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2009 January/February 

Sky watcher 
From the Editor, 

As I write this (a fortnight before Christmas), Itôs turned out to have been a 

funny old week; the conjunction between the Moon, Jupiter and Venus put-

ting a smiley face in the sky, and the news that four teddy bears have been 

sent into space by a bunch of English schoolchildren. Sadly, said bears had to 

endure -40 degrees below zero, with one particular unfortunate racking up -53 

degrees of cold, before being returned to their bedrooms. 

 

Itôs the start of a New Year, although given the credit crunch it might not be a 

good one for most of us. Still, if you (will) have money in your wallet, this 

year might be the best yet for acquiring big-ticket second-hand items, such as 

telescopes and eyepieces. What IS clear is that importing from the States will 

cost you dear ï at the time of writing, the exchange rate has dived to $1.45 

and shows no sign of improving any time soon. Similarly, you donôt need to 

be Nostradamus to see that trading conditions are likely to be the toughest yet 

for our smaller UK retailers. Letôs just hope they can hang on, and we donôt 

lose too many. 

 

GAS of course will still be in business, and this year seems to shaping up to 

be the most active since Halleyôs comet returned back in 1985/6. Julia 

Gaudelliôs article on IY2009 provides a flavour of the activities weôll be of-

fering our local community, and some of the benefits that will be flowing 

back our way. 

  

Peter Dean,  

Editor 
prdean@ntlworld.com 
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n 29th September I set off 

for what would be my 
eighth trip to La Palma, 

my second this year. As 

usual, I targeted the week deepest 

within the dark of the moon, for, 

much as I love moonlight, it really 

doesnôt mix with astro-

photography. 8,000 feet up on the 

Roque de los Muchachos,  the air 

is usually very dry and low in par-

ticulates and the moon shines daz-

zlingly white. Its radiance bathes 
the cloud tops and scatters a back-

ground brightness that greatly re-

duces the contrast of film images.  

 

Youôll notice I said, óastro-

photographyô, not óimagingô. My 

original plan was to complete a 

series of film projects and travel 

light with my trusty medium-

format film camera. There was 

also an element of ófor old timeôs 
sakeô in this, because this is how I 

started out on my earliest trips. 

Imaging with film requires less kit 

and is less complicated than CCD 

work with its multiple gadgets and 

innumerable wires. So this seemed 

an appealing way to go.   

 

My next thought was óWhat if itôs 

cloudy?ô  There was also the pos-

sibility ï more usually in summer 
ï of haze due to windblown dust 

from the Sahara. I concluded that 

it would be sensible to cover all 

options and take the CCD equip-

ment as well. At least I didnôt have 

to worry about carrying a mount, 

tripod and counterweights with 

me, as I had on those earliest trips. 

For some years now, several of us 

have been able to keep mounts and 

other heavy equipment out on the 

island. 

 

All the same, providing for CCD 

work would be a lot more fuss. On 
this occasion, I was travelling 

alone and had been unable to gain 

access to mains electrical power 

on top of the mountain. I would 

have to power everything off the 

car battery. This had been all very 

well on film trips when all that 

was needed was to provide power 

to the RA motor of my fairly un-

demanding but functionally excel-

lent Vixen GPDX.  
 

This time, I would have to power 

the EQ6, which is greedier than 

the Vixen, the CCD camera, the 

laptop via an inverter, the motor-

ised filter-wheel and, occasionally, 

an electro-luminescent panel used 

for making óflat-fieldsô. This was 

theoretically viable but didnôt feel 

good. To be on the safe side, I 

would have to leave the car engine 
running a good bit of the time and 

would probably want to leave the 

car pointing downhill for when it 

was time to trundle back down the 

mountain again.  

 

There was also the far from negli-

gible matter of driving 8,000 feet 

up the mountain and 8,000 feet 

down again and setting up the 

equipment afresh each day. A 
week of this on top of going with-

out much sleep is very tiring. But I 

had to go for it. 

 

The first hurdle to be crossed with 

any La Palma imaging trip is get-

ting through check-in at the air-

port. Check-in officialsô eyes can 

often be seen to light up at the 

sight of unusual or potentially 

weighty items moving towards 

(Continued on page 3) 

Clouds Over La Palma 
John Evans latest trip southwards to darker skies finds him returning to the Canaries, 
and getting jiggy with some serious kit.  

 O 

My original plan was 
to complete a series 
of  film projects and 
travel light with my 

trusty medium-
format film camera  
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them in the queue. Excess baggage 

fees can be exorbitant. And it 

doesnôt help to say: óLook at that 

fat bloke over there! Why should I 

have to pay extra for my scientific 
equipment when heôs allowed to 

take 20 kilos of gut-blubber on 

board for free?ô  Sometimes, they 

nail you; sometimes, for no obvi-

ous reason, they wave you through 

without so much as a raised eye-

brow. Short of flourishing a diplo-

matic passport, weôve discovered 

no way to either predict or influ-

ence this. This time I was charged 

a modest £37.50 for my 15 or so 
kilos excess - a result.  

 

That night it was head down to try 

and put some sleep in the bank ï a 

commonsensical but probably un-

sound principle. I knew that sleep 

for the rest of the week would be 

at best brief, interrupted and taken 

at times that my body clock would 

find confusing.  

 

Next morning I went to see a good 
friend who lives on the island and 

works at the observatory. I told 

him what I was planning. He 

thought for a moment. óAre you 

sure you want to do this?ô he 

asked. óThereôs always Joanôs ob-

servatory weôve talked about. 

Why donôt we go over there and 

Iôll introduce you?  He has power 
laid on and some fantastic kit. It 

would be a lot more convenient to 

set up there.ô 

 

He had a point. Joan Genebriereôs 

fine private observatory was over 

at Tacande towards the west side 

of the island. At 2,000 feet it did-

nôt have the advantage of being 

above the clouds or the extreme 

transparency of the Roque but, by 
comparison with anywhere in the 

UK, it was still an exceptional site. 

And the lure of a ready power 

source and access to a range of 

fine equipment was enormous.  

 

Joan used to work for IBM and 

latterly at the observatory on La 

Palma. His skills and experience 

in engineering and optical design 

are extraordinary. The centre-

piece of his observatory is a pro-
fessional quality 16ò Cassegrain 

derivative telescope of his own 

(Continued from page 2) 

(Continued on page 4) 

Sometimes,  
they nail you;  

sometimes,  
for no obvious  

reason,  
they wave you 

through without so 
much as a raised 

eye-brow.  
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