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Introduction 

The purpose of the observer’s challenge is to encourage the pursuit of visual observing.  

It is open to everyone that is interested, and if you are able to contribute notes, drawings, or 

photographs, we will be happy to include them in our monthly summary.  Observing is not only 

a pleasure, but an art.  With the main focus of amateur astronomy on astrophotography, many 

times people tend to forget how it was in the days before cameras, clock drives, and GOTO.  

Astronomy depended on what was seen through the eyepiece.  Not only did it satisfy an innate 

curiosity, but it allowed the first astronomers to discover the beauty and the wonderment of the 

night sky. 

Before photography, all observations depended on what the astronomer saw in the 

eyepiece, and how they recorded their observations.  This was done through notes and drawings 

and that is the tradition we are stressing in the observers challenge.  By combining our visual 

observations with our drawings, and sometimes, astrophotography (from those with the 

equipment and talent to do so), we get a unique understanding of what it is like to look through 

an eyepiece, and to see what is really there.  The hope is that you will read through these notes 

and become inspired to take more time at the eyepiece studying each object, and looking for 

those subtle details that you might never have noticed before.  Each new discovery increases 

one’s appreciation of the skies above us.  It is our firm belief that careful observing can improve 

your visual acuity to a much higher level that just might allow you to add inches to your 

telescope.  Please consider this at your next observing session, as you can learn to make details 

jump out.  It is also a thrill to point out details a new observer wouldn’t even know to look for in 

that very faint galaxy, star cluster, nebula, or planet. 



NGC-457 (Caldwell 13) Open Cluster In Casseopeia (The E.T. or Owl 

Cluster) 

NGC-457, also known as Caldwell 13, was discovered by William Herschel in 1787.  It 

also carries the Herschel designation H-42-7.  It’s an open cluster of approximate mag. 6.4 and 

lies about 7,900 light-years away from the sun.  It consists of around 150 stars, though visually, 

most observers will see not near that many. 

Tomm Lorenzin coined the name "E.T. Cluster" in 1000+ The Amateur Astronomer's 

Field Guide to Deep-Sky Observing. 

His notes are as follows:  "6.4M; 10' diameter; includes 5M Phi CAS; 100-plus members; 

the "ET Cluster" (ET waves his arms at you, and winks!); a.k.a the "Owl"  .... TL 



Observations/Drawings/Photos 

Rob Lambert:  Observer from Nevada 

 

I didn't have a chance to get out in December to capture one of my favorite clusters.  As 

many times as I have shown this cluster to visitors at star parties with my Mallincam, I've never 

captured any images of it.  Sorry.  Air Force personnel that I've shown it to, prefer to call it the 

F-15 Cluster because they see the Owl's two bright eyes as the F-15's engines in afterburner 

mode.  I have to admit that I can see that also, with ET's arms as the back-swept wings of the 

aircraft. 

Oh, well.  I'll do better this month with my new Explore Scientific 127 rig. 



Buddy Barbee:  Observer from North Carolina 

 

After what seems to have been months of cloudy, hazy or a brightly lit up sky by that old 

Moon, I gave up and decided to use a sketch made in 2010. 

This observation was made November 9, 2010 from my home in light-polluted Winston-

Salem, NC.  I was using a 5-inch Maksutov-Cassegrain telescope, with a 13mm eyepiece for a 

magnification of 146X.  It was a cool 52º F with a steady 6 mph wind.  The sky was beautiful 

although very bright in town, having a naked eye limiting magnitude (NELM) of 4.5. 

Out of the some 80 stars included in this cluster, I could only see 22 stars in the brightly 

lit up sky.  These are the stars that form the classic shape of ET or the Owl. 

Finally, the sky cleared off the other night for a couple of hours and I took my 9.5X63 

binoculars out in the back yard for some observing time.  The star Phi Cassiopeia (the brighter 

eye of ET) was an easy target with the binoculars.  As I continued to look, and started to use 

some averted vision, the other eye of ET became visible, then I could see three stars in the upper 

torso of ET and the two dimmer stars in his feet.  All in all, I was able to pick out seven stars in 

the cluster with my binoculars.  I guess on a night that had a NELM of 4.2, this was pretty good.  

From a site that has much darker skies, you can see much more of the cluster, at least the gray 

background of unresolved stars, which were not visible in my heavily light-polluted sky. 



 



Jay and Liz Thompson:  Observers from Nevada 

 

 

We observed NGC-457 from Cathedral Gorge State Park, NV on September 14, 2012 

with a 10-inch f/6.3 SCT.  With a 30mm eyepiece, NGC-457 appeared as a moderately rich open 

cluster with two bright stars. 



