ETX-125 OBSERVATIONS FOR JUNE / JULY 2005

I have put together about a dozen viewing sessions for this period, all done from my rear garden in Bury, Lancashire, England (11 miles from Manchester, moderate light pollution). All times quoted UT first, with local time in brackets.  

Despite the all-night twilight, this was quite a busy time, taking in the last views of Jupiter for the year, plus the first look at Mars.

Eyepieces used throughout all sessions were:

Low power = 40mm Meade Series 4000 Super Plossl (48x)

Standard power = 26 mm Meade Series 4000 Super Plossl (73x)

High power = above plus 2x Meade barlow (146x), or 11mm TeleVue Plossl (173x)

Maximum power = 11 mmTeleVue Plossl plus 2x Meade barlow (345x). 

Standard power was used throughout all sessions unless otherwise noted, generally for viewing planets or double stars.

June 6, 2005

Conditions: clear with some horizon haze, 16°C, calm, seeing 6-7, ZLM 4.6

Time (UT): 21:30 - 23:40

21.30 (22.30) Sky dark enough for me to align the ETX on Arcturus and Rasalhague (Alpha Ophiuchi).  

21.40 (22.40) I was able to pick up R Leo in the evening twilight, as it was going down in the west. I made it about mag 6.1, close to maximum. R Coronae was also at its normal resting magnitude of 6.0.

21.55 (22.55) I took a quick look at Jupiter, but no Great Red Spot nor interesting satellite happenings. 

22.00 (23.00) All the Dipper stars were now easily seen with the naked eye, so it was time to check out R UMa. The 9.8 comparison star was quite easily visible in the main scope, but R was about half a mag fainter, continuing its decline to 10.2.   

EASY AND HARD LABOUR IN HERCULES

22.05 (23.05) The main constellation of the night was the legendary hero of Hercules, now very high in the south. Personally, though, I find Hercules to be a rather dim group and difficult to make out apart from the ‘butterfly’ pattern of its six main stars. In fact, traditional maps show the hero kneeling upside-down, head-to-head with the other giant, Ophiuchus. 

There were so many doubles to see in the group, that I decided to split the session into ‘standard’ and ‘high-power’ phases, taking in revisits of several pairs first seen way back last summer. One double was a ‘chameleon’ as it appeared to show very different colours from last year.   

The first double in view under medium power was the wide Kappa, showing yellow and orange colours. Gamma was wider, all-white and with a greater magnitude difference. STF 2063, 37 Her and 100 Her were again all-white pairs.

Although it was only an optical pair, Delta showed an interesting contrast in colour. Last year I recorded it as all-white, but this time I suspected a greenish cast to the primary, and the companion looked pale lilac. In passing, some books described it as ‘green and violet’, but to me the colours were subtler than that.

STT 329 was wide and showed a yellowish primary and a light orange companion, It was in the same medium-power field as another double, Rho, but the latter did not look cleanly separated in that eyepiece.

Mu revealed a yellow primary, with a faint reddish-orange companion, and 56 Her was similar but the companion was barely seen and showed less colour. 

I then followed up with three faint ‘mock-Albireos’, namely STF 2120, STF 2178 and STF 2194. 

STF 2098 was an attractive triplet, not unlike a wide all-yellow version of the winter triple of Beta Monocerotis or Iota Cassiopeiae.  

STF 2277 was another attractive triplet with a white primary, and orange companions on either side, three times wider on the west than the east.

STT 341  was a complicated all-yellow grouping with five wide members forming an attractive field. 

22.50 (23.50) I switched to the high-power eyepiece to continue with the tougher doubles in Hercules. STF 2021, STF 2052, STF 2319  and STF 2135  were well-matched all-yellow pairs, with the last-named tending more to orange. I failed with 68 Her (u Her) due to the faintness of the companion. 

Rho revealed its all-white components easily, as did the evenly-matched STF 2245. STF 2087 showed yellowish and bluish coloration. 

I needed maximum power to separate the orange and white pair of 90 Her, the yellowish and bluish STF 2107, the all-white STF 2289 and the well-matched yellow STT 358. The last-named had a wide but faint third component.  

I ended my Hercules doubles hunt session with a toughie and two colourful pairs. Zeta revealed a yellow star with barely a hint of a bump, even at maximum power. Far more satisfiying were the white and yellowish pair of 95 Herculis and the glorious orange-red and greenish pair of Alpha (Rasalgethi).

23.30 (00.30) Having exhausted the doubles, it was time for a quick look at Hercules’ deep sky objects. I logged fair views of M13 and M92, but NGC 6229 was barely seen, as the sky was still in twilight. 

