
Only 109 More Objects to Go
Chronicling a Photographic Messier Marathon



Background
Ralph Megna is the Chairman of the Board of 
Trustees of the Riverside Astronomical Society

Frank Boecker is Co-Director of Membership for 
the Riverside Astronomical Society

Our effort at a photographic Messier Marathon 
took place at the RAS dark sky site, the Goat 
Mountain Astronomical Research Station (GMARS)  
near Landers, California on March 8th, 2008

Used the Megnaritaville Observatory



A bit about GMARS...
Established 2002

Now 10 acres

8 private structures

6 observatories

2 warm rooms

18 telescope pads

1100 sf stationhouse

Huge garage

Second house to be 
part of future work

Houses

Observatories

Pads & Field



Observatories at GMARS

Megnaritaville Observatory



Megnaritaville Observatory
Finished in January 2008

14-in LX200R

Got its name from spoof 
by Bob Stephens



Extreme Astronomy?

A photographic Messier Marathon is less about 
imaging than it is about planning and logistics

Capturing 110 targets in a single night basically 
means an average of one object every six minutes

Slew, find, frame, shoot, QC (reshoot?)

Predicable problems: Observatory walls, twilight

Gotchas: Wind, clouds, trees, technology crashes



Gearing Up
Choosing camera and scope combination is a set 
of trades between field of view and focal length

Enormous range of sizes in Messier List
Largest M-object: Andromeda Galaxy - 178 arc m - demands 
huge field of view

Smallest M-object: Ring Nebula - 1.4 arc m - needs very long 
focal length

Quickly became clear that more than one scope/
camera system was going to be needed



The Telescopes

Meade 14-inch LX200R 
with .63 reducer

William Optics 66mm SD 
with .8 reducer/flattener

StellarVue F50 finder



The Cameras
Primary Concerns

Imaging area (size of detector)

Ease of use

Computer control

Download time over USB

Simple processing of color image

Choice: Canon XTi (400D)

Base imaging parameter: 90 sec shots at ISO 800
High quality, large JPEGs, saved to card and computer



Field: M31 through 66SD



Field: M57 through 14-in



Field: M51 through 14-in



Software: Camera Control

Mike Unsold’s 
ImagesPlus

Very flexible DSLR 
control software

One camera (66) 
ran on dedicated 
XP laptop

Other camera (14) 
ran in Parallels 
session on Mac



Software: Scope Control

AstroPlanner
by Paul Rodman

Run on Mac 
(Windows version, too)

Provided:
List management

Slew control

FOV information

Logging pad



AstroPlanner Features
FOV detail

Telescope 
Control 
Palette



AstroPlanner Features

DSS images for object confirmation



Marathon Night Realities
Winds gusting to over 
25 mph

Observatory provides 
some protection, but 
dust is everywhere

Thin clouds at sunset 
(and sunrise) provide 
additional challenge

Early date (March 8th) 
means first objects 
much easier than last

Change to PDT at 2 AM



Seduced by Test Images
Expected wind gusts to 
turn the LX200 into a 
tuning fork

But... test images on 
Sirius were stable

First target (M77) 
imaged by 6:47 PM

Last at (M73) 6:14 AM

106 confirmed objects



Stuff that Worked

Observatory provided effective wind, light block

Two people better than one

Meade LX200 slewing accuracy generally OK

Tandem scopes provided redundancy as well as 
widely different plate scales

Canon DSLR & ImagesPlus mostly good choices

AstroPlanner provided great scope management



Lessons Learned

66mm refractor was too short; 80 or 90 would 
have been better and still provided needed FOV

Messier list order needs refinement

Slightly longer exposures (most at 90 sec) would 
have improved many galaxy, nebula shots

Will shoot 48-bit RAWs to allow better stretching

Weirdness with camera, memory card, software
Will download image to computer, no card in camera

Need to stay on top of focus, especially on LX200

Need to keep moving



What to Do with Images?

Messier Marathon: The Movie

Produced on Mac using iMovie

Processing nearly 100 images was daunting

Found perfect music: “Drops of Jupiter” by Train

Presents story from afternoon to the next morning



MESSIER MARATHON: THE MOVIE
ASTROIMAGES BY RALPH MEGNA & FRANK BOECKER - TERRESTRIAL PHOTOS BY BOB STEPHENS



For More Information
Email me:  ralph@macastronomy.com

Web Site:  www.macastronomy.com/messier.html

On RAS:   www.rivastro.org


