to this fourth edition of GAS-light, the newsletter aimed at keeping us GAS-
members linked together as a Society during lockdown and its aftermath. 

The absence of an edition in July was, in part, due to a lack of copy.  Please feel free to 
contribute to future editions so we can keep this up (and see the footnote below 1). 

Unlike C/2019 B3 (PANSTARRS) and C/2019 Y4 (ATLAS) which promised much and then 
disappointed, the comet C/2020 F3 (NEOWISE) has been the contemporary icy-body which has 
set hearts aflutter and cameras whirring over the past weeks.  It can hardly have slipped your 
attention. 

For a while C/2020 F3 (NEOWISE) was naked-eye visible triggering wistful recollections of 
C/1995 O1 (Hale-Bopp).   Amongst the petabytes of NEOWISE images now taking up space on 
servers across the world, GAS members have not been idle and several of their images are 
shown below. 

We also have a great article by Sue Oakley who describes how she came to one of our 
beginners sessions, took advice and is now the contented owner of a new ‘scope. 

John Axtell offers both a beginners tip and some sound and timely practical safety advice 
about observing the heavens in the current biohazard climate. 

Martin Baker presents you with a challenge. 

Meanwhile the Perseid meteor shower will soon be with us so there’s a note on where to 
look.   

Continue to keep safe, wear your masks as appropriate, “clear skies” and Carpe Noctem. 

Nick Tanton (editor) 

 

                                                           

1  Three simple rules – politeness, acknowledge all references & any copyright and no politics.  Oh and, like 
the Spanish Inquisition, there’s a fourth - the editor’s decision is final. 

Please send text as Word documents and images as .jpg or .tiff to the editor at  
nick.tanton@btinternet.com 

August 2020 
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Starting out in astronomy 

By Sue Oakley 

I have always been fascinated by the night sky, looking up and thinking ‘wow’.  As a child I 
learnt to recognise a few constellations and over the years I’ve enjoyed seeing occasional 
comets, eclipses, and the ISS gliding across the sky.  After holidays away from city light 
pollution I’d come back saying ‘I really must learn more’.   I enjoy skiing holidays for many 
reasons; the skiing of course, but also the mountain air, the views and at night the dark, clear 
skies in stark contrast against the white mountains and where the stars seem even bigger and 
brighter.  But somehow on returning from these holidays the reality of day to day life got in 
the way (living in inner London didn’t help) and pursuing this interest was always pushed to a 
back burner.     

However, in the last couple of years I have had more time to do more than just stand and 
stare and be awed.   

I find the various night sky apps now available on tablets and phones help enormously.   I 
bought myself some binoculars, small ones (Celestron 8 x 56) but well worth it.  Suddenly even 
in Surrey’s light polluted skies I could see so much more.  As an absolute beginner I found their 
wide field of view helpful, it is so much easier to keep track of where I am!  I still get a real 
buzz, when using my binoculars, seeing so much more detail in familiar ‘beginner spotting’ 
targets such as Orion’s belt and the Pleiades.  Oh, and finding the Andromeda galaxy for the 
first time was a real ‘wow’. To think I am looking up at another galaxy so many light years 
away that hosts who knows (and I suspect some of you do) how many stars and possible 
exoplanets.  

The next stage on my starting out in astronomy 
journey was to undertake a 4-5 month online 
course that involved practical assignments.  I 
needed a telescope for this and after much 
online research that suggested what was best for 
beginners, I bought a National Geographic 
76/350 compact telescope that came with a 
couple of eye pieces.   

 And before you all write in, I know that this was 
the wrong approach and that there is an 
extremely helpful article on the GAS website  
entitled ‘DON’T BUY THAT TELESCOPE UNTIL YOU 
HAVE READ THIS’  but I didn’t know about  GAS 
then, let alone the help on offer.   Indeed, I very 
quickly realised for myself that the telescope 
really wasn’t doing it for me, although it was 
effective for some things such as moon gazing.  
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This was fortunate as one assignment was to determine the height of moon mountains; it 
coped with that even though my maths struggled.    

As a follow up to the course the organisers recommended joining an astronomical society and 
this led me to GAS. 

I was lucky to join a workshop for beginner members run by the GAS on ‘Setting up your 
Telescope and Navigating the Night Sky’ with a follow up practical session trying out members’ 
telescopes that they had brought along to Newlands Corner.  This was the final push I needed 
to think about getting my own, effective, telescope that I could use at home, one that I could 
start to use more or less straightway but would also be ‘grow’ with me and be good enough 
when I was ready to advance to more adventurous sky gazing.    