The planetary nebula NGC 6210 formed a right triangle with two field stars, and was distinguishable by its strong blue colour, despite being only a third the apparent diameter of Jupiter. Another planetary, IC 4593, needed averted vision to confirm it, one third of the way between two 9th-magnitude field stars. 

23.50 (00.50) The cross of Cygnus was now high in the east, and I took a look at two famous long-period variables in it. R was a little brighter than the 8.2 star – I gave it about 7.9. Chi was brighter and redder, now on about 5.5.

23.55 (00.55) The last target was a show-stopper - the glorious golden and blue pair of Albireo. 

INTERPRETING DOUBLE STAR COLOURS.

Tonight’s session showed how perceptions of double star colour can differ between various observers, or even in the eyes of the same person !

The pair of 95 Herculis had been described as ‘apple-green and cherry-red’ by the 19th-century observer Rev W. Smyth; others have described it as ‘pale blue and rose’, last year I personally recorded it as ‘reddish and greenish’, yet tonight I saw it as ‘white and yellowish’ !

This just goes to show how easily the human eye can be deceived when it comes to double stars. So many factors can affect colour perception, such as sky brightness, seeing, and maybe even viewing order. Last year I logged 95 Herculis immediately after looking at the red / green pair of Rasalgethi, but this time I viewed it immediately after Zeta. Could this have had anything to do with it ? 

June 7, 2005

Conditions: clear, minimum 15°C, calm, seeing 7-8, ZLM 4.7 at midnight UT

Time (UT): 21:35- 00:25 next day

21.35 UT (22.35 local) Aligned the ETX on Arcturus and Vega. 

21.40 (22.40) I warmed up with a session of top doubles in Boötes, namely Epsilon, the low-power ‘double-double’ of Iota and Kappa, Xi and Pi. 

21.55 (22.55) Revisited Serpens Caput, with looks at Beta, Delta, STF 1931 and the globular M5, which was plainly seen despite the twilight conditions. 

23.10 (23.10) Quick view of Jupiter, with the Great Red Spot clearly seen towards the west. Galileans from west to east were Callisto and Europa west of the planet, with Ganymede and Io east of it. 

HEAVENLY MUSIC – THE LURE OF THE LYRE

22.15 (23.15) Tonight’s main attraction was a happy hour in the small but prominent constellation of Lyra now riding high in the east, packed with interesting objects for the ETX, including two double doubles, a very red variable, and one of the most famous of all planetary nebulae.  

Most of the doubles in the list were best at medium power.

Zeta - a nice easy all-white pair

Beta - showed a colour contrast of off-white and blue.  

Theta  - nice colour contrast of orange and bluish, despite the large magnitude difference. 

Eta – a white and blue pair, again with a large magnitude difference. There was another wide double south of it, later confirmed as SHJ 289. 

Delta – a very wide reddish and blue pair, best at low power. The rich background gave it the impression of being in the middle of a sparse open cluster. I was unable to see the 11th-mag companions to the red Delta-2 even at high power, as evidently they were to close to the primary’s glare (a bit like Antares !) 

R Lyrae – although single, I have listed it because of its strong red hue.

STT 525 – wide, with yellow and blue components, but I could not see the close companion of the brighter yellow member.

STF 2351 - all-white pair better at high power.

STF 2372 and STF 2376 – wide all-white pairs

STF 2380 – yellow and bluish wannabe Albireo

STF 2431 – white and blue

STF 2472 – orange primary in a pretty field, with three faint companions giving it a look of a ‘Sagitta’ at high power  

STF 2483 – an all-white pair, but the field was equally interesting, as it looked like a miniature of the constellation itself.

There were two remaining multiple systems in Lyra after this session: 

STF 2470 and 2474 formed a fine double-double system, with the pairs parallel to each other, both aligned about east-west. Moreover, the colours differed: the northern pair (STF 2470) was white and bluish, but the southern pair (STF 2474) yellow and bluish.  

The final Lyra multiple target was the famous double-double of Epsilon, always a show-stopper. High power gave the best view, with the main pair aligned north-south. The northern pair (Epsilon-1) was again aligned about N-S, but the southern one (Epsilon-2) was aligned E-W. Strangely, Epsilon-2 looked the easier to split, despite its slightly smaller separation – probably due to its smaller magnitude difference. All components of Epsilon were white. 

I then took a look at the two Messier objects in Lyra, namely the fairly easy globular of M56, followed by the famous Ring Nebula, M57. Despite the twilight, the smoke-ring shape of M57 was very evident at high power. 

23.30  (00.30) Parked the ETX at the end of a very enjoyable session. 

June 8, 2005

Conditions: clear, light variable wind, seeing 7, ZLM 4.5 

Time (UT): 21:50- 00:00

21.50 (22.50) Aligned the ETX on Arcturus and Vega.

