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As I‟m writing this, we‟re already into February and for most of us
Christmas is a fair way behind now. One of my New Year resolutions
was to keep a clear sky record for this year, and I looked back at January to find that there were just 3 clear enough nights during the whole
month to do some observing. For those of you who care about these
things, I class a „clear night‟ as one where I figure it‟s clear enough at
9pm to make it worth getting a telescope out. Now 3 nights in a whole
month is a pretty abysmal statistic if you stop to think about it.
This month‟s issue features a lot of information on the Members
Survey. Our President John Evans has written the feature article and as
he outlined at the last meeting, contains a few surprises. I‟m also very
pleased to have a couple of articles from Brian Gordon-States, a former
President of the Society back in the early 90‟s. Beginners amongst you
will find some useful reading in his leader article.
Hope you enjoy this issue!
Peter Dean,
Editor
prdean@ntlworld.com

To the following
new members:

Membership now currently stands
at 89
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This months cartoon courtesy of www.xkcd.com

Russell Davis,
Alistair Lovegrove
Alex Nicolson,
Steven Turner
Brian Williams,
John Williams
Brian Yeomans
Andrew Yeomans
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In Praise of Binoculars

Long-time GAS member Brian Gordon-States explains why two eyes might be very
much better than one.

I

remember a long time ago
someone telling me that the
best telescope for you is one
you are going to use – and this
is very true. I wonder how many
telescopes sit in attics, garages and
sheds around the country because
the owners found then just too
much of a pain to set up, once the
initial surge of interest had passed.

scanning
along the
Milky Way
is an
amazing
experience

Recently I have had to stop using
my 6-inch Celestron refractor
while work was carried out on my
observatory, and even though I
have smaller telescopes galore, I
found myself turning to binoculars. The pair that I now own and
used were Revelation 15x70‟s
which were not expensive being
bought brand new from Telescope
House for around £60. (I also have
a pair of 10x50’s, and a pair of
10x25’s.)
Opening up my dome and using
the refractor with its GPS and
GOTO functions does not take
long, but not as quick as a pair of
binoculars particularly for new
comers. I know that you cannot
see the so called „real‟ deep space
stuff very well like distant galaxies and faint nebulae, and planetary detail is not much seen.
If I may be permitted to be modest
(Hmm, alright just this once…
Ed), and say that I am a fairly experienced observer, having been
doing it for over twenty-five years,
and I‟ve used some pretty large
telescopes in that time. However,
the first time I looked at the galactic cluster Messier 45 (the
Pleiades) up in Taurus in the
15x70‟s, I could not believe the
view, it was awesome, and this
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was in a large gap in clouds,
(which my American friends call
„sucker holes‟), after it had been
chucking it down with rain for
hours. If I‟d had only a telescope,
I would not even have been out
observing.
Observing open and globular star
clusters in binoculars is a wonderful pastime and scanning along the
Milky Way is an amazing experience, the Moon (hated by some
astronomers because it gets in the
way of the deep sky stuff) is an incredible sight, comets are great, in
fact I think that decent binoculars
are the only way to appreciate
comets fully. The brighter galaxies
fall easily within the range of
these binoculars, as do planetary
nebulae such as Messier 27 (the
Dumbbell Nebula, and Messier 57
(the Ring Nebula). Have you ever
tried tracking the space station
with a telescope? (There will be
those who will say – “who wants
to anyway”?)
In fact it will take an awful long
time to „use up‟ a pair of binoculars, and of course they can be
used for observing other types of
nature.
I remember back in 1986, Guildford Astronomical Society held a
public observing session for Halley‟s Comet up on Pewley Down,
and folks turned up with all manner of optical aid – but most were
binoculars of all makes and sizes
from 10x50‟s right down to tiny
opera glasses, and yet all who
came saw Halley with their own
binoculars, and it was not particularly bright. My friend David Dyer
(Continued on page 3)
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(Continued from page 2)

and I opened our StatesDyer Observatory to the
public during this period
and even those who came
along to look at the comet
through the 12-inch Newtonian and the 8.75-inch Newtonian, also brought binoculars and none were disappointed.

Comet Halley, 5/12/1985, 8.75-inch reflector, 20mm Erfle, x72. Sketch by P Dean.

Using
binoculars
helps you to
find your
way around
the
night sky

I recently made a check of
my observing records for
2007, and while I agree that
I included solar observing in
the figure, I was amazed to see
that I had observed on 81% of the
days – not bad, and a lot of this
was with binoculars.
Using binoculars also helps a new
observer to find their way around
the night sky, when used in combination with a Planisphere, a
good star atlas and a red LED
torch. Once you have learned to
find objects using binoculars, it
makes it easier when you start using a telescope – unless of course
you use the GOTO feature from
the start, in which case the
chances are you may have difficulty learning your way around
the night sky.

more leisure time doing observing
with the mark one eyeball.
I know that some readers of this
article will scoff and say “no – you
have to have a telescope, big is
beautiful”, and “imaging is the
only way to go and you can’t do
that with binoculars”. This may
well be true for experienced observers. A large telescope is a
mighty useful instrument, and a
small short focus refractor with a
CCD gives great images, but I
know some members in our own
society who own fairly large telescopes, and never get around to
using them, which is a waste. The
15x70‟s are on the borderline of
needing to be tripod mounted, but
you can lay down on a sun lounger
and support your elbows and
really relax while you enjoy the
sky above.
If you are new to astronomy, before you go and buy the biggest
telescope you can afford, think
about a pair of binoculars. They
are worth their weight in gold; not
only for you as a beginner, but
also to experienced observers.
Take a pair on holiday with you;
you won‟t regret it!