John Evans rashly offered to advise and I bombarded him with questions that he answered 
very patiently.  His advice included suggestions of reliable stores.  So late February, en-route 
to visiting friends, my husband and I stopped at Rother Valley Optics with my shopping list in 
hand.   They were also extremely helpful answering even more questions, and in helping me 
find the right equipment for me.  So, I am now the very proud and excited owner of a 4” 
refractor plus a small selection of carefully chosen eye pieces.  I had a budget in mind but 
went over it a bit; my justification is that I was future proofing my investment and I wouldn’t 
grow out of its capabilities too soon.  My husband, who has no interest in star gazing, 
contributed as an early birthday present and, I believe, considers himself set up for the next 
few years with birthday and Christmas present ideas as there will always be additional extras 
to aim for.    I was fortunate that I got it just a few weeks before lockdown as the unplanned 
extra time has given me more opportunities to get to grips with it.  I have so much more to 
learn though to ensure I make the most of this (to my mind) beautiful telescope.  So far, my 
greatest excitement sky gazing with it has been seeing the rings of Saturn, even though it 
meant being up at 2 am and I am not a night owl type person. 

I am still at the very beginner stages, trying to find my way round the skies and, not 
surprisingly, I am very quickly realising that the more I learn the more there is out there to 
learn and see.  Last September we had a holiday in Somerset and had a fantastic guided night 
walk on Exmoor with our guide pointing out constellations.  The Milky Way was so clear, I envy 
the locals their dark skies.   I am still trying to get my head around the scale of the Universe 
and the vastness of the skies; the numbers seem meaningless. I still say ‘wow’ at regular 
intervals when out star gazing.  My next step would have been another, longer classroom-
based course, but current circumstances have resulted in this being postponed a year.  

My advice to anyone else starting out is not new and I am sure has been said many times.  

 Binoculars are great. They are portable and even small ones show a surprising amount 
of detail compared to the naked eye.  

 Join a society as early as possible (even if you don’t, like me, always understand all of 
the many excellent talks, you learn so much) 

 Get advice for buying a telescope from people you know not the internet.  I am deeply 
indebted to GAS members and in particular to John Evans in this respect. So many 
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have been willing to share their expertise and give their time for those of us starting 
out.  Buy the best you can afford. 

 Wrap up warm and enjoy.  I do. 

Beginner’s Tip          

By John Axtell 

(John first wrote this as a relative beginner in 2003 for the original GAS newsletter Skywatcher.) 

 

I’m sure that many of you will have come across the same frustration that I used to have – I 
set up my ’scope (a Newtonian) for my first object, all nicely balanced and with finder and 
eyepiece conveniently positioned at or near the top of the instrument.  Then I’d decide to 
move on to some other object, and find that the orientation of my equatorially mounted 
’scope now meant that I had to rotate the tube to bring the finder back to a convenient 
position.   

I never seemed to remember to bring the scope to the horizontal before doing this, and not 
unsurprisingly I found that as soon as I loosened the tube rings, the scope slid downwards and 
I lost the careful balance I’d previously established.   

Apart from doing it right to start with there is a fairly straightforward solution.  In ‘the old 
days’ it was possible to buy a tube strap for one’s telescope, but seemingly not so today – so 
what to use as a substitute?  The first thing I tried (on a 6” Fullerscope Newtonian) was a pair 
of large, rubber tree-ties linked together and tightened round the tube at the point above the 
upper hoop ring.  This did quite a good job of stopping any sliding, but Stephen Tonkin 
provided an even better solution – an embroidery hoop!  These are to be found in your local 
sewing shop, and come in several sizes, and are made of either plastic or wood.  I could not 
find one of the exact diameter I wanted, so the wooden variety allows the hoop to be easily 
shortened by just removing the screw clamp, cutting off an appropriate length and reattaching 
the clamp.  Stick a length of foam rubber draft excluder to the inside, and you have an 
excellent marker that will always ensure that your telescope remains in perfect balance 
throughout the evening.  This was done first for my old Fullerscope reflector, but I then did 
the same for my 5” Skywatcher refractor; I still have and occasionally use both telescopes, the 
original embroidery hoops are still both in place and work fine to this day.  Anyone for 
embroidery? 

