
   Cherry Springs Star Party - June, 2019 
 
 
So far, 2019 observing was going much the same way as the preceding year, cloudy and wet! 

With having already been skunked by weather several times so far this year on dark-sky 

trips, it was now time to head North to Cherry Springs State Park for the 2019 Cherry 

Springs Star Party.  The forecast for the star party wasn’t promising, and was shaping up 

to be rather wet, but being an optimist, I decided to leave as planned. 

 

 

Tuesday 05/28/2019: 

Having packed-up the camper and car the night before, all I had to do Tuesday morning was 

to wait for the morning rush-hour traffic to die down before traveling thru Pittsburgh on 

my way North.  It was a good thing that I had closed up the camper’s windows the night 

before as I was woken early that morning by strong thunderstorms rattling the house 

windows. Finally, by 8:30am the rain had stopped, so I left on my journey to Potter 

County, PA.  The grey skies soon gave way to a partly sunny day, but after a few hours, 

as I got close to the park, the clouds and mist reappeared.  Arrived at the park around 

1pm to find about 40 amateur astronomers already setup, most who had been onsite since 

the Memorial Day holiday weekend.  In our usual location on the observing field was Tracy 

N of Delaware, Nick & Jane, and Dennis from Eastern PA, and Mike M from Pittsburgh.  Also 

there were our Canadian friends Scott, Gordon, and Michelle.   

 

   
 

    
  

 

As the western side of ‘Orion Lane’ was already full, I pulled in and parked my Tab 

Teardrop camper where Bob K would normally setup, knowing that Bob wasn’t going to attend 

the star party this year.  As Kiski club member Denny H was not going to make it to the 



park until the next day, I put out my easy-up tent and chairs in the next spot to the 

north of me to hold it for him.  Afterwards, I learned that the reason our field section 

was so full was that with the park having cut down the row of old pine trees along the 

main road, the folks who normally camp one section over got confused by the lack of trees 

and setup in the wrong area,,, lol!!   It was a bit ‘strange’ not having the pine trees. 

 

    
 

    
     

In between rain showers and visiting with everyone, I finished setting up camp and 

assembled my telescope, a Celestron 8” SCT optical tube on a Celestron CGEM mount with a 

80mm KSON refractor and 60mm Antares guidescope piggybacked on top.  One of my main 

observing goals for the week was to work on my Herschel Objects survey, so I decided to 

start off doing videoastronomy using my old trusty StellaCam-3 analog vidcam on the main 

telescope, with the SC-II camera on the 80mmm.  And on the 60mm guider went the ZWO 

ASI120MC camera.  My plan was for the new ZWO ASI294MC Pro camera to replace the SC-3 

with it later in the week.  Before I could quite finish telescope setup, a passing shower 

forced me to cover-up the scope and head indoors.   

 

After dinner, with the showers over and skies clearing to the North, I uncovered the 

telescope finished balancing it, attached the QHY Polemaster camera and setup the laptop 

in the camper’s clamshell in hopes of getting in a polar alignment later that evening.  

But towards sunset, storm clouds surrounded the park once again and drove everyone inside 

their camps.  I spent time reading and checking the weather radar, but it looked pretty 

hopeless for the night.  Around 11pm, the observing field was hit with several strong 

wind gusts and damaged a number of tents. I had several fiberglass rods snap on my 

teardrop’s door canopy, and my easy-up tent was destroyed.  Tracy came close to losing 

his trailer’s awning that the wind had pulled open. After taking down what was left of 

both my canopies during the rain shower that followed the high winds, I headed back 

inside and dried-off.  Stayed up till almost 1am listening to the weather outside until 

finally going to bed.  Not off to a good start. 



 

Wednesday 05/29/2019: 

Didn’t sleep well, so was awake at 7:30am.  Spent some time online searching for a nearby 

store selling tent canopies, but no luck.  Sent Denny a txt and asked him if he had time 

to pick one up before heading to Cherry Springs. (Denny came thru!!). 