22.00 (23.00) I warmed up with a selection of top doubles in Hercules and Lyra; Alpha Her, 95 Her, Eps Lyr, STF 2470 / 2474, Zeta Lyr and  Beta Lyr.

Strangely enough, 95 Her appeared reddish and bluish tonight, so I reckon it must have been the result of previously viewing Alpha (Rasalgethi).

GIANTS AND SNAKES - ROUND TWO

The main feature of tonight’s session was a continued tour of Ophiuchus and Serpens Cauda.  

22.25 (23.25) I began with a look at the wider doubles in Ophiuchus, starting with the white pairs of 53 Oph and 61 Oph, the faint-companioned 19 Oph, and the off-white and lilac pair of 67 Oph.

Fainter pairs included the yellow and orange STF 2235 and the yellow and bluish STF 2346.  Another wide but pretty double was the orange and bluish S 694, graced by a red star in the same field to its northeast. 

After this double viewing session, I switched my attention to the Messier globulars in the group, and surprisingly, they were not too difficult despite the twilight conditions. M10, M12, M9 and M14 were plainly seen in the ETX, although M107 and M19 were lower in the sky and benefitted from the light pollution filter. M10 and M12 were equally bright, but the latter appeared rather more loose. Another new deep-sky object in Ophiuchus was the small bright planetary NGC 6572, seen to the left of a neat rectangle of field stars, betraying its presence by its blue-green colour.

23.10 (00.10) Returning to the doubles hunt, I needed high power to split the white pair of STF 2276, and maximum power to separate the all-yellow Tau and  the white and yellow Lambda. Other tough pairs were the white STF 2114, and the all-white Burnham 126. I removed the barlow to enjoy the finest double in northern Ophiuchus, the striking yellow and magenta pair of 70 Oph.  

I then took a tour of the tail-end of Ophiuchus’ serpent, which featured a particularly fine double. Standard power revealed the white primary of Nu to have a light orange companion, whilst STF 2204 was a fainter all-white matching duo. STF 2342 was a wide all-white pair, and was in a rich field, on the edge of the bright loose cluster IC 4756. It formed a neat triangle whose westernmost star was clearly reddish.  

Higher power was needed to split the yellow and bluish 59 Ser, reminiscent of a dimmer version of Izar in Boötes, and also the all-white STF 2375.

The last double in Serpens Cauda on tonight’s list was the fine bluish pair of Theta, which was best seen at lower power.

00.00  (01.00) Ended with a feelgood look at the Wild Duck cluster in Scutum, M11.
June 11, 2005

Conditions: brief clear intervals, seeing 5

Time (UT): 2120 – 22.50 

The weather was too cloudy to do much stellar or deep-sky work, but at least there were some interesting Jupiter satellite events to observe, and the Moon also provided some reasonable views at medium power despite the poor seeing. I therefore set up the ETX from last night’s ‘park’ position without any star alignments.  

21.20 UT (22.20 local) Jupiter had three satellites on show; Europa was very close to the west of the planet, with Callisto six Jupiter-diameters west, and Io half a diameter to the east. (Ganymede was currently in occultation).

21.30 (22.30) I took a look at the 5-day Moon. The main feature was the crater Fracastorius slap-bang on the terminator. It looked like a ‘cove’ jutting into the Mare Nectaris, as its north wall had been submerged by the formation of the Mare. 

21.40 (22.40) Io was now a little closer to Jupiter, and Europa had gone into occultation, leaving the planet with apparently only two moons !.  

21.50 (22.50) Went indoors for a cup of tea, hoping that the brief clear spell would hold out in time to see further satellite phenomena, though the seeing was too bad to go above standard power.  

22.20 (23.20) The image of Jupiter was now pulsating violently as layers of cloud began to cover it, with very brief chances of catching the satellites. At about 22.35 (23.35), I just caught both Io (about to transit) and Ganymede (just emerged from occultation) very close to the right of the planet, with Ganymede southerly, until the whole image faded behind cloud. Some twenty minutes later, Ganymede had pulled away from the planet, but Io had begun its transit and become lost from view. I had to park the ETX a few minutes later, as the cloud cover became total.  

That was a pity, as there were three other satellite events that night which I might have had a chance of seeing:

a) Io’s shadow beginning its transit at about midnight UT

b) the start of an eclipse of Ganymede about 45 minutes later

c) Io re-emerging from transit at about  01.00 UT.  

In hindsight, though, only the start of Io’s shadow transit would have been visible after all, as Jupiter would have been hopelessly low for the other two.
June 12, 2005

Conditions: brief clear intervals, seeing 5-6 

Time (UT): 20.30 – 21.10, then 23.15 - 23.30

Again, the sky was too cloudy and bright for any stellar or deep-sky work, and so the 6-day old Moon and Jupiter were the only targets.  

