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GAS-light 

 

Welcome to this seventh edition of GAS-light, the Guildford Astronomical Society newsletter 
aimed at keeping us linked closer together as a society through COVID lockdown and its 
aftermath. 

Despite some warm weather, for many of us the past three months have been dogged by 
cloudy or partly-cloudy nights … one can only think that some people have been buying more 
telescopes and other bits of astronomical kit - the traditional trigger for such “star-gazing 
droughts” (mea culpa) .  Nevertheless some stalwarts have managed to make pictures and this 
edition contains imaging contributions from Tim Ellison and Martin Baker together with an 
article Julia Gaudelli has written about the history of the John Smith Telescope and GAS’s links 
with MSSL at Holmbury St Mary. 

If you haven’t already discovered we’ve been having problems with the GAS website and our 
webmaster has been tearing his hair (and whiskers) out trying to solve the issues - with scant 
help from our hosting service.  Please bear with us (and importantly spare a thought for 
Martin) and check your email in-trays carefully and frequently for news and communications 
about GAS. 

Please feel free to contribute text or images to future editions so we can keep this up (and see 
the footnote below 1).  Don’t feel shy or diffident – I’ll happily accept (almost) anything that 
might be interest to GAS members and my editing pencil is blunt and rarely used. 

Meanwhile, continue to keep safe, wear your masks as appropriate, look up, “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 2021 
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The GAS “John Smith Telescope”  

By Julia Gaudelli 

I wonder how many GAS members are as intrigued by the history of the John Smith telescope 
as I am.  There are quite a few sources of information, some of which are already in the GAS 
archives.  This Newsletter seems like a good place to bring together what we already know, 
and to appeal to other GAS members to contribute anything else they may have. 

From the GAS Website: 

The JST is named after John Smith who was a long-standing member of the society, a lifelong 
amateur astronomer, and one of the foremost radio astronomers in the country.  With his 
technical ingenuity he made many improvements to the Observatory and its systems and was 
GAS’s Observing Directory for many years.  Sadly John passed away in 1998 and the 
observatory and in particular the telescope are now dedicated to his memory. 

From a conversation several years ago with GAS member Phil Beastall: 

Norman Fisher offered a ½ metre (21.5 inch) telescope to GAS from Croydon/S.London 
Astronomy society in the ‘80’s for £800 and GAS accepted.  Henry Wilding then contacted GAS 
to say that S. London Astronomy Society didn’t actually own the telescope, he had loaned it to 
them on a semi-permanent basis.  Fortunately he was willing to sell it for £800. 

The telescope was originally owned by Dr. William H. Steavenson (1894–1975) who used it to 
research double stars.  It was made by John Henry Hindle (1869–1942) for Steavenson who 
later went to Cambridge and ordered a 30 inch by the same maker. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

W.H Steavenson,  
President of BAA,  President of RAS 
Gresham Professor of Astronomy                   J.H Hindle 
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GAS had £400 in funds so needed to raise the rest.  Phil Beastall organized a coach trip to the 
Paris Observatory but in the end only a few GAS members signed up.  Many BT engineers went 
along instead for the Paris night life.  This was March 1987, a few days before the Herald of 
Free Enterprise sank at Zeebrugge. 

The telescope was installed on the one ton fork mount that it’s on now but it was originally 
moved by a ratchet system.  GAS member Chris Hopper and AWR motorized it in the ‘90’s and 
turned it into a GoTo system. 
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Originally it was configured as a Newtonian-Cassegrain (hence the hole in the primary mirror) 
and was enclosed in wood.  The telescope has a 2.5 metre focal length and is now a standard 
Newtonian at f/4.78.  It’s not known who converted it.  The minimum visual stellar magnitude 
is approximately 16.  My own observing notes from a few years back have a record that John 
Gaudelli, aged about 14 and with particularly good eyesight, claimed to be able to see Saturn’s 
tiny moon Mimas whose surface area is slightly less than the land area of Spain.  His 
observation and sketches were later verified by Stellarium. 