 

PS. You might find Stephen Tonkin’s web-site and books very helpful, there’s a lot of useful 
tips to be found there - www.astunit.com and www.binocularsky.com

http://www.astunit.com/
http://www.binocularsky.com/
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Comet C/2020 F3 (NEOWISE) 

C/2020 F3 (NEOWISE) was naked-eye visible a few weeks ago and presented a rare 
opportunity for viewing a comet with simple equipment (Mk 1 eyeballs, binoculars or cameras 
on tripods).   

As it has been at a relatively low altitude, finding a suitable view point required a bit of 
research.  In the Surrey Hills we are truly and richly blessed by trees and some modest 
topography - until you try and look NW through NE at 20° or less.  Glenn Bates and Pam Noon 
decamped to Somerset and managed to image both the comet and noctilucent clouds on the 
same night whilst others went to their upstairs bedroom windows, to Merrow Downs or to St 
Marthas or, in my case, climbed the scaffold tower I’m currently using to paint the upper 
windows of the house. 

Here are some of those images. 

 

 

Glenn Bates            Sparkford Somerset 12
th

 July 2020 - Canon EOS 5Diii, Canon 24-105mm lens at 24mm, f4.0, 20s @ ISO1600 
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Julia Gaudelli                    Looking North over Woking 11
th

 July 2020 - 110mm refractor & Canon EOS 450, 6s @ ISO800 

 
 

 

John Nicholas            Gomshall 10
th

 July 2020 



GAS Light 4                      Page 7 

 

Nick Tanton                        South Holmwood 21
st

 July 2020 - Canon PowerShot Pro G7X 36.8 mm, f2.8, 4s at ISO 800 

 

 

Martin Baker                       Sandhurst 17
th

 July 2020 - Canon EOS 7Dii 100-400 zoom at 100mm, f5.6, 10x1s, ISO6400 
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John Axtell                   beside the Wey 23

rd
 July 2020 Canon EOS 550D 28mm, f2.8, 30s 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Answers to Crossword 2  (with thanks to Gordon Joy) 

Across 
1     Andromeda 
4     Great Pegasus 
6     Bodes 
11   Butterfly 
12   Whirlpool 
14   Sunflower  
16   Crab 
17   Spindle 
19   Pinwheel 
21   Hercules 
24   Wild Duck 
25   Gumball 
26   Dumbell 
27   Cigar 
31   Catseye 
33   Orion 

Down 
1     Virgo  
3     Surfboard  
5     Summer Rose 
7     Lagoon 
8     Trifid  
9     Starfish  
10   Blackeye  
13   Eagle 
15   Omega 
18   Pleiades 
20   Winnecke  
22   Sombrero 
23   King Cobra 
28   Ring 
29   Ptolemy 
30   Beehive 
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32   Phantom 
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Covid-19 and Telescopes - a Warning ! 

by John Axtell    

As some lockdown restrictions are lifted, at least in most areas, it might well be tempting to 
get the telescope out and share our passion for the night sky.  After all, the evenings are 
beginning to draw in, Jupiter and Saturn are well placed in the Southern evening sky, Comet 
C/2020 F3 NEOWISE is still observable - it might seem a great idea to show these gems off to 
friends and family.  My strong advice is - don’t even think about it!   

Amongst the very clear Government messages about stopping the virus are the frequent 
washing off hands and the importance of not touching the face, especially the eyes, all to 
reduce the chance of transferring the virus.  You might think what’s all this to do with a 
telescope?  I ask you to just think about it - our breath settles on the telescope and can also 
fall on the eyepiece - I’m sure many of those of you who show children the night sky at 
outreach or elsewhere will have found eyepieces steamed up by a child breathing out all over 
it.  Nowadays that breath could well have the virus contained within the droplets.  Even some 
other trusted astronomer might be asymptomatic and if you attend an observing event, if 
his/her moist eye comes close to your eyepiece contamination might occur, and it would be 
your moist eye that is next at that same eyepiece.  So the hard lesson is an eyepiece is the 
perfect vector for virus transmission.  OK, so surfaces can be sterilised, and we’re encouraged 
to do that in our normal lives; I don’t know about you but I’ll be blowed if I’m letting any 
sanitizing gel get anywhere near my clutch of Teleview Ethos and Nagler eyepieces! 

I attended the last Star Party to be held immediately before lockdown - at Haw Wood Caravan 
Park near Saxmundham in Suffolk.  The astronomers there discussed this issue and we 
adopted a protocol that I think is still perfectly valid and ought really to be shared widely 
within our astronomical community:  

1 - Don’t ask to look through anyone else’s telescope 

2 - Don’t allow anyone else to look through yours. 