 

Roger Ivester:  Observer from North Carolina 

 

On January 4, 2013, I observed NGC-457 from my back yard in the foothills of North 

Carolina.  The NELM was 5.0, both seeing and transparency were excellent.  I used a 10-inch 

f/4.5 reflector with a 11 mm 82º AF eyepiece for a magnification of 104X, making the effective 

FOV, 0.79º. 

Easily seen through a 50mm finder, the cluster appeared as a nebulous patch with Phi 1 

and 2 being separated.  When I viewed it through my 10-inch at 104X, the cluster was 

spectacular with many bright, mostly white stars.  The two bright stars (which were the eyes), 

Phi 1 at mag. 5.0 appeared as yellowish while Phi 2 at mag. 7.0 appeared mostly white.  I could 

count at least 60 stars, but after this, the fainter members became increasingly difficult to see 

There was a beautiful red star at mag. 8.6 toward the center (V466 Cas).  I saw this star as 

true red in color.  However, on photographs it appears very orange.  The sketch was made using 

a No. 2 pencil, an eraser, and a blank 5 X 8 notecard.  I inverted the colors using my scanner. 



 



Debbie Ivester:  Observer from North Carolina 

 

 

On January 4, 2013, I observed NGC-457 from my back yard in the foothills of North 

Carolina.  The NELM was 5.0, both seeing and transparency were excellent.  I used a 10-inch 

f/4.5 reflector with a 11 mm 82º AF eyepiece for a magnification of 104X, making the effective 

FOV, 0.79º. 

I could see two brighter stars, known as the eyes very easily.  The cluster did resemble a 

critter of sorts, and I thought that it might indeed look like the E.T. character.  Roger asked me if 

I could see color in any of the cluster members.  Most of the stars appeared white, without much 

color contrast at all.  It was only after he pointed out the red star, that I could see this.  However, 

I saw V466, the mag. 8.6 red star as more of a rust than red.  I noticed on my own, the prominent 

and beautiful double star in the belt of the creature.  Both stars of the double were white.  This 

bright and large open cluster was very interesting, but now I'm anxious to go to galaxies and 

nebulae. 



 

Glenn Chaple:  Observer from Massachusetts 

 

 

. 



Jim Gianoualakis:  Observer from Nevada 

 

NGC-457 goes by many names but whichever name you call it, it’is one of the most 

beautiful examples of an open star cluster that you’ll find.  In addition to NGC-457 the cluster is 

known as the Owl Cluster, the ET Cluster, the Kachina Doll cluster and Caldwell 13.  Stars of all 

spectral types are found in or in proximity of the cluster making the star colors in the cluster 

remarkable.  It is located in the constellation of Cassiopeia, was discovered by William Herschel 

in 1787 and is approximately 7,900 light-years from our Sun.  It is believed to be 21 million 

years in age. 

 



Dr. James Dire:  Observer from Hawaii 

 

The Owl Cluster, NGC-457, is quite easy to find.  It lies 2º south-southwest of the star 

Ruchbah, the bottom star on the left side of the W asterism in Cassiopeia.  The brightest stars in 

the cluster are resolved in binoculars, but an 8-inch telescope is required so see most of its 100+ 

stars.  The showcase stars in the cluster are mag. 5 Phi-1 Cassiopeiae and mag. 7 Phi-2 

Cassiopeiae.  The pair are separated by two arc minutes and their color contrast is superb.  Phi-1 

is yellow while Phi-2 is blue.  These two stars, located on the southeast side of the cluster, form 

the eyes of the owl.  The owl’s feet are 10 arc minutes northwest of the eyes, while the birds 

outstretched wings span 12 arc minutes from northeast to southwest.  The third brightest star in 

the cluster is the crimson colored gem, variable star V466 Cassiopeiae.  V466 is a mag. 8.6 red 

giant star that is known to periodically dim by one to two magnitudes.  The fourth brightest star 

in the cluster is a mag. 9 orange star, HD236690, located on the northwest edge of the cluster 

away from the grouping that is perceived to form the outline of an owl.  NGC-457 contains more 

than 50 stars brighter than mag. 12, and another 30 stars between mags. 12 and 14.  It lies 9,700 

light years away and is a relatively young star cluster.  Phi-1 may not be a true member of the 

star cluster, but a foreground star. 

My accompanying image of the Owl Cluster is a 5-minute exposure through an 8-inch f/7 

Newtonian telescope.  South is up and east is to the right.  The faintest star in this image is mag. 

18. 



 



Gus Johnson:  Observer from Maryland. 

 

I still can't find any observations of NGC-457 CAS...wait!  I'll check the manuscript of 

my book.  There was a recorded observation, but with no date. 

"...a few degrees to Phi CAS, which is a yellow-white star near the edge of cluster NGC-

457, a nice spray of medium stars, in a 6-inch at 59X.  Less than a degree away is cluster NGC-

436, a small clump of medium stars." 