WARNING: Do not look at
§

In 1987 I was fortunate enough to the Sun with binoculars!!!
gain access to a large telescope at
McDonald Observatory out in
West Texas, and was staggered
when I realised that the profes- You can find the Telescope House website
sional astronomers had no idea of at: http://www.telescopehouse.com.
where anything was in the night
sky because the relied on setting
circles, computers and imagers –
in fact once we had shown them
Messier 51 (the Whirlpool Galaxy,
an awesome view in a 36-inch
telescope), and the brightest
globular cluster in the sky, Omega
Centauri, they vowed to spend
Page 3
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Dorothy Clapson 1906-2007
Dorothy Clapson, one of the earliest members of GAS, passed away during Christmas - Brian
Shorter gives us a retrospective.

D

orothy Clapson sadly
passed away on Sunday
28th October 2007. Dorothy, (as she liked to be called by
her friends and colleagues both
amateur and professional alike),
will be sadly missed by those of us
who remember her many contributions to the Society in its early
years.
Dorothy became a member of the
then Guildford branch of the Junior Astronomical Society (JAS) in
the early 1960‟s. In 1968 she was
instrumental in the Society‟s decision to change its name to the now
Guildford Astronomical Society. A
year later in 1969 she took over as
Secretary and obviously had many
ideas for the future direction of the
fledgling Society.
Her immediate objective was to
raise the membership by getting
the regular monthly meeting reports in the local press. This was
such a great success that it was
printed each month in the

Surrey Advertiser from September
1971 until April 1978. At the time
Dorothy joined the Society, meetings were held in the homes of
various founder members. Her
drive to increase the number of
members was so successful that
by the time she became Secretary, the Society‟s membership
had risen to 29. At this point, it
became clear that the fledgling
Society needed somewhere larg u i l dPage
f o r d 4a s t r o n o m i c a l s o c i e t y
www.guildfordas.org

ger to hold its meetings and it was
decided to hire a room in the Lantern café in Quarry Street, and
quickly followed by a move to the
Corona Café at 121 High Street
(now home to River Island Trading), in November 1970.
The next big change Dorothy oversaw was the introduction of our
programme cards, the first 50 cop-
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ies being printed in August 1971
by Break Away press.

ners. Even at 101 years she had a
very alert and active mind.

Dorothy was a very strong character and with a good sense of humour and touch of discipline she
helped to guide the society to its
present set up and strength.

Many of us senior members that
knew Dorothy will remember that
she positively revelled in a good
joke, much as we do today.

In 1977 Dorothy stood down as
Secretary, but remained a member
well, into the 1980s and was then
made an honorary member of the
society after which she remained
interested in astronomy and came
to our many annual Christmas din-
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It must be of some comfort to her
son, Geoffrey and family, that she
thoroughly enjoyed her 100th
birthday party.
Dorothy was truly one of GASs
early stars.
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Telescopes for Loan
No telescope? Still want to see planets and deep-sky objects? That’s not a problem if
you’re a member. Take advantage of the Society’s loan scheme. To find out how it works
and what you can choose, read on....

A

s we have had so many new members re2 – AstroSystems 6” F8, pillar, alt azimuth mount,
cently, it‟s probably time to remind all mem- undriven, (no photo available).
bers that the Society has four telescopes that
are available to loan. Quite often beginners to as3 – Tal 2 6” F8, pillar, equatorial mount, driven
tronomy are uncertain about what sort of telescope
to buy, and whether or not they‟d be able to use one;
so this Society resource gives you an excellent opportunity to try one out. Loans are only available to
paid up members, and are completely free, there‟s
no deposit required. Up until now we haven‟t put a
time limit on the loans, but we plan to operate on a
three-month minimum period, renewable if there‟s
no-one else waiting to borrow. Loans have been a bit
sluggish of late, but I‟m hoping that we can keep
these scopes in circulation by promoting their use a
bit more strongly.
All four instruments are Newtonian reflecting telescopes:
1 - Celestron 4½” F9, tripod, equatorial mount, undriven

4 – Orion Optics 8” Europa F6, Dobsonian mount

All of the telescopes are equipped with a finderscope, and at least two eyepieces.
If you‟d like to borrow one then please register your
interest with either John Axtell
(johnaxtell42@aol.com) or Tony Questa
(tq@11d.ndo.co.uk).
Page 6
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Who’s Who in the Society 2008
Name

Role

email

John Evans

President

mail@light-speed.org.uk

vacant

Vice President

John Axtell

Secretary /
Observing Co-ordinator

johnaxtell42@aol.com

Ted Dodman Treasurer

ted_dodman@hotmail.com

Chris Hopper Observatory Director

c.hopper@ntlworld.com

Tony Questa Assistant
tq@11d.ndo.co.uk
Observatory Director / Deputy
Observing Co-ordinator
Matthew
Mallinson

