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The Advanced Observer's
Program at the Texas
Star Party
Keith Venables FRAS
The autumn Kelling Star Party this year was not
a good one for observing. Only those who
extended their visit either before or after the core
period got some limited viewing conditions. So
more time than usual was spent in conversations,
and during one of these I was persuaded to
belatedly join the Webb Society.
I’m an observer foremost and don’t do
astronomy clubs as they don’t seem to offer me
much that I want. However I could see that the
Webb Society was different and I’m going to enjoy
the company (if only virtual!) of others striving to
make difficult but rewarding observations.
Maybe it was the bad weather at Kelling, as I
found myself telling others of my experiences at
the Texas Star Party, aka ‘TSP’. I was also wearing
a hat adorned with many “observing pins”, most
earned at the TSP. Owen Brazell had been there
but not for many years and invited me to write
this paper on one aspect of TSP, the Advanced
Observers Program.
First a bit of background on the TSP, (visit
www.texasstarparty.org for more). It runs for a full
week around early May. The venue is the Prude
Ranch situated just down the road from the
McDonald Observatory in the scenic Davis
Mountains. Its about a 7 hour drive going west
from Dallas, or 3 hours drive going east from El
Paso. Elevation is about 1600m. The ranch is
nestled in a shallow valley, and from the upper
field (there are three), the sky is wide open and
magnificent. Other fields are also excellent and
offer a little shelter too.
The proximity to the McDonald Observatory
is key. Most importantly being a leading working
observatory (it is home to the 10m Hobby-Eberly
Telescope), the external lighting in the area is
tightly controlled. Also the community understand
the importance of astronomy and really welcome
the 500 or so star party attendees each year. Some
years a night on the McDonald 82-inch is made
available to the star party!
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The area is very dark. Perhaps not exceptionally
so as the northern horizon is starting to show a
little glow from flare-offs at some fracking sites,
despite them being about 50 miles away! I have
personally seen a NELM (Naked Eye Limiting
Magnitude) of 7.5 and SQM (Sky Quality Meter)
readings of 21.8 are typical. The star party is
extremely strict on lights (volunteer “Light Police”
roam the fields and ‘advise’ offenders on how to
reduce their light spill, even in the red)! After a
few hours of dark adaption the shadow cast by the
Milky Way is unforgettable.
Most of the attendees are Texans, but I would
guess about 25% come from other states, and up to
5% from abroad. Being Texas, most of the scopes
are on the big side! Most people are regulars and
have their favourite spots to set up which helps
locating friends in the dark. The ground is very
dusty and so large tarpaulins are pegged out, often
overlapping, and the mostly premium quality
telescopes set up upon them. It’s not unusual to
see $100,000 worth of kit set up on a tarpaulin!
Most of the dobs are 18-inch or greater with a 36-
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inch usually there.
Which brings me (at last!) to the Advanced
Observers Program. TSP is billed as an observers
star party and although the numbers of people
imaging is steadily increasing, the majority will
be doing mostly visual work. Hence the emphasis
on keeping the site really dark at night. Attendees
are encouraged to undertake some of the many
observing programs that have been generated
especially for TSP. These range from novice to
advanced, and include naked eye, binocular and
telescope variants. Each year new lists are added
to at least the standard and advanced programs.
Current and previous lists can be found at...
https://texasstarparty.org/activities/tspobserving-programs.
I’ve attended TSP for the last 19 consecutive
years with a variety of telescopes and binoculars. I
have a 10-inch dob that stays out there with a friend,
but more recently I have been sharing a 24-inch
Starmaster. This year I had exclusive use of an 18inch as its owner wanted to concentrate on getting
into “imaging”, (his loss!). So for the past few years
I have been able to ‘graduate’ to the Advanced
Program lists as they usually need an aperture of at
least 14-inch to complete them.
The advanced lists are generated by Larry
Mitchell who has a 36-inch and is of some fame
for his knowledge and visual observing of
challenging objects. His list is ‘tested’ by
volunteers with more modest apertures before

being published each year. The lists usually follow
a theme, recent years have included Markarian
Galaxies, Open Cluster and Asterisms, The
Science of Byurakan, and this year E E Barnard.
In the age of GoTo telescopes you might think
completing a list to be relatively straightforward.
Getting the scope to the right part of the sky is the
easy bit. Most of the objects on the lists will be
either on the limit of averted vision, next to similar
confusing objects, or next to brighter obscuring
objects. It is not unusual to spend up to an hour on
each object making sure you really have it, and
calling in observing buddies to confirm. Like any
examination paper, some objects are more difficult
than others and so often an object will be passed
over temporarily while an easier one is “bagged”.