20.30 (21.30) I took in a quick low-power look at the 6-day-old Moon, with the Theophilus group of craters the main feature.

20.45 (21.45) Jupiter had three satellites on view, with Io in occultation. Callisto was well west, about 5 planet-diameters, with Europa 3 diams east and Ganymede another diameter east of that. On the globe of Jupiter itself, I spotted a dark festoon off the North Equatorial Belt  west of the meridian, with the Great Red Spot now well clear of eastern edge. 

21.00 (22.00) The sky had darkened enough for better look at the Moon, but within the next ten minutes the scene was overcast, so I brought the ETX home. 

23.15 (00.15) I resumed viewing Jupiter through an open window, and there were still only three satellites in view. The seeing was by now very poor, but just under ten minutes later I noticed a faint point about half a diameter east of Jupiter’s equator. Io was just re-emerging from eclipse by Jupiter’s shadow, and about ten minutes later it was sufficiently clear to equal Europa in brightness. The planet disappeared behind a large cloud a few minutes later, so it was ‘End of Session’. 

June 20, 2005
Conditions: clear spells, fresh, 13°C, seeing 7 

Time (UT): 20:35 – 22:15

ANOTHER JOVIAN SATELLITE SHOW.

I enjoyed this diversion last night from my skies near Manchester, although I had to wait until 20.35 UT (21.35 local) to spot Jupiter in the ETX's field of view, apparently with only Ganymede and Callisto for company to the east. By then, Io's shadow was already well on the planet, about a quarter of the way across. 

The real fun started just before 21.20 UT (22.20), when three things happened in the space of ten minutes. First, Europa's shadow began to bite into the Jovian disk; about a minute later Io re-emerged from occultation; and ten minutes after that, Europa re-appeared just NE of Io. (I actually saw the reappearance of Io before Europa's shadow ingress). 

After about twenty minutes, at 21.45 UT (22.45),  Io and Europa were well clear of Jupiter, Io's shadow had passed west of the Jovian meridian, and Europa's shadow was a similar distance to the east. In passing, Io's shadow was more distinct than Europa's as befitted its larger size.


Houses in the way, coupled with deteriorating seeing, prevented me from seeing the egress of Io's shadow, but this did not detract from a fascinating evening's viewing.

22.15 (23.15) Clouds rolling in from the west – time to park the scope.  

June 22, 2005
Conditions: clear spells, fresh, 13°C,  seeing 8, ZLM 4.3 (at 23.00 UT) 

Time (UT): 20:25 – 20.50, then 22.05 - 23.00

20.25 UT (21.25 local) Rough-aligned the ETX, as it was not yet sunset !

This was probably be the last night for some time to get a decent view of Jupiter, rapidly fading into the evening twilight. The planet was clear enough in the ETX for me to see the closing stages of a shadow transit of Ganymede, with the Great Red Spot visible west of the planet’s meridian. Within half an hour, Ganymede’s shadow had left the planet.  Time for a coffee break !     

21.40 (22.40) Sky dark enough to align the ETX on Arcturus and Vega. 

21.55  (22.50) It was time to revisit doubles in the southern Ophiuchus and northern Scorpius. Antares was fairly easy with the naked eye, but the sky background was still bright enough to cut out glare when viewing through the scope. I gave myself twenty minutes to try and nail its companion, and was surprised to see it again during two fleeting periods of good seeing. Again, the companion was only visible for a second at a time.  

22.25 (23.25) The southern horizon was not too badly obscured by haze, so I revisited doubles in the far south of Ophiuchus and Scorpius. The orange pairs of 36 Oph and 39 Oph were striking, as was the white Rho Oph grouping. In Scorpius, I revisited Sigma, Beta, Xi + STF 1999 and Nu. The last-named revealed itself as a tentative double-double under high power, inasmuch as the brighter component appeared elongated, though the fainter component to the north was split more easily.  I also picked up two new doubles in the Scorpion at high power; the all-white 2 Sco, and the wider but more southerly 12 Sco. I tried to slew to HN 39, but houses were in the way given its high southern declination of -29.7° !

23.00 (00.00) Parked the scope after a feelgood look at Albireo.


June 26, 2005

Conditions: clear but muggy, with horizon haze, 20°C, seeing 8, ZLM 4.4

Time (UT): 21.50 – 23.30

This was the muggiest night of the year so far for observing, with the added nuisance of swarms of midges for the first half-hour of the session. Although the transparency was very poor towards the southern horizon, the seeing was very good for doubles.   

21.50 UT (22.50 local) Aligned the ETX on Arcturus and Vega.

First, it was time to check up on a few variables. Chi Cygni was now at mag 5.2, R Cygni had faded a little to 8.1, and R Coronae was at its normal brightness of 6.0.