Librarian

Not on email

Bob Peake

Health & Safety Officer

NGC452@aol.com

James
Wilhelm

Web Master

james.wilhelm@gmail.com

Peter Dean

Newsletter Editor /
Assistant Web Master

prdean@ntlworld.com

Dick Alder

Committee member

Not on email

Tony Marsh

Committee member

a.r.marsh@imperial.ac.uk

Classifieds
Meade 8in LX200 UHTC / GPS with accessories £1650 ono. Comes with all the standard
bits (Tripod, finder scope, Microfocuser, Meade diagonal) plus the following accessories:
- Meade wedge
- 3 Eyepieces
- Dew heater band (but not the controller)
- Mains PSU, Meade F6.3 Focal reducer
- Meade Variable Projection Camera Adaptor
- Dew shield
- RS232 cable
Call Peter Campbell Burns on 07881 523287, or by email at Peter@campbell-burns.com.
(Peter is a member of Farnham AS.)
5-inch solar filter for ETX125
Eyepiece holder to fit on tripod or pier
An Owl Box for mounting an LX200 to a pier

£35.00
£5.00
£25.00

Contact Chris Thayer on 01252 793780. (Chris is also a member of Farnham AS.)
Page 7
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Classifieds
Fullerscopes 10” Newtonian
1981 quality UK build. Excellent optics on
Mark III Equatorial Mount - exceedingly
solid! Misc. 1.25” Eyepieces, inc
Barlow. £400 ono.
Contact Tony Pascual. Tel 01483 772545.
Email: ampascual@tiscali.co.uk

From John Axtell:
I‟ve received a letter from Beacon Hill.
Many of you will know this company as
an excellent manufacturer of Newtonians, but also a refurbisher of refractors.
It is some of the latter that are on offer.
So if you're looking for a bargain, this
might well be an opportunity.
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Data reproduced courtesy
of the Federation of Astronomical Societies 2008
Astro Calendar, Cartes du
Ciel.

Note: The map shows the general appearance of the night sky at 10pm on the 15th February. The sky will look roughly the same
at 11pm on the 1st, and at 9pm at month-end.

February’s Night Sky
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There is a Total Lunar Eclipse visible from the UK on the night of
20/21 February; the whole event is visible. The Moon enters the Penumbra at 12.36am on 21st and enters the Umbra at 1.43am. The
Moon is fully eclipsed at 3.01am. Maximum Eclipse is at 3.25. At
3.55am the Moon starts to re-emerge. The eclipse ends at 6.15am.
The Eclipse will start with the Moon high in the southern sky. As the
Eclipse progresses, the Moon will move westwards. At the end as
dawn is breaking, the Moon will be low in the north-west sky.

Due to its close proximity to the Sun, Mercury is not easy to see
during this month. It may be seen LOW in the eastern twilight sky
before dawn during the latter part of the month. Venus may be seen
in the south-eastern morning sky during this month, it’s still a brilliant
object at mag –3.9. It will be visible throughout this month, but gets
harder to spot as the month progresses, as it rises later, until early
March by which time it will be virtually unobservable. Mars can be
seen for most of the evening during this month. High in the sky at
sunset and located on the border of Gemini / Taurus. Mars is rapidly
diminishing in brightness as the planet draws away; it is decreasing
in both size (from 12 arc seconds down to 7) and in magnitude (from
–0.6 to +0.7) .In late February only the most prominent markings will
be able to be seen in small telescopes. Take what opportunities the
winter weather allows to view Mars while it is still high in the winter
sky!! Jupiter can be seen rising at 6am now but by 3am at the end of
March. Its diameter increases slightly from 32” to 37”, and in brightness from mag –1.9 to –2.2, you will see it as a very bright star-like
object. Saturn starts February in the constellation of Leo and rising
at about 2am, at midnight in mid-February, and is rises at 10pm by
the end of March. Its brightness and size remain fairly constant at
mag +0.6 and a 20” diameter disc. It appears yellowish-white in colour and the rings show up very clearly, even in small telescopes.
Uranus and Nepture, are too near the Sun for observation this
month.
Moon New Moon: Feb 7 at 3.44am, First Quarter: Feb 14 at 3.34am,
Full Moon: Feb 21 at 3.30am, Last Quarter: Feb 29 at 2.18am
Special Events.
Feb 6-9: Aurigids meteor shower; maximum ZHR of 10
Feb 7: Mercury in Inferior Conjunction.
Feb 7: New Moon.
Feb 11: Neptune in Conjunction with the Sun.
Feb 14: Moon at Perigee.
Feb 14: First Quarter Moon.
Feb 16: Mars 2º south of Moon
Feb 19: Mercury stationary.
Feb 21: Full Moon, Total Lunar Eclipse (see below). Regulus
less than 1º, and Saturn only 3º north of the Moon.
Feb 24: Saturn at Opposition and is close to Regulus
Feb 26: Venus & Mercury 1º apart
Feb 28: Moon at Apogee.
Feb 29: Leap Day!
Feb 29: Last Quarter.
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M41C58 (NGC2360), C64
(NGC2362), M46, M47, M93

Canis Major and
Puppis

C45 (NGC5248)

Bootes

NB Excludes several circumpolar objects

NGC5466

M49, M58, M59, M60, M61, M84, M86, M87, M89, M90, C52
(NGC4697)

Virgo

M64, M85, M88, M91, M98, M99, M100, C35 (NGC4889), C36
(NGC4559), C38 (NGC4565)