Then I dug-out my rip-cord /fiberglass rod repair kit and with help from Gordon, repaired 

the camper door canopy. Two rods had been snapped by the wind!  Later in the morning, on 

my way back from Lyman Run, I stopped in at the country store on Rt44 and picked-up a new 

‘deep-sky’ themed fridge magnet.  Back at camp, around 1:45pm, my phone’s weather alerts 

started going off, a heavy thunderstorm was heading directly toward the park.  Within 

fifteen minutes it began an incredibly hard downpour and soon all the park’s roads looked 

like small rivers!  

 

    
 

By 2:30pm, it was over and everyone was soon out knocking the water off of their 

tents/awnings.  During the afternoon, more amateurs arrived and setup camp where they 

could find a somewhat dry spot, with Denny H finally arriving around 4:30pm and setting 

up next door in the space occupied by my trashed easy-up tent.   

The weather forecast for the evening didn’t look good, more rain on the way!   

For the rest of the afternoon, it was on & off showers, fortunately, nothing heavy.  

Toward evening, a partial clearing went over, so I uncovered my telescope to let it air 

out.  Denny took advantage of the dry-spell to setup his telescope mount, while I pulled 

out my home-made R2 all-sky dome cam to hopefully try it out.   

  

    
 

Then Tracy, Denny, and I sat around and watched the clouds slowly lift until the first 

bright stars of evening began twinkling.  By 9:30pm, we were searching for Polaris in the 

lingering haze, and joking about how hard it was to find Polaris without the pines trees! 

Soon using the Polemaster camera, I had polar aligned and synced the telescope’s GOTO 

mount, and even focused both StellaCam cameras.   



But the sky was quickly going overcast, so after testing out the various laptop/USB hub 

connections, I shutdown the equipment and covered up the telescope.  While Denny and 

Tracy headed indoors, I strolled over to the Canadian contingent to see what visual 

observers Gordon and Michelle were up to with their big dobs.  They had yet to cover up 

their telescopes, holding out for a hypothetical clearing that might pass over the park 

in another hour.  After chatting with them for a few minutes, I decided to call it a 

night and headed inside my camper.  In bed by midnight! 

 

 

Thursday 05/30/2019: 

After a good night’s sleep, woke to a cloudy sky. It never did clear up the night before. 

Following breakfast, Tracy and I relaxed in our camp chairs and watched Denny make 

adjustments to his Atlas mount, trying to eliminate cone errors.  Around 11am, light 

showers moved in, forcing Denny to cut short his tweaks and driving all of us indoors.  

Spent some time reading a book.  After lunch, a number of vendors had arrived and setup 

inside the big tent, including Jeff of CCTS and George K from the Kiski club!    

  

    
 

As it was the official opening day of the convention, more hopeful campers arrived on the 

field to setup in-between the drizzle.  Denny and I went for a drive down to Lyman Run to 

pickup his galaxy pass at the ranger office.  On the way back, we stopped over at the 

country store for ice-cream, and then stopped at the park gate to sign-in at the CSSP 

registration tent.  At 3pm, Tracy, Denny and I walked over to the pavilion to participate 

in the Dark Sky Fund meeting.  It was good to see Chip and Maxine again, along with the 

other board folks.  Afterwards, on the walk back to camp, we stopped over at the food 

vendor tent (Foxes) for dinner.  With Friday’s forecast looking really good, more 

amateurs arrived on the field and the open spaces around us began to fill up. 

Brian from NJ, Alexi from Pittsburgh, Dan H, John & Kelly O from ORAS, were now there.   

 

    
 



 
 

 

We visited with folks as they setup, and spent time sitting about our camps.  Then the 

weather went south shortly after 7pm, with a new wave of storms rolling over the field.  