After looking at favourites in Hercules, Bootes and Corona, I focused on tonight’s target constellation of Aquila, the celestial Eagle. 

THE EAGLE IS SOARING

22.20 (23.20) I attempted to view a couple of deep-sky objects in Aquila, the open cluster NGC 6709, and the globular NGC 6760. The former only showed a few stars, and the latter was barely visible even in averted vision, so I abandoned that option and stuck to doubles all night. There were plenty there to see in the space of an hour ! 

I scanned the group from west to east at medium power, and completed the survey with more difficult high-power pairs. Medium power revealed the following: 

5 Aql - all-white

11 Aql - off-white and vaguely bluish

Epsilon - two very wide companions to its south, in a nice field 

STF 2426 - all-white

STF 2436 - rather faint but colourful orange and yellow

15 Aql - golden and greenish, not unlike Albireo

STT 178 - yellow and bluish

STT 370 - orange and yellow

28 Aql - both white

STF 2497 - both yellow

STF 2532 - orange with a companion just seen in averted vision

Mu - orange primary, with very wide and faint companion to its west

57 Aql - nice wide white pair  

High power was required for this list: 

STF 2404 - fine yellow and orange colour contrast

STF 2449 - both white

STF 2489 - white and bluish

23 Aql - yellow with a faint greenish companion

Pi - needed maximum power, yellow and blue, like a dimmer and tougher Izar in Boötes 

STF 2587 - yellow and bluish

STF 2613 - both yellow

STF 2616 - yellow and bluish

STF 2628 - yellow and slightly reddish

STF 2644 - both yellow

23.30 (00.30) I slewed the ETX north for a feelgood look at Albireo, and then parked the scope.

June 27, 2005
Conditions: clear, calm, 15°C, seeing 7-8, ZLM 4.7  

Time (UT): 22.00 - 00.40 next day 

This was a bit of a mixed night, as the Moon was starting to wane and rise later in the night, allowing some deep-sky views as well as doubles. It was also less muggy than the previous night, with better sky transparency for low southern targets. 

I had planned to concentrate on smaller groups tonight, but in the end I took in some highlights of Sagittarius as well.   

22.00 UT (23.00 local) Aligned the ETX on Arcturus and Vega.

A FOX-HUNT WITH AN ARROW 

No animals were harmed in this tour of the small groups of Sagitta and Vulpecula, the Arrow and the Little Fox. 

22.05 (23.05) Sagitta was the first port of call, and its four chief stars really did look like an arrow ! I reckoned that it was still not dark enough to see the globular M71, so I stuck to the six top doubles in the group. 

Epsilon was a gentle introduction, being wide and easy, with yellow and bluish-white members. Fainter, but more colourful, was HN 84, with deep orange and greenish components. Zeta was a white pair, but Theta was a fine yellowish duo with a third deeper yellow star southwest of the main pair. There was another wide yellowish double (S 737) north of Theta in the same L-shaped field. Finally, STF 2504 and STF 2484 were both all-white pairs, with the latter needing high power 

22.25 (23.25) The small modern group of Vulpecula, the Little Fox, was next on my hunt. The hunted had once been a hunter, since older maps showed Vulpecula et Anser, the Fox and Goose, in this area of the sky. The goose had long disappeared from the modern maps, so presumably the fox had eaten it ! 

The sky was now dark enough to look at the Dumbbell planetary M27 and the loose open cluster NGC 6940 before touring the doubles in the Fox. 

2 Vul was a tough all-white pair requiring maximum power, but STF 2525 was slightly easier. STF 2445 was again a white pair, but with a third light orange component to the east. Even more colourful was the wide yellow and orange pair of STT 181. 

Different again, and barely held at high power, were the pairs of 4 Vul and STF 2521. Each had an orange primary and a faint companion, just perceived as bluish. 

Another interesting colour pair at lower power was STF 2769, with white and vaguely reddish components, whilst STF 2560 was white and yellow with an orange star nearby. 

Using high power again, STF 2523 was a fine equal all-white pair in a very nice field, and STF 2655 was again white, in a field resembling a ‘Lyra’ or ‘Dipper bowl’. 

22.50 (23.50) The sky was now tolerably dark (4.0 mag), so I slewed back to Sagitta for an attempt at M71, and this time I could see that faint globular in the medium-power field. 

RETURN OF THE ARCHER 

22.55 (23.55) Having seen the Arrow, I was able to make out part of the Archer, Sagittarius just east of south, so I decided to re-acquaint myself with some of the Messier objects there, despite their low altitude. M23 and M25 were fine clusters revealing a few dozen stars each, and M22 was easy and quite impressive in the light pollution filter, as was the Swan Nebula, M17. I had not looked at any doubles in the group up to now, so I decided to break that duck. Again, as in Scorpius, low altitude prevented me from surveying too many of them, but I did manage to pick up eight. 