M53, NGC
5033

Coma Berenices

Mel 111

M51 (Whirlpool), M63 (Sunflower), M94,M106, C1 (NGC4449), C26
(NGC4244), C29 (NGC5005), C32 (NGC4631)

M3

M81, M82, M101, M108, M109

Canes Venatici

M97 (Owl)

M65, M66, NGC3628, M95, M96, M105, C40 (NGC3626)

M40

C60 (NGC4038), C61 (NGC4039)

C48 (NGC2775), C53 (NGC3115)

Leo

Ursa Major

Corvus

C59 (NGC3242 – Ghost of Jupiter)

M50, C50 (NGC2244), C54
(NGC2506)

Monoceros

M44 (Praesepe), M67, M48

C46 (NGC2261 – Hubble‟s Variable),
C49 (NGC2237 – Rosette)

M35

Gemini and Lynx

Cancer, Hydra,
and Sextans

C39 (NGC2392 - Eskimo)

M36, M37, M38

Auriga

C25

M42, M43, M78

Orion and Lepus
C31 (IC405 – Flaming Star)

M45 Pleiades, C41 (Mel 25 – Hyades) M1 (Crab)

Taurus

M77, C51 (IC1613),

M74

Pisces

Cetus

M33 (Pinwheel)

Triangulum

M79

C24 (NGC1275 – Perseus A)

M34, C14 (NGC869 / 884 – Double)

Perseus

C56 (NGC246)

M31, M32, M110, M33, C28 (NGC752)

C28 (NGC752)

Galaxy

Andromeda

Nebula
C17 (NGC147), C18 (NGC185)

Star Clusters

M52, M103, C8 (NGC559), C10
(NGC663) C13 (NGC457)

Globular

Cassiopea

Constellation

Deep Sky Objects for February/March
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Data reproduced courtesy
of the Federation of Astronomical Societies 2008
Astro Calendar, Cartes du
Ciel.

Note: The map shows the general appearance of the night sky at 10pm on the 15th March. The sky will look roughly the same at
11pm on the 1st, and at 9pm at month-end.

Night Sky for March

Special Events.
Mar 3 Mercury at greatest elongation.
Mar 7: New Moon.
Mar 10-11: Mars 2º north of M35 (a bright open cluster in
Gemini)
Mar 12: Moon occults Pleiades 18.50 to 22.00
Mar 14: First Quarter Moon.
Mar 14/15: Mars 2º south of Moon
Mar 19: Saturn 3º north of Moon
Mar 20: Spring Equinox
Mar 21: Full Moon
Mar 29: Last Quarter Moon
Mar 30: Jupiter just 3º from Moon

Moon New Moon: Mar 7 at 5.14pm
First Quarter: Mar 14 at 10.46am
Full Moon: Mar 21 at 6.14pm
Last Quarter: Mar 29 at 10.47pm(BST)

Mercury only recently emerged from the glare of the sun to
become visible in the morning sky. It reaches its greatest elongation on the 3rd. Expect to see it rise about 70 minutes ahead
of the sun and hang around 12º above the horizon as the sun
rises. Venus may be seen in the south-eastern morning sky
during this month, it’s still a brilliant object at mag –3.9. It will
be visible throughout this month, but gets harder to spot as the
month progresses, as it rises later, until early March by which
time it will be virtually unobservable. Mars can be seen for
most of the evening during this month. High in the sky at sunset and located on the border of Gemini / Taurus. Mars is rapidly diminishing in brightness as the planet draws away; it is
decreasing in both size (from 12 arc seconds down to 7) and in
magnitude (from –0.6 to +0.7) .Take what opportunities the
winter weather allows to view Mars while it is still high in the
winter sky!! Jupiter can be seen rising at 4.40am now but by
3am at the end of March. Its diameter increases slightly from
35” to 37”, and in brightness from mag –2.1 to –2.2), you will
see it as a very bright star-like object. Saturn starts March in
the constellation of Leo and rising at about midnight, and rises
at 10pm by the end of March. Its brightness and size remain
fairly constant at mag +0.6 and a 20” diameter disc. It appears
yellowish-white in colour and the rings show up very clearly,
even in small telescopes. However, the rings will become increasingly more difficult to see during this year, by 2009, we
will be viewing them 'edge-on'. Uranus and Nepture, are still
too near the Sun for observation this month.
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Deep Sky Objects for the February/March

A Maltese Experience
We don’t often get the chance to go to astronomical meetings in foreign lands; Brian GordonStates describes one with a lunar theme on the island of Malta.

M

y wife Rosemary and I
have recently returned
from a trip to the Mediterranean island of Malta. I had
hoped to do some night observing
with my Revelation 15x70 binoculars. With Malta being located at
latitude of 35° 50 N, and longitude
14 º 35 E, I was hoping to see
some more southerly objects.

programmes in Malta, so he‟s a
sort of Maltese Patrick Moore.
On the roof of his home, he has a
British-made observatory that
houses an 11-inch Celestron
Schmidt-Cassegrain on a German

In the event the weather was not
very good and I only saw two stars
during the whole visit of a week.
Luggage restrictions on cabin baggage prevented me from taking
my solar telescope with me. The
weather was not good with heavy
seas getting into the balconies of
the rooms on the first and second
floors – we were on the third floor.
We made contact with some of the
members of The Astronomical Society of Malta, and were invited to
attend a meeting of the Institute
for Astronomy and Astrophysics,
at the Department of Physics of
the University of Malta.

equatorial mounting, with an
Orion 80mm f5 apochromat piggybacked on top. Leonard is a
brilliant astro-photographer, and
has his own web site of his images.
The main topic of the evening was
in honour of Victor E. Sammut, an
ex-member of the Society, now
living in Australia. He was fascinated by the lunar crater Copernicus.