 

Fred Rayworth:  Observer from Nevada 

 

I’ve observed this unique cluster several times over the years, not once noticing the 

shape.  To me, it’s always just been a scattering of stars.  It wasn’t until I saw the name for the 

challenge that I even pondered the shape as anything more.  In fact, when I first observed it for 

the challenge, it was still just an NGC object until I consulted with Rob Lambert and David 

Blanchette to verify it due to the light-polluted skies and they are the ones that brought it up.  I 

had failed to look at the title of the object on the Observer’s Challenge list, just paying attention 

to the NGC number! 

Below are my observations going back to current.  My drawing was done during an 

outreach event at the Red Rocks Visitor’s Center in Las Vegas for the October 20, 2012 

observation.  I took my time and drew it exactly as I saw it in the telescope.  I even took note of 

star colors as best as I could tell, given the severe light pollution looking over the northeastern 

edge of the light dome of Las Vegas.  I only noted distinct color in the three brightest stars 

though in a darker site, I may have been able to see more color.  Also, the color I did see may 

have been skewed by the conditions and my aged eyes.  I then transferred that drawing to my 

usual field of view drawing circle.  I was also careful to note the cardinal directions by moving 

the telescope slightly.  I always get them mixed up and wanted to make sure I did it right this 

time. 

October 5, 1994, 16-inch f/6.4 Dobsonian, 70X.  Lake Murray, Oklahoma.  Okie-Tex 94.  

Warm, no breeze, and high haze.  Holes in-between clouds allow some viewing. 

Medium loose group. Stands out. 

October 2, 1997, 16-inch f/6.4 Dobsonian, 70X.  Lake Murray, Oklahoma.  Okie-Tex 94.  

Warm, dry (37% humidity according to Jason Ware) and a slight breeze. 

Two bright stars with a clump to one side of dimmer bluish stars.  About thirty stars or 

so. 



October 20, 2012, 16-inch f/4.5 Dobsonian, 102X.  Red Rocks Visitor’s Center, Las 

Vegas, NV.  Clear and calm, with no breeze until we packed up at 8:45.  Half moon plus light 

pollution from Las Vegas blotted out most of the sky but it was good enough to show a few 

tourist objects like the moon and some brighter Messiers. 

Despite looking over the light dome of Las Vegas, it looked pretty good.  Scattering of 

about 20 uneven magnitude stars, with two brighter ones, the eyes, dominating it.  Gives the 

appearance of an owl or ET as it is named (as Rob and David pointed out when I asked to 

confirm the cluster), (or an F-16 as Rob also pointed out that his AF buddies call it).  On second 

look, after they told me these other names, I finally saw arms and a body, sort-of legs, but only 

with a bit of imagination. As for the F-16, same thing. 

Saw two red stars on the east to northeast side and the eastern eye appeared to have a 

yellow tint to it.  All other star colors were washed out to white dots.  There appeared to be  the 

hint of a faint fog that might have been more background stars but it pretty much blended in with 

the background which was also a faint fog, just a little less dense. 

 

 



Jaakko Saloranta:  Observer from Finland 

 

As with other open clusters with a striking appearance , NGC-457 has many nicknames:  

the Phi Cas Cluster, the E. T. Cluster, the Owl Cluster, the Airplane Cluster, the Stick Man 

Cluster and of course my personal favorite, the Flying Squirrel Cluster.  No matter which one of 

these you prefer, the cluster is worthy of its nicknames as the shapes in it are so obvious. 

Under excellent skies (NELM ~7.5+) and when it races near zenith, it’s just visible to the 

naked eye as a faint nebulous glow flowing away from Phi Cassiopeiae to the NW.  Observers 

can increase their chances of seeing the cluster by gently moving the mag. 5 star Phi Cassiopeiae 

behind a tree branch or something similar.  It might just do the trick!  I personally found the 

cluster to be quite a challenge with the naked eye.  Also it’s important to keep in mind that Phi 

Cas as well as the mag. 7 star HD 7902 are both non-members.  The brightest star and an actual 

member of the star cluster is mag. 8.6. 

With a simple pair of binoculars, this cluster resolves in to a swarm of stars elongated in a 

SE-NW direction.  With a medium sized telescope, NGC-457 consists of roughly 150 stars 

within 12’, but with a little imagination, it can be even as large as 20’ which is often given as the 

true size in official catalogs.  NGC-457 has several points of concentration and many double 

stars.  Faint galaxy MCG+10-03-001 lies 12’ SW. 

The sketch represented here was made many years ago – in 2009 with my 8-inch 

Dobsonian at 60X.  With the full moon blazing in Aquarius, most of the fainter members 

remained invisible from the urban observing location (NELM ~5.4 / SQM-L reading 18.07).  

The second sketch shows the owl-shape that’s so very obvious at the eyepiece. 



 

 