The gold and bluish pair of h5082 were distinct at high power, like a faint Gamma Andromedae. S 722 was, by contrast, a near-equal white pair. 

S 710 was a white / blue pair, also easy at high power. Burnham 639 was all-white, within a nice star-field. By contrast, the seeing and low altitude prevented me from cleanly splitting Burnham 132, although it did appear elongated during quiet spells.

Time now for another double-double – S715 and S716 to its east. Both pairs were easy at high power, but the latter was slightly closer.

My last Sagittarius double target was another colourful ‘southern Albireo’, 54 Sgr, well seen at lower power, with deep gold and greenish components.   

23.35 (00.35) I headed back north to check out some doubles and a grand open cluster in the small group of Scutum, the Shield.

Delta was a fine wide all-white pair, whereas STF 2306 was white and reddish. The pairs of STF 2325 and STF 2391 both showed little colour, as did STF 2373 under high power. High power was also needed for STF 2313, but this time there was a yellowish tint to the stars.  

No tour of Scutum would have been complete without M11, so I duly took a feelgood look at it. I also took a random sweep of the Scutum star cloud, and was impressed by the star counts there.   

IN THE DOLPHINARIUM

00:05 (01:05) The southeastern sky was just starting to be affected by the glow of moonlight as I began my tour of the compact little group of Delphinus.

I began with the rather dim globular of NGC 6934 before hitting on the doubles. The attractive triple of STF 2703 was the opener, describing a neat triangle, with components showing subtle contrasts of white, yellowish and pale orange. The pairs of STF 2690 (white and bluish) and the well-matched STF 2718 followed, with a red star to the north of the pair. STF 2679 was in an attractive field which resembled an east-pointing V, or a large flight of wild ducks. (I’d been looking too much at M11 !) Higher power was best when it came to viewing the yellow and reddish pair of STF 2725.

As with Sagittarius, I decided to leave the best double in Delphinus until last. Gamma was a lovely yellow and greenish pair well seen at standard. I could find the fainter STF 2725 with it in the same field, but higher power was better for splitting that one.

00.40 My last viewings before parking the ETX were two Cygnus favourites for low power: the bright coarse cluster M39, and a certain colourful double.

June 30, 2005
Conditions: mostly clear and calm, 14°C, seeing 7-8, ZLM 4.7  

Time (UT): 21.50 – 00.40 next day

This clear evening was an unexpected bonus, as the weathermen expected it to become overcast by nightfall. The clear weather held out quite well, and allowed me to complete the Messier catalogue from home tonight, with the exception of eight far-southern objects.

21.50 UT (22.50 local) Aligned the ETX on Arcturus and Vega.

A HAPPY ‘SWAN-AROUND’   

This evening was spent on exploring the most splendid of the summer constellations in the northern hemisphere, Cygnus, the Swan, now winging its way high in the east towards the zenith. The group was so packed with doubles, clusters and variables that this night's session did not do it justice. In addition, there was nothing better than a spot of sweeping at low power to take in the glut of star fields on offer.   

21.55 (22.55) I began with a collection of wider doubles as the sky was darkening, and this time the magnificent golden and blue Albireo opened the show. The rest were:

STF 2486 - yellowish 

16 Cyg - off-white, with a dimmer pair to its southeast

STF 2578 – white, with fainter reddish star to west

H 137 - white and yellowish

17 Cyg - off white and lilac 

STT 393 - orange and bluish

STT 394  - pale orange and yellowish

STT 404 - orange and bluish

26 Cyg – orange and white, faint companion

Omicron-1 - a wide triple with reddish, white and bluish components. Very impressive at low power.

HO 588 - appeared to be a member of a cluster

Gamma - wideoptical, but companion faint

STF 2687 - white pair

STF 2700 - orange and bluish

STF 2748 (aka H 113) – white and reddish

61 Cyg - both orange, a striking duo

Upsilon – all-white, faint companion

STF 2789 – an off-white pair, better at higher power 

S 786 – an orange and bluish pair just in the medium power field with STF 2789

22.50 (23.50) The high power doubles were a little harder to locate, since the ETX's GOTO accuracy was slipping a little in altitude, forcing me to slew manually. At least, the errors were consistent, as most of them involved slewing about half a degree in altitude only. 

The high power list was :

Delta - white and blue, easy in the seeing at 173x

Psi – both white

STF 2609 - both a little off-white, like a dim Zeta Aquarii. 

STF 2611 – orange and white

STF 2624 - yellow pair with third star at about PA300

STF 2671 – both white

49 Cyg - tough as Delta, off-white and white

52 Cyg – all-yellow, with faint companion

Lambda – failed to separate the main pair, with the ETX barely showing a bump, but a third component in the field was easy

STF 2741 – both white, rather tough, like Iota Leo, needing maximum.

