GAS-light

April 2020
Welcome to GAS-light, the newsletter aimed at keeping us linked together as a Society
during this enforced period of physical distancing.
With very few contrails during the day and fewer man-made lights at night, now is an
excellent (albeit uninvited) time to go outside and look upwards.
There are two particular comets - C/2017 T2 PANSTARRS and C/2019 Y4 (ATLAS) - to watch out
for, some more solar activity anticipated and there’s plenty of opportunity to hone our skills at
finding our way around the skies (clouds permitting) and to learn more about star-, galaxyand nebula-formation or discovering the inner workings of software like Stellarium,
DeepSkyStacker or PixInsight.
As you’ll see the articles have all been written by GAS members. Please feel free to contribute
1
to future editions so we can keep this up (see footnote below ).
Meanwhile keep safe and “clear skies”.
Nick Tanton (editor)

Outreach at MSSL’s Open Evening in February
by Julia Gaudelli

Outreach Team (GAS) and Software Engineer (MSSL)

Most GAS members will be familiar with MSSL: it’s the home of our observatories and many
of its researchers and students have been to speak at our monthly lectures about their various
areas of expertise.
Choong Ling Liew-Cain, a PHD student in the Astrophysics group, was the latest of these. You
will remember she spoke to us at our December meeting about the evolution of galaxies and
how they can be characterized by machine learning tools. As well as her fascinating research,
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Choong Ling also finds time to organize much of MSSL’s outreach programme. The most
recent event was an Open Evening for local residents on the 17th December and as usual GAS
was invited to take part.
The format for the evening was an informal exhibition-style event where visitors could watch
demos and engage with staff to learn about their work. Professor Andrew Coates explained
how the Rosalind Franklin (ExoMars 2020) PanCam was developed and built at the lab. A
demonstration of Virtual Reality technology, a real CubeSat, results from the Gaia mission and
InfraRed astronomy were some of the other demonstrations.
For once we were lucky with the weather ! There was a gap in the clouds that just long enough
to allow all the 80 or so visitors a chance to go outside and view the early evening winter sky
through Tim Ellison’s Dobsonion. John Axtell and Tony Questa were also on hand to guide
visitors around the night sky and to point out the highlights. Most people were amazed at
what they could see given the wide southern vista and relatively low light pollution.
Indoors we had plenty to interest people and to provide back-up plan in case of bad weather.
Colin McGill was very popular as he demonstrated remote astrophotography, displaying live
images on his iPad from his telescope in Spain. He was inundated all evening by people eager
to find out how it worked and he managed to get some fantastic images of the Pleiades and a
galaxy or two.

Colin shows us how to take incredible images while keeping warm and dry
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Equally popular was David Putland who had brought along his meteorite collection. The young
children in particular loved to handle the meteorites and hear about the fate of the poor
dinosaurs.

David Putland shows visitors some meteorites

Tim gives visitors a chance to observe the Orion Nebula
Page 3 of 8

I was able to showcase more of GAS members’ astrophotography and other activities with a
lot of images on our display panels. The whole sky maps and John Evan’s Milky Way panorama
were great talking points.
My previous experience of the meagre budget allocated to MSSL’s outreach events had
alerted me to the possibility that the advertised ‘refreshments’ might be disappointing, and I
was not wrong. Thinking ahead I had hidden a jar of hot chocolate and a pack of Hobnobs and
so the evening for the GAS crew at least was rounded off perfectly !
Many thanks again to everyone from GAS who came along to make the evening such a
success.

What’s Up for April
by John Axtell
John has kindly provide a link to the presentation slides for his Brooklands Radio “Stars Over
Surrey” presentation from 27th March 2020 which includes “What’s Up” for April.
If you’ve not already seen it from the GAS website under the “Observing and Events” tab you
can there directly from
https://www.brooklandsradio.co.uk/documents/Stars%20Over%20Surrey%20%20News%20and%20Whats%20Up%20202004.pdf
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Looking at the Moon
by Martin Baker
Well, well a few clear evenings at the end of March, although it was quite breezy.
So off to the telescope to image the Moon. My scope is a William Optics FLT98, the imaging
camera being a QHY163M plus filter wheel. This works quite well as the CMOS camera is USB3
so highspeed video can be captured.
To capture the video, I use Sharpcap, it has a built-in focusing tool that works very well &
allows reduced frame sizes, so you don’t need to capture full size frames.
For the first image I used the Ha narrow band filter. It was early evening & still quite bright, so
Ha is a good light reduction for the Moon & was already in the wheel. The other images were
taken through the Oiii narrowband filter. Both filters seem to reduce the atmospheric
turbulence, well to my eye anyway. Oiii gives a slightly brighter image & a bit more contrast.
Even using narrowband filters, the exposure speeds are in the millisecond region so a lot of
frames can be gathered quickly.
To process I use Autostakkert 3. This grades each frame allowing you to use & stack the best
selection. For these images I was using around 20% of a 2000 frame video.
From there it’s into Registax 6 to sharpen the resulting image from Autostakkert using its very
good wavelet functions.
After that, into Photoshop for some cosmetic contrast improvements with the High pass filter
& curves tools. Then a rotation to show the Moon as it was in the sky at the time.
Have fun imaging & looking at the Moon, it changes every night.
Autostakkert & Registax are free
https://www.autostakkert.com/
https://www.astronomie.be/registax/
Sharpcap is free with a Pro paid for version also available
https://www.sharpcap.co.uk/