The observatory building in the grounds of MSSL was ‘rescued’ from BT at Odiham where it 
had been part of a telephone exchange.  It was transported to MSSL in a horsebox, and the 
transportation cost was one bottle of whiskey. 

The dome is half of a sphere which was made by the BBC to represent the Earth, and had hung 
at the Royal Albert Hall for a Miss World Competition.  To remove the surface oceans and 
continents, GAS simply left it outside to weather for a year.  The other half of the dome went 
to GAS member Brian States for his home observatory. 
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Extract fom ‘The Memoires of Dr. Eric Dorling’ which appeared in the 
March/April 2011 edition of GAS’s then occasional newsletter “Skywatcher”: 

“University College London became the owner of the Holmbury House estate early in 1965.  
The house was then an empty shell in desperate need of refurbishment.  The purchase, helped 
by a pump-priming gift by the electronics firm Mullard Ltd, provided a home for the 
Department of Physics rapidly expanding space research group headed by Dr R.L.F. Boyd, later 
to become its first Director.  A contractor set to work early in 1966, beginning by rewiring the 
house and its outbuildings.  Bit-by-bit thereafter various members of the group moved in and 
by September the laboratory was complete.  It was formally opened in May 1967. 

The group’s research interests had initially been confined to atmospheric physics but as 
satellites, ever more capacious and sophisticated, became available the group’s much desired 
goal came in sight - astronomy.  Boyd and his right-hand man, A.P.Willmore, had much earlier 
and with commendable foresight set their sights on the search for possible stellar X-ray 
sources, the Sun having already been shown to be an X-ray emitter, though at a very low level.  
Later it was discovered, at first by a group at Harvard, that powerful X-ray sources did indeed 
exist throughout the observable universe; their study demanded a major advance in 
instrumental technology for all areas of research.  That advance led in particular to NASA’s 
Orbiting Astronomy Observatory Copernicus, carrying in 1972 in piggy-back mode a pointed X-
ray instrument built at Holmbury.  Thus began the new discipline of X-ray astronomy followed 
by ultra-violet and infrared astronomy by other groups, so adding to the early work of radio 
astronomers at Jodrell Bank and Cambridge.   

In due course, ground-based observational astronomy using the growing number of major 
observatories around the world became the active interest of MSSL staff. It was against this 
background that I was visited, sometime in the 1970s, by a member of a local amateur 
astronomy group.  Could we, he asked, provide a site in our grounds for the erection of a small 
observatory.  I had been responsible for the management of the laboratory from its very 
outset in 1965 and so was able to help.  An extensive walled kitchen garden, largely empty and 
unused, was ideal as a site and we were able to provide in it a suitable wooden building, with 
a roof modified to be moved back for sky observation.  Thereafter the local group came and 
went as they pleased and I eventually retired in 1983.  I am glad to hear that Guildford 
Astronomy Society have added observing facilities on an impressive scale, so that I warmly 
applaud them and wish them well.” 
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The 20.5 inch scope 
that Hindle made for 
Steavenson 

 

 

Further Reading 

There is an article about John Henry Hindle by Kevin Kilburn FRAS. on Manchester 
Astronomical Society’s website: https://www.manastro.org/hindle.html 

… and this article in ‘The Amateur Astronomer’ describes Hindle’s work and 20 ½ telescope 
which could well be ours.  

INGALLS, ALBERT G. “THE AMATEUR ASTRONOMER.” Scientific American, vol. 145, no. 5, 1931, 
pp. 344–355., www.jstor.org/stable/24975856. Accessed 29 Mar. 2021. 

 

  

https://www.manastro.org/hindle.html
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North America, a Pelican, and a Swan’s Tail 

By Tim Ellison 

The image below shows an area of sky within the constellation of Cygnus the Swan. It is quite 
a large area – wide enough to fit twelve copies of the full Moon side by side across it, if we 
had them to hand. 