59 Cyg – both white

60 Cyg – both white, faint companion

STF 2747 - yellowish and bluish

STF 2762 - yellowish and bluish

Burnham 159 - both white, with an easy 3rd companion to south

STT 437 – both off-white

75 Cyg - orange and faint greenish 

Mu - yellow and reddish

STT 456 – main pair needing maximum power, but two fainter and wider companions to west and east.

23.50 (00.50) After exhausting the doubles in Cygnus, I took a quick look at some of the deep-sky eye treasures within, including the open clusters of M29, M39, NGC 6871, NGC 6811 and the Blinking Planetary of NGC 6826. 

00.20 (01.20) I then checked the two top Mira stars in the Swan, and R Cygni was still near its maximum at 8.2, as was Chi Cygni at 5.1.

A NEW VARIABLE

Before leaving the variables for tonight, l had a first-time look at an eruptive or ‘dwarf-nova’ type. This was SS Cygni, just northeast of 75 Cygni, easily locatable on the midpoint on the southern side of an equilateral triangle of 8th and 9th-mag stars. As it happened, the three stars in the triangle were easy, but a nearby 11.4 mag field star was barely seen, and SS itself was invisible, so it must have been ‘at rest’.

My last two objects for tonight were both open clusters to the south of Cygnus. NGC 6633 in Ophiuchus was bright and quite distinctive, with its stars forming a pattern like a leaping dolphin or a Space Shuttle ! It still paled with the high-power view of M11, though.

00.40 (01.40) Time to park the ETX.
July 8, 2005
Conditions: clear and calm, seeing 7-8, ZLM 4.8 (at 00.00 UT)  

Time (UT): 22.05 - 00.40 next day, then 01.30 - 01.45
This evening was the first of a predicted settled spell, lasting nearly a week - rare in England and especially in the Manchester area !

22.05 UT (23.05 local) Aligned the ETX on Arcturus and Vega.

22.10 (23.10) Spent a happy half-hour on top doubles in Lyra and Aquila before the sky became dark enough for deep-sky objects. 

22.40 (23.40) I took another look at SS Cygni, and the field looked very different from a week ago. The triangle of field stars now had a bright member on its base, almost as bright as the 8.5 mag star at its southeast. SS Cygni had increased in brightness to about 8.7 some time in the last few nights. The ‘reverse nova’ star of R Coronae had still refused to stage one of its unpredictable falls and remained stubbornly at 5.9.

22.50 (23.50) Time for a rather casual deep-sky hunt, taking in previously-viewed Messier and non-Messier objects, although the Sagittarius targets needed the light pollution filter to get rid of Manchester’s contribution to the night sky. 

Briefly, they were as follows:

Globulars M10, M12, M14, planetary NGC 6572 and open cluster NGC 6633 in Ophiuchus

Open clusters M11 (Wild Duck) and M26 in Scutum

Dumbbell planetary M27 and open cluster NGC 6940 in Vulpecula

Globular M71 in Sagitta

Globulars M13 and M92, also planetary NGC 6210 in Hercules

Open clusters M16 (minus nebula) and NGC 4756 in Serpens Cauda

Open clusters M29, M39, NGC 6871, NGC 6819 and planetaries NGC 6826 and 7027 in Cygnus

Open clusters M18, M21, M23, M25 and M24; globulars M22 and M28; and nebulae M17 (Swan), M8 (Lagoon) and M20 (Trifid) in Sagittarius. The Lagoon was badly dimmed even in the filter, and I could only see the Trifid’s associated cluster.   

A FEW FAINT ODDMENTS

23.50 (00.50) After the happy hour, it was time for a short break before trying out some ‘first light’ non-Messier objects. I was during this break that I realised I could see the Milky Way in Cygnus and Aquila. 

NGC 6716 – mediocre open cluster in Sagittarius, with a trio of stars set in a glow, inside an upturned ‘dipper’. 

NGC 6818 – small but bright bluish planetary in Sagittarius, forming a shallow kite with three field stars, the westernmost one being reddish by contrast. 

NGC 6356 – faint globular in Ophiuchus, two stars point NE to it, and forming a triangle with another star to the NW of it.

NGC 6539 – faint globular on Ophiuchus / Serpens Cauda border, NE of Tau Oph, forming a ‘T’ with three fainter stars.   

NGC 6891 – planetary in Delphinus, seen only as a star on the base of a shallow triangle pointed up.

NGC 6946 – galaxy (!) in Cygnus, seen in averted vision, forming a near-equilateral triangle with two 7th-mag stars. Remarkable, considering its closeness to the Milky Way plane. 