Our host for the evening was Leonard Ellul Mercer (above), who
with his wife collected us from our
hotel. Leonard is an amateur astronomer who has done many TV
Page 13

The meeting was opened by Dr
Alex Gatt, who gave a brief overview of the evening after introducing Rosemary and I. He also asked
if the membership objected to the
meeting being done in English,
and no one objected. It had not
occurred to me when I accepted he
invitation that the meeting would
(Continued on page 14)
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(Continued from page 13)

have been delivered in Maltese – a
bit presumptuous of me...
The first speaker
was Leonard Ellul
Mercer and his
presentation was
on „Imaging the
Moon and Copernicus‟. Mostly
made up of Leonard‟s own lunar
images, with a
spattering of some
from NASA, the
whole produced
into a movie with a background
music being Vivaldi‟s „Spring‟
from the Four Seasons. The whole
presentation was amazing.

www.guildfordas.org

guildford astronomical society

The 27-mile wide
island of Malta
would fit
inside the crater
Copernicus
several times

The next speaker was Dr Alex
Gatt, (below) and his talk was on

Finally, Mr Sandro Schembri
(below) gave a talk entitled
„Building a Scale Model of Copernicus‟. This presentation was de-

Sandro Schembri. If you look carefully at his
crater model, you can actually see a white
patch. This is a scale cut out of the island of
Malta.

livered in Maltese, but it was easy
to get the general idea of what he
was actually saying.

the subject of General Selenographer and Terrain, and included the
use of Powerpoint and white board
illustrations. It was very thought
provoking.

After this there were refreshments
and much conversation about all
things astronomical. At the back
of the room there were display of
astro-photographs, with various
leaflets and astronomical publications. The main display was a superb model of the crater Copernicus made in terracotta by Sandro
Schembri. Laid in the bottom of it
was a true-to-scale paper cut-out
of the island of Malta to give an
idea of scale. This brought the
evening to a close.

The third presentation was again
Leonard and this time he had a
presentation produced in the same
way as the first one, but this time
purely on the crater Copernicus,
and was just as awe inspiring, with
amazing images.

A few days later, Rosemary and I
were invited to Leonard and his
wife, Polon‟s home. They are very
gracious hosts and had laid on
food and drink for us, making us
both feel most welcome. We had a
look at another of Leonard‟s space
(Continued on page 15)
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The Maltese
also have
problems with
light pollution,
and
sodium lights
abound

„movies‟, this time for the planet
Saturn and set to music by Mike
Oldfield. We went up onto the
roof of their home for a visit to the
observatory. I had asked about the
problems of building shake and

heat causing problems, but Leonard assured me that the house
was so well built there could be no
such problem. When one looks at
the superb images that Leonard
has taken from there, I can see
what he means. We had a great
evening. While at Leonard‟s observatory it was unexpected when
I looked around that the Maltese
also have problems with light pollution, and sodium lights abound.
They appear to have a Maltese
version of The Campaign for Dark
Skies.
The Maltese are wonderful and
friendly people; we‟re looking forward to our next visit when maybe
the skies will be kinder to us.
§
You can find the
Astronomical
Society of Malta’s website at
http://www.maltastro.org/home.htm).

Visits and Socials
Following on from requests for arranging astronomical trips and social events made in the
Members Survey, our Secretary John Axtell has
now arranged a couple of these for later in the
year. There is a visit to the South Downs Planetarium, Chichester, and a skittles evening. More
details will follow.

nearby Roman Villa at Fishbourne which is
worth visiting, or perhaps bird-watching at the
RSPB reserve at nearby Pagham Harbour.
The Skittles evening will be on
Thursday 19th June, at 8 pm
at The Wey Inn, Godalming,
(half way between Farncombe
and Godalming). There will be
a hot meal available, and the
Real Ale is Bombardier. The
food choice is chilli,
(vegetarian) lasagne or chicken, and the cost
(including food) is £8.00 per head. We are limited on this one to a party of 50, so depending on
popularity this event might well be membersonly; more information nearer the time. Please
contact John to book your place and meal order.
Details of the skittles Teams and rules etc, to
follow nearer the time.

The Planetarium visit will
be on Saturday 12th April
from 3.30pm to 5.00pm.
There will be a speaker,
(we are lucky enough to
have Dr John Mason, often
seen on BBC Sky at Night).
He will choose a subject nearer the time. The
cost will be £5 per head. We are limited to 96
visitors, and John (our Secretary) will collect
names; please contact him if you want to secure
your place(s). You can of course invite your
partner, and depending on popularity it may be
possible to throw it open to other family mem- John can be contacted by email at
bers. If you wish to make a day of it, there is the johnaxtell42@aol.com
Page 15

© copyright 2008 guildford astronomical s ociety
www.guildfordas.org

Members Survey 2007-8
Our President, John Evans summarises the main findings of the recent members survey.
There are a few surprises, so read on to find out what’s what.