I headed inside the camper to watch a little TV to wait out the weather, but at 8pm, a 

heavy downpour once again hit the field, turning the roads into trout streams.  To make 

matters worse, the power to the entire observing field went out, shutting down the food 

vendor and the main restroom facility.  When the storm finally died down, folks were out 

walking around, seeing if anyone knew when the power would be back on.  Word had it that 

the storm had brought down a tree on the power lines along the road heading down hill to 

Lyman.  At dusk, the drizzle started back up, chasing everyone indoors.  Once again, I 

pulled out a few magazines to read, using the camper’s battery powered interior lights.  

Finally, right before 10:30pm, the electricity to the field was restored, but with the 

sky still cloudy and threatening more rain, I called it a night and went to bed.  

 

 

Friday 05/31/2019: 

Woke to a cool foggy morning.  With the sky showing signs of clearing, and nothing 

showing on the weather radar, for a change, I uncovered my telescope to let it air out 

and charged-up the field battery.  Tray and I walked over to the vendor’s tent and 

visited with Jeff.  I then stopped over at Bob Kepple’s table and purchased a set of 

‘Annals of the Deep Sky’ that he was selling for the author.  After lunch, I headed over 

to the pavilion to prepare for my 1pm presentation on Planetary Nebula.  Had a nice size 

crowd of interested attendees and good questions afterwards.   

 

 
 

Later in the afternoon, Denny, Tracy, and I uncovered our telescopes and tweaked the 

balance and re-leveled our mounts.  The weather forecast for the evening continued to 

look really great.  By now, the promise of clear skies had brought in quite a few 

additional amateur astronomers, and the field was mostly full, except for a couple of 

still swampy areas.  Had to be careful not to take shortcuts across the field between the 

roads, as you might lose a shoe to the mud!   



After the three of us had dinner over at Foxes, I went for a stroll around the field.   

It was great seeing all the various ‘makes & models’ of telescope gear on the field: 

SCT’s, Refractors, Reflectors, big and small, visual setups or astrophotography!  Along 

the way, I dropped in to say ‘hi’ to Tony, Roxanne, Orin, and other amateurs that I’ve 

met over the years. 

  

    
 

    
 

    
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

    
 

    
 

 

    
 

Once back at camp, I finished my final observing planning preparations for the night, and 

at sunset changed into heavier clothes, as it was going to be a cool evening.   

But, unfortunately for everyone there on the field, the sky, which had been a beautiful 

clear blue all afternoon, took on a milky hazy appearance.  A large forest fire in 

central Canada was sending a large swath of hazy smoke over the northern tier states, 

turning our evening sky ‘milky’.  Soon though, the brighter stars began shining thru the 

haze, and after sighting Polaris, I re-did my polar and GOTO align, and brought the 

cameras to focus.   

 



 

With an abundance of large ‘sucker-holes’ to choose from, I began my Herschel Objects 

Survey work up in Canes Venatici, video-capturing NGC5141, 5142, 5143, along with several 

nice pairs – NGC5149 & 5154, and NGC5223 & 5228.  And I dropped in on M51 while I was in 

the area.  

  

    
  NGC5149 & 5154              NGC5223 & 5228 

 

 

Took a break from the Herschel’s to give Denny a hand with culminating his 12” SCT.  

Afterwards, I went for a walk and dropped in on Gordon, Michelle, and Brian to see what 

the visual folks were up too. Gordon had a very nice view of the Dumbbell Nebula – M27 in 

his large dob.  Well worth the look!  On the way back, I stopped in to visit with Tracy, 

and he showed me several of the ‘subs’ from M31 – The Andromeda Galaxy that he was 

imaging.  The large gaps in the smoke haze were giving everyone plenty of opportunity to 

get in their preferred type of observing!  Feeling inspired to get in more of my own type 

of observing; I hurried back to my clamshell camper and slewed the telescope over to 

nearby Ursa Major to continue the hunt for Herschel’s.  Captured several nice faint fuzzy 

pairs of galaxies – NGC5216 & 5218, and NGC5278 & 5279.  Also stopped over on M97. 