The lists are challenging, pushing observers to the
limits of their equipment and often their tempers
too! They are also informative too, revealing
overlooked or unknown targets and in the case of
this year’s list revealing that E E Barnard did much
more than discover dark patches in the Milky Way!
He was both a great astro-photographer and
visual observer. He was dedicated and would use
every suitable night to observe. His eyesight was
known to be exceptional both in acuity and
sensitivity. The list we were challenged with at
TSP included forty of his deep sky targets and
seven solar system objects.
I’m not a great note taker and my memory is
fading but I do still have my print out of the list

The Milky Way over the
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that I used on the field, and it has the date and
times of the objects observed. A particular delight
I remember is seeing IC1296 for the first time. Or
rather noticing it for the first time as it would
have been in the field every time I had previously
looked at M57, the Ring Nebula. At mag 14.8 it is
easily overlooked but I am sure I could even see a
little structure in this diminutive spiral galaxy. I
caught up with it again this autumn at Kelling with
my own 18-inch as it was well placed overheard.
The list included 8 of his famous dark nebulae,
which to my mind are easy if the right field of
view is chosen. I still have good visual acuity and
I find quite a wide field of view best. Too often
my colleagues on the field who had trouble seeing
them were using too smaller a field of view and
hence not seeing “the wood for the trees”. My
favoured Ethos eyepieces showed their strength
with their high contrast and wide field of views.
Some like Barnard 86 are so striking that any field
of view will show them, except that from the UK
it barely rises above the horizon! The location of
the TSP at 30°N latitude and the timing in May
means Scorpio, Sagittarius and Centaurus are all
very well placed and is a strong reason for my
attendance.
Most of the rest of the deep sky list were assorted
NGCs and ICs of varying difficulty, and
fortunately you don’t have to complete the whole
list to be awarded the coveted pin. Over three
nights I challenged my self and the scope I was
using to push the limits, the faintest achieved being
IC4617 at mag 15.5. This is another object that had
previously escaped my notice, as it is only about
12 arcmins from M13!
Having secured 21 of the deep sky list and
comforted to know that a pin was mine, I decided
to turn my attention to the solar system objects.
First up was Amalthea, fifth moon of Jupiter to be
discovered by Barnard in 1892 using the then new
36-inch Lick refractor. About mag 14 it shouldn’t
be difficult were it not for the glare of Jupiter, and
in my case a primary mirror covered in a fine coat
of Texas desert dust! Disappointed with a null
result, the next day was spent preparing a new
approach for the next night.
First the mirror got a good wash in the shower
(with the owners blessing!), and a rinse off with
two US gallons of distilled water from the local
hardware store. The mirror was re-installed and
then tightly covered to make sure it was dust free
that night. Second challenge was to make an
occulting eyepiece. All my eyepieces have field
stops within the lens stack and so were not
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suitable, but another friend was persuaded to lend
me a 25mm Plossl. I then experimented with the
best way to fashion an occulting bar, finding that
sharp scissors could cut a 3mm wide strip of Al
foil very cleanly. The strip was stuck across the
end of a small cardboard tube that just slid into the
rear of the eyepiece. I knew that getting the strip
at exactly the field stop was essential and in
daylight this was fairly easy to achieve.
That night I was keen to test my efforts but waited
fairly patiently for Jupiter to get to a decent altitude
of about 30°. Fortunately this also meant that
Amalthea was at maximum elongation from
Jupiter. Having checked on SkySafari I had the
advantage of knowing exactly where to look but
didn’t expect to see Amalthea quite so readily as I
did! Result!
Next targets were to be Phobos and Deimos. I
had a long wait before they would both be at near
maximum separation from Mars. I spent the time
revisiting some of my earlier observations to see
if the cleaner mirror made any significant
difference, but would say on the deep sky objects
I couldn’t see any improvement. Periodically I
would come back to Amalthea to witness its rapid
motion, only to discover it being eclipsed by
Jupiter.
At last at 4am it was time. Again, knowing exactly
where to look I aligned the occulting bar with NS on Mars and immediately saw both satellites.
They didn’t look that different in brightness
perhaps as there was still some significant glare
coming from the occulted Mars. I spent the next
hour enjoying the view and watching the fairly
rapid motion of Phobos and Deimos. Success!
I first attended the TSP in 2000 and became
instantly addicted to it - the skies, the Ranch, the
scenic local area, and the people. After about 12
years I think I must have become an honorary Texan
as I was invited to run the TSP Amateur Telescope
Making program. My wife usually comes with
me now too. She isn’t an astronomer but now
appreciates what a good sky can look like.
You can never be guaranteed good weather, but
in 19 years I’ve only had one really bad year. Why
not add a visit to your bucket list?
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