Introduction
A man wearing a smile and an
identity card came to my door yesterday. “Yes?” I said . “Hello”, he
said, “…if I could have a few minutes of your time? I‟m conducting
a survey…”. “I‟m sorry”, I said,
raising a hand to say stop right
there, “we don‟t have time at the
moment.”

The survey
has provided
a fairly detailed
picture of
members
wants
and needs.

Fortunately, a high proportion of
GAS members who received a
survey form did find the time to
complete and return it. Thank you!
In summarising the findings of the
survey, I decided against presenting a whole bunch of graphs and
figures and opted instead to extract and present the key messages
and strands of opinion. This
seemed more useful and practical
because it gave us something we
could work with.
Please bear in mind that responses
to open-ended questions usually
couldn‟t be expressed numerically
or graphically – and these included some of the most interesting responses of all . It‟s obvious
but it needs to be said that the
findings of the survey include only
the views of respondents and not
of all members. What‟s more,
since the survey began, around
twenty more people have joined
the society, and these members
may have arrived too late for
their views to be canvassed.
All the same, there is no reason to
suppose that the views of recently
joined members and non-
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respondents would be radically at
odds with the views we received.
So it seems safe to assume that the
survey gives us a helpful - if informal - indication of the way things
are. From the countable, noncountable (and, in some cases, unaccountable) answers respondents
gave, we gain a fairly detailed picture of members‟ varied wants and
needs. We can also identify some
pointers as to what GAS might do
to meet them. And this is really
the main point. For, interesting as
the survey results are, they are
only as valuable as what we now
do with them.
It wasn‟t difficult to pick out the
key messages because these
emerged loud and clear. But it
would be a mistake, I think, to
heed only these. GAS is a diverse
society invigorated by many different currents of interest. Some of
these, like an interest in deep-sky
observing, are shared by many,
while others, like spectroscopy,
are mentioned by only a few. We
ought to do our best to cater for
the full range of interests we have
– and it might be that, by so doing,
today‟s minority interests grow to
be more widely shared.

Your Astronomy
We asked members how long they
had been interested in astronomy
and how long they had belonged
to GAS. The imaginary and, as far
as I could see, non-existent,
„average‟ member has been interested since 1980 and joined GAS
(Continued on page 17)
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in 2001. The period of most recent
interest is less than a year and the
member whose interest goes back
furthest claims 66 years - although
one member said „always‟, which
might be even longer than that!
Most current members joined
within the last few years. For both
length of interest and length of
membership, there is a spine of
stalwarts whose record stretches
back through the years, the glimmer of their lonely campfires
punctuating the dim decades…

There is a
spine of
stalwarts
whose record
stretches back
through the years,
the glimmer
of their
lonely campfires
punctuating
the dim decades...

How can we respond to the knowledge that most members joined
quite recently and many very recently? Are we doing enough to
help new arrivals feel welcome,
get to know people, find their way
within the society and access its
facilities? One member commented that it is not easy, as a
newcomer, to penetrate established groups and find out who
people are. We should look to put
this right. Some useful ideas for
doing so come out of members‟
survey responses relating to training, events and interests (see below).
For most members, GAS is their
only astro society. Of those who
belong to another group, the most
subscribed to is the Society for
Popular Astronomy – even so only
8 members named the SPA. A few
members belong to each of the
BAA, RAS, Webb Society, Farnham and Croydon. More exotically, one member hails from the
Astronomical Society of Victoria
(Aus.)
Of the 58 members whose returns
were included in the survey, 40
rated their astronomical knowledge as 5 (out of 10) or less and,
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within this, 17 as 2 or 1. Of the
remaining 18, 13 put their astronomical knowledge at 7 or higher.
Three quarters of respondents
rated their interest in astronomy as
8 or higher and very few as lower
than 6.
Even if we assume that many
members were influenced in their
self-assessment (and others, perhaps, not!) by undue modesty, this
still tells us something very important about the make-up of the society. Most GAS members rate
themselves as relative beginners;
alongside this majority there is a
smaller group of relative experts
and a number of members who
assess their knowledge and skills
as intermediate. Overall, across
the whole range of members‟ selfassessed knowledge, enthusiasm
for astronomy is very high.
If we are to serve members‟ interests well, we need to respond to
the diverse makeup of the society.
On the one hand, we must cater
for the needs of our majority
group, for example, by providing,
as requested, training in telescope
use, navigating the night sky etc –
and, on the other, by providing
equipment and opportunities for
our more advanced and intermediate members. We could also look
for ways in which experienced and
knowledgeable members might
share observing and other skills
with less experienced members.
My impression is that there will be
many experienced observers
happy to do this.
Deep-sky and planets came more
or less equally top among members‟ interests. Imaging came next,
followed by solar observing, doubles, telescope making, dark skies
and – as minority interests – mete(Continued on page 18)
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ors, lunar observing, radio astronomy and spectroscopy.
There are few surprises here, except perhaps for the lack of interest in lunar observing and in expressed commitment to dark skies.