  

    
NGC5216 & 5218              NGC5278 & 5279 

 

Then took another break to help Denny get started with using SharpCap with his new ZWO 

ASI071MC Proc camera.  Finally, around 3am, a steady thickening haze closed up the sky, 

and we were done observing.  After chatting with Denny and Tracy for a bit, I headed 

indoors for bed at 4am.  Not too bad of a night for videoastronomy!  

 

 

 

 



 

Saturday 06/1/2019: 

Up early from the noise of people out and about.  Checked the weather forecast to see 

that rain was on the way, so not too worried about lack of sleep, as it looked like I was 

going to get plenty of rest that evening.  I hurried outside to pack-up some of the 

camping items that I had left out overnight that I didn’t want to get wet later.  

Before long, a large number of folks were up and packing their gear.  With the forecast 

going from calling for clear skies on Saturday to now heavy rains, most attendees were 

sadly heading home early.  From our section of the field, that included Nick & Jane, 

Brian, all of our Canadian friends – Scott, Gordon, and Michelle, along with many others. 

But Denny, Tracy, and I had all planned ahead, and we weren’t leaving until the middle of 

next week.  The forecast for Sunday and Monday was looking excellent, so we stayed put. 

Around 11am, we walked over to the swap meet and then around the road to the pavilion to 

check-out the door prizes.  All of us dropped a few bucks worth of raffle tickets. 

 

The storms that showed earlier on the radar passed to the north of the park, so the field 

stayed dry, with even partly sunny skies.  At 2pm, we headed over to the pavilion to hear 

the talk on the new exoplanet space telescope – TESS, and its recent discoveries.   

We stayed for the next presentation on a proposal to build a permanently mounted 50” 

reflecting telescope in an observatory at Cherry Springs.  An interesting idea. 

The three of us then had an early dinner at foxes, and with the sky darkening, headed 

back to camp to prepare for a new round of severe storms that was due to pass over in a 

couple of hours.   

 

At 5pm, we took our rain gear and headed back to the pavilion for the park ranger update 

and the big raffle drawing in which Tracy won a 16” dovetail bracket. 

Mid-way thru the raffle, the storm finally hit, with lots of lightening and heavy rain.   

Everyone crowded in under the roof eves to avoid the downpour.  After the raffle ended, 

we slogged back to camp in the rain.  Early evening, after the rain let up, Tracy and I 

headed back over to the food vendor and finished-off the last of their ice-cream. 

Between the dropping temperature, the damp drizzle, and the cold treat, we decided that 

we both had enough of the fresh air, so we hurried back to camp thru a nearly empty 

observing field.  I headed indoors to read and soon went to bed listening to the rain 

tapping on the camper roof. 

 

 

Sunday 06/2/2019: 

Slept in till 8am and woke to a dreary chilly morning.  After breakfast, I settled in 

with a cup of tea indoors to finish what I was reading the night before.  

Having a small cozy camper is a good thing!    Toward 11am, with the sky clearing to the 

west, I ventured outdoors to visit and watch most of the remaining amateur’s breakdown 

their telescopes and camps and pull out from the park.  But soon, the clouds rolled back 

in and the occasional sprinkle would pass overhead.   

 

Finally, by 5pm, the rain had moved off to the east and the skies cleared and the Sun was 

soon drying out the observing field.  Several new folks arrived at the park to take 

advantage of the next several days of good weather – Chris & Mick from Pittsburgh, Bill & 

Bill from NY & Ma, and a dozen or so other amateur astronomers.  I uncovered my telescope 

to let it dry out and recharge the dew heater battery, as I figured it would be running 

on high for the upcoming night.  I also packed-up the StellaCam-II and moved the SC-3 to 

the 80mm refractor, and installed my new ZWO ASI294MC Pro camera on the 8” SCT optical 

tube.  Had to re-adjust the telescope’s RA & Dec balance to handle the weight of the new 

camera.   