The bright star at the right is Deneb. This is the brightest star in the constellation, and one of 
the brighter stars in the night sky. It marks the position of the tail of the swan. It is believed to 
be about 2,600 light years from us, although measurements using different methods have 
yielded inconsistent results for the distance. It is thought to have a mass about 19 times that 
of the Sun, a diameter about 200 times that of the Sun, and a luminosity about 200,000 times 
that of the Sun. Deneb is classified as a blue-white supergiant star. Its precise evolutionary 
state is unclear, and there are several different paths which it could be following. However 
they will all result in it eventually exploding as a supernova. 

Of the other stars in the image, perhaps about three or four are bright enough to be visible to 
the naked eye given favourable conditions. The rest become visible only with the aid of 
binoculars or a telescope, or by using a camera. 
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The annotated copy of the image identifies a number of other interesting features. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NGC 7000, or the North America Nebula, is the large area of reddish nebulosity at upper left. It 
does rather spookily resemble the outline of the continent of North America. The part of the 
nebula which resembles Mexico is known as the Cygnus Wall. With a prominent red band 
running along its “west coast”, it can look spectacular in “close-up” photographs. 

In the middle of the image, IC 5070, or the Pelican Nebula, is another area of nebulosity. 
Pelicans aren’t usually red in colour, but this one is. Its appearance is emphasised by what 
looks like a moat of blackness surrounding it – this actually being a dark band of molecular 
dust. 

The Pelican and North America nebulae are actually a single cloud of ionised hydrogen. The 
dark clouds of dust in front of them divide them and give them their characteristic shapes. 
Recent data from the Gaia satellite has allowed the distances to quite a number of the stars 
which are embedded in the nebulae to be determined accurately. As a result of this, the North 
America and Pelican nebulae are known to be 2,590 light years from us – quite similar to the 
estimated distance to Deneb. They are both illuminated by a star which is near the middle of 
the image, hidden behind the dark dust cloud, just off the Florida coast. 

Another area of reddish nebulosity is IC 5068, which is partially cut off at the bottom of the 
image. It is sometimes informally referred to as “South America”. It is separate from the other 
nebulae and is closer to us, at about 1,600 light years away. 
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The Milky Way passes through the area of sky in the image. Hence there are a very large 
number of stars visible. In the areas covered by the dark dust clouds only the foreground stars 
can be seen – all those beyond the clouds are hidden from view. In other areas vast numbers 
of more distant stars can be seen. 

Technical Details : 

Location :   Frimley 

Date :  17th July 2021 

Camera :  Canon 600D modified 

Lens :  Sigma 150-600mm f/6.3 C series lens (modified) 

Mount :  Skywatcher AZ-EQ6 autoguided 

Exposures : 118 x 60s @ ISO800 and 190 mm f.l., sensor temperature 26-30°C 

   40 darks, 40 bias & 20 flats 

Processing : PixInsight & Photoshop 
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Messier 5 

By Martin Baker 

 

This image is an attempt at HDR combination using a series of 30s & 120s subs. 

In April I managed to get 20 x 30s each RGB frames.  

At the end of May I caught another 24 x 120s each RGB frames. 

It is still very light in integration time being 58mins per channel. 

Looking at, it I think another hour at least of 120s subs is needed to bring up the outer stars of 
the cluster. Something for next year ! 

Technical Details : 

Location :   Sandhurst 

Camera :  QHY163M CMOS camera with Baader RGB filters  

‘Scope :  FLT98 

Mount :  Tuned Skywatcher NEQ6 autoguided 

Processing : PixInsight 
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An annotated version is shown below. 

 
 
 
 
GAS Light and feedback 
This and previous editions of GAS Light are available (under normal circumstances) on the GAS 
website under the Resources tab. 

I hope you enjoy 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. 

Nick Tanton - editor  

President of GAS 

 

 