Page 5 of 8

Comet C/2019 Y4 (ATLAS)
by Jonathan Shinn
I really enjoyed Rob Graham’s excellent ‘What’s Up’ presented at the last monthly meeting in
March, before ‘social distancing’ was introduced and the consequent cancelling of GAS events.
I was intrigued by his description of a new comet and so decided to see if I could find and
image the comet myself.
Luckily we’ve had a run of clear nights this week (late March) and so it was an excellent
opportunity to dedicate one of those evening in my search for the comet. I plugged the coordinates into Sequence Generator Pro, my image acquisition software and my scope slewed,
plate solved and then took the first image. To my delight, I was able to pick out the comet in
the first image as a fuzzy blob in the centre of the screen.
I also did a stack into a single image which you can see below:

Image 27/03/2020: APM 107/700, Skywatcher NEQ6, CDS Pro II Modified & cooled DSLR

COMET NAMING CONVENTIONS
Looking into the discovery of the comet in more detail, I found that it was discovered on 28
December in Mauna Kea in Hawaii by ATLAS (Asteroid Terrestrial-impact Last Alert System).
This is a robotic survey and early warning system for objects coming close to the earth.
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The name of the comet prompted me to investigate how comets are named. This is done by
the naming convention of the International Astronomical Union’s (IAU) which I’ve shown in
the graphic below.

IAU Comet Naming Convention
‘ATLAS’, the survey that discovered the comet is self-explanatory. The next letter is the
comet’s type. ‘C’ means it is a non-periodic comet, which is basically anything with an orbital
period over 2,000 years. ‘P’ would be a comet with an orbit of less than 2,000 years. The year
is the year of discovery, this is then followed by a number and a letter. The number refers to
the time of year in which the comet was discovered. Each month is split into first and second
half. The first half of the month (1st to 15th) and second half (16th onwards) and are notated
by a letter, so the first part of January is ‘A’, the second half is ‘B’. ‘I’ isn’t used; hence the
second half of December is ‘Y’. The final number is the order in which the comet was
discovered in that part of the month.

MAGNITUDE AND ORBIT
The comet is a near-parabolic comet, looping its way in from the outer solar system with a
period of approximately 4,800 years. Due to inner solar system interactions it appears to have
some variability in its orbit. The comet will pass closest to the sun (perihelion) on 31 May 2020
at a distance of 0.25 AU. When it was discovered in December it was only about 20th
magnitude. The exciting thing about the comet is that it was magnitude 17 at the start of
February but has brightened to Magnitude 8, a 4,000 fold increase in brightness. It appears
slightly green in the images as many comets do, due to the emissions of diatomic carbon.
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PROGNOSIS FOR OBSERVING
The comet currently lies in Ursa Major but is about to move through Camelopardalis and
Perseus in April. At it’s brightest it will be in Taurus on 31 May, which incidentally will also be a
first quarter waning moon (the moon will set at 02:06) so conditions should be quite good for
observing.
If the comet continues to brighten at its current rate it will be as bright as Venus in the night
sky. However, while this would be spectacular, most comets don’t live up to their promise and
are notoriously unpredictable and can break apart as they approach the sun or simply fizzle
out.
I’ve found the comet with my scope and plate solving but I’ve also heard reports that
experienced observers can find it with 15 x 70 binoculars now.
I haven’t seen a good comet since 1985 when I was lucky enough to observe Halley’s comet
from the beachfront in Dunedin, South Island, New Zealand. The whole town turned out to
watch the show. Then again, not much else happens in Dunedin!
I’ll keep an eye on this comet and post any images I get to the GAS Facebook page. Fingers
crossed for a spectacular comet in 2020.
You can also watch my progress in imaging the comet here: https://youtu.be/JheGLAicrIE

Feedback
by Nick Tanton
As you will appreciate this newsletter is an experiment. It will increasingly rely on input from
you (i.e. other GAS members – as many as possible). This will help to ensure that the content
covers as wide a range of astronomical topics as possible and so reflect the interests of you all.
Don’t be shy – a paragraph or two will always be gratefully welcomed and it doesn’t have to
be polished prose.
If there’s enough content we might try to publish the next edition at the beginning of May –
for that a deadline of Saturday 26th April will help me a lot.
We would appreciate your feedback, your suggestions and your contributions.
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