 

Headed inside the camper at 7pm for dinner and to change into my heavier observing 

clothes, as the overnight temps was expected to drop into the low 40’s.  I then gathered 

my observing notes for the night.  While I was still going to try and continue working on 

the Herschel Objects in Ursa Major, I also wanted to utilize the new camera in imaging a 

number of bright showcase objects to assess the ZWO camera’s abilities.  After what 

seemed like a long wait for darkness to finally fall, I re-did the polar alignment, 

synced the GOTO on Vega and began to test out the new camera.   

 



Very soon, my Herschel plans for the evening went out the window.  Starting with M57 the 

Ring Nebula, and then with the Great Hercules Star cluster – M13, I was so amazed with 

the color images that I was getting, stacking multiple short 15 second exposures, that I 

decided to scrap working on the Herschel’s and spend the entire night using the ASI294MC 

on several of my favorite Messier showcase objects.   

These included M27 – Dumbbell, M8 – Lagoon, M17 - Swan, M16 – Eagle/Pillars, and even one 

of my favorite dark nebulas – B86, the Inkspot. 

  

    
               M57                               M13 

    
M8                               M17 

    
M16                               B86 

I was having so much fun that before I knew it, the clock was past 4am, and dawn was 

breaking in the eastern sky.  By 4:30am I had to shut-down the camera and telescope and 

headed indoors to bed.  What an awesome night it was!!! 

 



 

Monday 06/3/2019: 

Around 9am, a strong gust of wind shook the camper and woke me up.  I headed outside to 

better secure my tent canopy and blackout curtains that I had left up from the night 

before.  Then headed back indoors for breakfast and tea, spending the cool morning inside 

the warm camper reading and thinking about what I wanted to next image that coming night.   

 

After a noon trip to Lyman Run, I spent some time during the afternoon with help from 

Denny and Tracy trying to resolve an issue that I was having the night before with my 

ASI120 guide camera and PHD software.  The two weren’t playing nicely together and 

wouldn’t guide the mount, so I wasn’t able to take any long exposures much over 45 

seconds.  None of us could figure out what was wrong, maybe it was the ST4 cable or maybe 

I needed to reinstall software drivers, which I didn’t want to do. 

To get around the guiding issue, I finally decided to stick with taking short 15 - 30 

second exposures and using SharpCap’s “Livestack” feature to stack together 50 – 100 

subs.  Based on the results that I got from the previous evening, there almost wasn’t any 

reason to even guide the telescope.  I’d just continue to take many short exposures and 

use the SharpCap software in real-time to adjust the accumulating image’s histogram to 

get a pretty picture.  Once it looked good enough to me, all I had to do was hit ‘save’.  

Sounds like a plan to me!  And, I could still at least use the ASI120 camera and the 60mm 

guide scope as a widefield video-finder. 

 

Took a much needed afternoon nap.  After dinner, under sunny skies, I walked around the 

observing field for awhile and chatted with those who were still there.  With the 

temperature predicted to fall into the 20’s overnight, I figured-out how to extend a few 

data cables by running the feeds thru the two-way cabinets in the back of the camper’s 

clamshell kitchenette and moved my computer setup inside the camper with the laptop and 

external monitor on a small table where I would control the telescope and ZWO camera, and 

the SC-3’s video signal fed to the TV screen already mounted inside.  I would still have 

to start outside to initialize the telescope and focus the camera, but then all I had to 

do was carry the laptop inside and reconnect the cables.  Just like Denny, and Tracy! 

 

Once the Sun had finally gone down and it became dark, I rechecked the mount’s alignment, 

tweaked the focus, and moved indoors with the laptop.  With the exception of the PHD 

guide software, all of the telescope and cameras worked flawlessly.  No heavy winter 

clothes for me tonight!  Instead I was inside the warm camper sipping on tea, eating 

snacks, and imaging!  What a life!! 

I started out shooting the Messier galaxies around the big Dipper. M51 – Whirlpool, then 

M81 & M82, (which were kinda low), M97 – Owl Nebula, then back up higher for M101.   