00.20 (01.20) Time for another look the fine doubles of 54 Sgr and the ‘double-double’ of S715 / 716 in Sagittarius. I also took a first-time look at the white and yellow 21 Sgr, which proved to be tougher than Iota Leonis, though easier than Antares, with the companion barely visible at maximum power. At least the star was not as far south as Antares, which allowed fair seeing ! 

COMPLETED MESSIER LIST FROM HOME ! 

There was also one previously-unseen Messier object in Sagittarius which was ‘do-able’ from my home latitude. This was the faint globular M75, to the east of a line joining two 8th-magnitude field stars.

I then realised that I had completed the Messier catalogue as best as I could have done from 53.7° N, with the following qualifications: 

a) M6, M7, M55, M62, M54, M69, M70 and M83 were all too far south to rise well above the southern horizon from home, although I had logged the first four in binoculars from Portugal’s Algarve. 

b) M16 and M20 failed to reveal their nebulae for definite, but I was able to see the associated open cluster easily in each case.   

c) The ‘dodgy’ Messiers of M40, M91 and M102 were taken as double star Winnecke 4, galaxy NGC 4548 and galaxy NGC 5866 respectively. 

Excluding category (a), that made a grand total of 102 Messiers. 

NEPTUNE REVISITED

00.35 (01.35) Capricornus was coming into view, so I slewed the ETX to a long-forgotten planet, by keying in ‘Neptune’. At medium power, Neptune was a blue ‘star’ about 5 arc-minutes west of a field star of similar brightness, known only by catalogue ref of TYC 6347-1493-1. High power just showed it to be non-stellar.  

FIRST VIEW OF MARS

00.40 (01.40) Parked the ETX, but then brought it in for viewing the last planet of the night, and in fact the last major planet yet for me to see in the ETX – Mars.

01.30 (02.30) The sky was brightening again from the east, but Mars was well above the horizon, and about as bright as Saturn was at opposition six months ago. The seeing was only moderate at Mars’ altitude, and it had to be said that the view was disappointing, as Mars could not take above 146x. 

I could only make out a minute orange disk half the size of Saturn’s, showing a slight gibbous phase and a wishful hint of a south polar cap. 

Here’s hoping that Mars will look more impressive come October, with a definite polar cap and some markings on view !

01.45 (02.45) Packed the ETX up for the night.

July 10, 2005
Conditions: clear but muggy with horizon haze, 19°C, seeing 8, ZLM 4.5 (at 23.30 UT)  

Time (UT): 21:45 – 00:05.

This evening was very muggy, allowing only doubles and high-altitude targets. 

21.45 UT (22.45 local) Aligned the ETX on Arcturus and Altair.

21.50 (22.50) Spent a happy hour on top doubles in Cygnus and Lyra until the sky became dark enough for deep-sky objects, and a variable under surveillance. 

22.50 (23.50) SS Cygni had faded to 9.6 over the last two nights, and I now reckoned it to be equal to the second brightest star in the triangle, also 9.6 mag. 

23.00 (00.00) I went on a casual open cluster hunt, mostly in Cygnus, revisiting old targets and looking for doubles and multiples in several of them. 

M39 had a double inside it just north of centre and another one well to the south, while the rather sparse M29 reminded me of a faded Pleiades, or a miniature ‘Pegasus’.

NGC 6871 had a tight ‘Lyra’ parallelogram inside it, comprising the two doubles SHJ 314 and SHJ 315 – quite pretty at medium power.

NGC 6709 in Aquila showed a ‘skewed Orion’ appearance, although that asterism included a few unconnected stars. One nice triple was seen in the south though, namely the reddish and white Burnham 1464.

23.30 (00.30) I then looked east to revisit the best doubles in Cepheus, namely Xi, Delta, Omicron, Beta and the ‘double-double’ of STF 2819 and 2816. My new garden vantage point made it easier to check out those circumpolar groups before they rose too near to the zenith (less awkward straining).

Five medium-power doubles seen for the first time in Cepheus (plus one in neighbouring Cassiopeia) were:

STF 2810 -  all-white

STF 2872 - all-white, well-matched

STF 2893 - off-white

STF 2971 - both yellow

STT 486 - white and bluish

STT 485 in Cassiopeia, all-white  

00.05 (01.05) I ended the session with a look at Albireo. I was too tired to wait for Mars, so I parked the ETX. 

FOOTNOTE ON SS CYGNI

Two clear nights followed, so I was able track SS Cygni as it faded back towards its resting magnitude. On July 11 at 23.00 UT it had faded to 10.2, fainter than the three stars in the triangle, and at the same time the following night I measured it at 10.5 mag.
There were no other new targets viewed, so I have omitted them from the report.  