Deep-sky
and planets
came
more or less
equally top
among members’
interests.
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The lack of expressed interest in
the moon is puzzling because the
moon is such a rewarding subject
for amateur sized scopes. However, it‟s been pointed out to me
that the moon wasn‟t mentioned
among the examples of observing
interests listed on the survey form
– so perhaps this is all the explanation required! It may be, nonetheless, that we could do more to
introduce beginning members to
lunar observing.
The lack of declared interest in
dark skies is also bemusing, especially as so many members expressed an interest in deep-sky
observing. It may be that some
respondents interpreted „interest‟
to mean only active involvement;
so there is the possibility of some
ambiguity here. Dark skies are, of
course, a pre-requisite for visual
observation of the deep sky though it is true that imaging techniques, especially with narrowband filters, can overcome some
of the problems of light-polluted
skies. Like many people, I was
first drawn to astronomy by the
beauty of the night sky. As waste
light subdues the Milky Way and
washes away all but the brightest
stars, we lose something beautiful
and our awareness of who we are
is diminished. What might we do
to promote greater appreciation of
dark skies? Not easy. One answer
might be to organise a trip to
somewhere where the skies are
truly dark…a truly dark, unspoiled
sky is something you never forget.

It‟s good to see that imaging
scores quite high among members‟
interests; we need to push on with
the work we‟re doing to enable
members to use the equipment we
have.
Solar observing offers the opportunity for day-time observing –
and is worth wider consideration
for this reason alone. We also
need to look at what can be done
to enable more advanced members
to pursue their specialist interests
and introduce others to them.
The interests members listed on
their returns give us the information we need to set-up interestbased groups within the society, if
that was thought to be a good idea.
Such groups would allow skills,
experience and knowledge to be
shared - something that was quite
regularly requested.
GAS Members are generally well
equipped! Two thirds of respondents reported that they own their
own telescope and a similar fraction observed with binoculars as
well as unaided eye. Four members have their own observatory.
Around a sixth worked with film
and digital cameras and less than
an eighth with CCD. Given the
interest in planets, it is surprising
that only 3 members mentioned
that they imaged with webcams –
far and away the cheapest and
most practical way to image planets. More than a third of members
say they observe at least weekly
and around a third about monthly.
About a third of respondents have
travelled to see eclipses, a sixth to
star parties and a few on other astronomy-specific trips.

(Continued on page 19)
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What Did You Ask For?
In this section, as you might expect, there were a few very clear
messages supported by a good
number of members. Then there
were several ideas that were enthusiastically supported by a significant portion of the membership. On top of this, came a plethora of one- or two-off ideas - these
are listed later. Some suggestions
were made for things that are already happening; these are not included. In summarising the findings, I‟ll follow broadly the pattern of headings used on the survey form.

It follows that
we ought to
work towards
providing courses
in basic
astronomy and
observing

Training The most frequent request was for courses aimed at beginners: choosing and using a telescope, finding one‟s way around
the night sky, basic astronomy and
observing techniques, workshops
to cover these. There were also
specific requests for guidance on
how to use and polar align equatorial mounts and how to collimate
telescopes. A recurrent demand
was for „guided‟ observing, or observing for beginners in the company of experienced observers.
These requests are consistent with
what we now know to be the
makeup of the society – it shouldn‟t be hard to respond to them!
Several people asked for training
in processing CCD images; this is
a key component of image-making
and something we ought to provide.
How might we respond to members expressed training needs? It
follows that we ought to work towards providing: courses in basic
astronomy and observing along
the lines asked for, opportunities
for joint observing and skill sharing between experienced and be-
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ginning members, and guidance
on image processing.
Events and Visits There was a
strong demand for visits to places
of astronomical interest and a
modest demand for social events.
There were several other suggestions: that we should seek more
involvement with other societies;
visit and use different observing
sites; organise astronomical trips
to dark observing spots, for example in France or Portugal.
Holmbury Views on improvements to society equipment, including development of the facilities at Holmbury came, as you‟d
expect, mostly from people
who‟ve had some experience of
using them. But the suggestions
have a wider importance because
the hope is that more and more
members will have access to and
use the observatory, CCD camera
and other society equipment .
There is considerable support from
users for improvements to the observatory and associated facilities.
Suggestions include: a move to a
darker site, complete rebuild of the
existing dome, provision of an
area for members‟ scopes, provision of plinths on which members
could mount their own scopes, a
comfortable additional building,
an additional equatorial mount
enabling fully effective CCD imaging, improving the tracking of
the main telescope to enable fully
effective CCD imaging (unlikely
to be possible, in my view), internet at the observatory, extra small
equipment, a solar scope, provision for spectroscopy. There was
also support for additional loan
scopes and other loan equipment.
There was a small demand for a
(Continued on page 20)
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general introduction to Holmbury
- as distinct from what is already
provided - and for opportunities to
observe there accompanied by experienced observers.
Library Requests relating to the
library included CDs, DVDs and
TV recordings, an up-to-date list
of available books on the website,
books on imaging and, perhaps
better linked with training, a suggested reading list.

Whatever the
panelled and rosily
period appeal of
the room we
currently use,
we may be obliged,
sooner rather
than later, to
look for a
local alternative..