I was taking 30 second subs and accumulating 60 to 80 frames that added up to 30 to 40 

minutes per object.  It was really cool watching the “Livestack” image slowly build and 

being able to tweak it in real-time.   

  

    
M51                                M101 

 

I decided to take a break from galaxies and slewed the telescope over to the southwest 

and another one of my favorite dark nebulas – B72, the Snake.   



Then I had the idea of reimaging in color all the Messier and Herschel planetary nebula 

that I mentioned in my presentation on Friday, so I slewed over to Perseus and captured a 

3 minute shot of M76, (15 second subs), and then moved on to NGC40 in Cepheus, which 

showed a pretty red in color, and on to NGC6826 & 6894 in Cygnus, and NGC6905 in 

Delphinus, which was a nice blue disk, and finally to Sagittarius for NGC6445. 

  

  B72 

 

    
       NGC40                    NGC6905 

 

I was really getting into the groove with using the new ZWO camera.  Except for a couple 

of outdoor leg stretches to look at the awesome Milky-Way, and a group visit with Tracy 

to Denny’s camper, I spent the entire night inside my camper, warm and comfortable.  

Finally, Around 4:15am, while in the middle of imaging NGC6445, I heard a knock at my 

door.  It was Tracy reminding me that dawn had arrived, and it was getting light out, so 

I’d better wrap up my last image!  Time flies when you’re having fun!! 

So I finished the last image and threw on a coat to go outside to shutdown the camera and 

telescope.  After moving the laptop and monitor back to the kitchenette, I was in bed by 

a quarter till 5am.  Another great night!!  

(you can find all my ASI294MC images and notes on my ‘Pretty Pictures Tour’ webpage) 

  

 

Tuesday 06/4/2019: 

Up at 9:30am, after about 5 hours of sleep.  Based on the weather report, the run of 

clear nights looked to be over, tonight being partly overcast and rain by Wednesday 

morning. We all decided to pack-up our telescopes and most of our campsite gear and spend 

the afternoon resting from the last two all-nighters and leave for home on Wednesday 

morning.  That afternoon, I went for a hike on the small trail that runs thru the park.  

Parts of it were a little rough, but overall an enjoyable hike.  By now, with the 

forecast going downhill for the evening, most of the folks who had stayed over from the 

convention or came up on Sunday had packed and left, leaving about eight astronomers 

still on the field.  Tracy, Denny and I pooled our resources and had a group dinner.   



Conrad, Tony, and Tom stopped over and we then sat around till sunset solving the world’s 

astronomical problems,,, lol. I then went ahead and hooked-up the car to my camper, so 

all I needed to do in the morning was have breakfast and stow a few indoor items.  As the 

sky grew overcast and dark from low-hanging clouds threatening rain, and a chill breeze 

picked-up, we all said goodnight and headed inside our campers.  I stayed up for awhile 

reading, but soon went to bed early. 

 

 

Wednesday 06/5/2019: 

Awoke around 7:30 to the noise of Denny and Tracy hooking up their campers. 

After a quick bite to eat, I said my goodbyes to both and started home.  Drove thru a few 

drizzly showers along the way, but by the time I had reached I80, the Sun was out and I 

eventually pulled into a dry driveway back home. 

 

This brings to an end the 2019 Cherry Springs Star Party.  So while this years’ CSSP 

tended to once again be on the cloudy/wet side, it was still a good time getting together 

with amateur astronomers from across the region and Canada.  We did have a couple of 

great observing nights following the end of the star party, and between that and seeing 

old friends, it made the trip worthwhile.   

And I was able to add another 20 Herschel Objects to my tally, bringing the overall 

Herschel total to 2,323.  Just another 158 objects to go!   

 

 

Hoping to make it back to Cherry Springs for the BFSP at the end of September for better 

observing weather!    

 
Larry McHenry  

Astronomical Webportal:  http://www.stellar-journeys.org/  

http://www.stellar-journeys.org/
http://www.stellar-journeys.org/