 

If no vaccine is forthcoming and it’s felt that at least some outreach work is required, for 
Cub/Scout badgework etc, then I believe it should just be conducted by those amongst us who 
have the appropriate kit so that images of the Moon, planets, and maybe some of the brighter 
deep space objects can be shown on screen.  If anyone is involved in EAA (Electronically-
Assisted Astronomy) then even more objects would be available - but these folk are few and 
far between. My view is that outreach has to be off the table until such time as we can all be 
protected by a vaccine, however long that takes.  

All of the above seems to me to be just plain common-sense, but neither I nor my fellow 
astronomers at the Star Party are medical practitioners, so I have asked the Federation of 
Astronomical Societies to seek expert advice and promulgate that around their member 
Astronomical Societies, and I hope they’ll get back to me before long  I have this week 
contacted the president of the British Astronomical Association, and he supports my view 
completely.  One of the BAA Council is a former GP, and the president also knows a optics 
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expert who could contribute advice, so I hope soon to have some corroboration.  One thing I 
have heard is that the FAS insurers have stated that the PLI insurance provided to member 
Societies will not cover Covid related claims.  If this is indeed the case then that will focus the 
minds of Society officers as Directors’ Responsibility could be called into play were there to be 
an issue. 

We all love our hobby, love the night sky, and love showing it to other people - but let’s play 
safe for a while. 

 

 

 

Nessie – where is she ? 
Martin Baker poses a teaser.  Where is this DSO to be found ? 

 

 

Martin Baker         20x 6min Ha with the FLT98 QHY163M. 20x 6min Ha, stacked in PI, contrast tweaked in PS. 
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Brief notes on the Perseids meteor shower 

by Nick Tanton  

The Perseids meteor shower is caused by the debris of Comet 109P/Swift-Tuttle.   

Perseids are active between the 17th July and 24th August with the peak this year from 
midnight of the 12th August through to dawn on the 13th.   

This year the moon will be waning and at its last quarter.  It rises  East North East at about 
22.45 UTC (23.45 BST) and will be about 12° above the horizon at midnight UTC on the 
11th/12th.  The following day (12th/13th ) at that time it’ll only have risen to about 7°. 

The image below (taken from Stellarium) shows where the “radiant” of the shower will be just 
after midnight UTC on the 11th/12th August. 

Advice on how best to watch this meteor shower can be found at : 

https://www.rmg.co.uk/discover/explore/space-stargazing/meteors-comets-
asteroids/Perseid-meteor-shower  

 

 

 

In my experience, wrap up warmly, lie on a deckchair or lounger and look towards the radiant 
but try not to focus on it.  Perseids are quick and rich in fireballs so patience should be well 
rewarded. 
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What’s Up for August 

by John Axtell    

John’s “What’s Up” for August can be found as part of his “Stars Over Surrey” presentation for 
Brooklands Radio from 31st July 2020 at    

https://www.brooklandsradio.co.uk/starsoversurrey.html 

 

GAS and Social Media 
Facebook (as also other “social media”) is understandably not everyone’s cup-of-tea but GAS 
does have a presence on Facebook so if you are an FB user check us out. 

This and previous editions of GAS Light are available on the GAS website under the Resources 
tab 

 

Other Astronomical Societies 
The Hampshire Astronomical Group operates from its Clanfield Observatory base on the 
borders of the villages of Horndean.  Clanfield is reputed to be one of the best equipped 
amateur observatories in the UK and is situated on the edge of the South Downs National 
Park.  

Check out their website https://hantsastro.org.uk/ and their Facebook Page. 

 

Feedback 
I hope you’re enjoying reading GAS Light - your candid comments, constructive feedback, 
suggestions and, especially, contributions will be greatly appreciated.  Please step forward to 
contribute and don’t be shy – a paragraph or two will always be gratefully welcomed - it 
doesn’t have to be polished prose.  This’ll help ensure that the content covers a wide range of 
astronomical topics and so reflect the interests of you all. 

If there’s enough content I might try to publish the next edition at the very beginning of 
September – please get copy to me by August 29th. 

Nick Tanton - editor (and President of GAS) 

https://www.brooklandsradio.co.uk/starsoversurrey.html
https://hantsastro.org.uk/tour/index.php