Website The most frequent requests for the website, besides the
provision of news, information
and observing reports - which already happens - were for a gallery
and a forum. There were suggestions for scope reviews and a „for
sale‟ area – and these were also
suggested for Skywatcher . From
respondents‟ comments, it looks
as though the website is underused
by many members. This is a pity
given its quality, usefulness and
potential! Perhaps the introduction
of a gallery for members‟ images
and a forum where ideas could be
exchanged would inspire wider
interest and get more members
looking at it more often.
Skywatcher The main suggestions were: that it should be free to
members, should include colour
(perhaps funded by sponsorship),
have more contributions from
members and perhaps also nonmembers, and that it should include more articles aimed at beginners.
Talks and Meetings From the
whole survey, the call that came
loudest and most often was for an
improved venue for the monthly
meeting. Respondents referred
particularly to the current venue‟s
lack of space, stuffiness and un-
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suitability for high quality visual
presentations . As it happens, we
may have our hands forced on this
by changes at the Guildford Institute and, as our numbers grow, by
the legal limit – of 60 occupants –
set on the room. Whatever the
panelled and rosily period appeal
of the room we currently use, we
may be obliged, sooner rather than
later, to look for a local alternative.
As for the talks themselves, there
was a high level of satisfaction
overall for both content and technical level. There were many requests for particular topics, though
none stood out. The most prevalent included: aspects of imaging
and processing, cosmology, historical aspects of astronomy,
planetary probes/explorers, aspects of instrument use
(collimation, polar alignment etc).
There was also some support for
the idea of more short talks by
members which, speaking personally, I think is an excellent idea!
Several other „organisational‟ suggestions were made: time for
questions after coffee, quicker access to half-time refreshments, and
a prompt 7.30 start.
Other Ideas There was a long
list of one- or two-off suggestions,
many of them valuable and interesting . Some are incorporated in
the sections above; the rest included, in no particular order, the
following. If you don‟t see yours
on the list or somewhere else embedded in another section, it may
be because it‟s something we already do or, worse, because I left
it out by mistake – for which,
should it be the case, I apologise!

(Continued on page 21)
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There was
a long list
of one- or two-off
suggestions,
many of them
valuable and
interesting

More opportunities to see photos taken by members at meetings and online
Presentations of film (as opposed to digital) images
More opportunity for noncommittee members to influence decision making
Developing scientifically useful
programmes of work/
observation
Supernova search
Making more use of members‟
skills
Giving more „air time‟ to members‟ projects
More liaison with other local
societies
Combine meeting venue and
observing site
Astro jumble-sale
A new GAS logo
Phone network to cover issues
of personal security at Albury
A mini-bus to take us to Albury
Free beer at meetings.

What Did You Ask For
Most?
Taking all sections together, the
suggestions most frequently made,
with the most consistently supported first, were:
A bigger venue with more
space, less stuffy and with improved AV facilities
Outings to places of astronomical interest
Improving facilities at Holmbury
Providing for the training needs
of beginning astronomers guidance in basic astronomy
and observing techniques.

What Skills Did You
Offer?
Offers to do things for GAS are
understandably and rightly constrained by people‟s other responsibilities! Some members already
contribute generously to the society in various ways. Some contribute to the wider community by
getting involved in outreach on
behalf of the society, and this
came top of the list of offers. The
remaining offers were mainly oneor two-offs but none the less valuable for that: sharing imaging
knowledge, sharing knowledge of
kit and observing, financial help
(unfortunately, not in terms of a
substantial donation…), promotion/publicity, giving a talk, transport and general/ad hoc assistance.
Astronomy skills that members
were willing to offer related to:
aspects of IT (5), image processing (2) - all the rest were single
offers – imaging, DSLR imaging,
electronics, radio telescopy, spectroscopy, „deep sky‟, linking with
MSSL, gadgets, „space talks‟, and
teaching beginners.
Foremost (8) among the other
skills people identified themselves
as able to offer was engineering
(constructional, mechanical, electrical), then management/admin
and process/project management
(4), publicity/journalism (4), writing (3), web design (2), photography (2) and medical (2) .
This is a terrific resource of skills
- and we must do our best to find
opportunities for the members offering them to contribute to the
society in ways that they would
enjoy and that would benefit all
members .
(Continued on page 22)
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What Next?

The survey
as it stands
is interesting –
but it will only be
valuable and useful
if we now translate
at least some
of its findings
into action.

The survey as it stands is interesting – but it will only be valuable
and useful if we now translate at
least some of its findings into action. Some of the findings can be
taken up quite quickly and without
fear of controversy – for example,
looking to plan astronomical outings which members can take or
leave. Others – such as the development of facilities at Holmbury–
require a good deal of thought
and, potentially, investment .
Again, others – such as providing
training for starting astronomers –
need to be planned and fitted in
but will cost little or nothing. Yet
others – such as putting people
who‟ve expressed similar interests
in touch with each other (if that‟s
what they want) can be done
quickly and for nowt. And so on.
Now that you‟ve seen the overall
findings of the survey, you may
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have further thoughts to add. For
this reason, I think it would be
helpful to allow a period for you
to let us know your responses to
the survey findings. Please email
me or John Axtell with any further
views or comments you might
want to make.
Meanwhile, the committee will be
looking for ways to implement
some of the non-controversial
things members have asked for –
there‟s no reason to delay on
these, though there maybe practical matters to deal with before
suggestions can be turned into reality. Far-reaching requests like
finding another venue or seeking
grants to improve facilities at
Holmbury would, of course, be
discussed with members fully and
openly before any decisions were
taken. Please let us have any further views you may have by the
end of February. After that, if anything is unclear, well…we could
always do a survey.
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