
Imaging meteors from a suburban back garden (Part 1)   by Tony Barker  

I’ve been interested in astronomy since I was 12 years old – three years before I took my very first 

photograph. That was of the moon taken on a plate camera through my 2 3/8 inch telescope. For 

years I wanted to capture meteors on film but my first successful attempt at recording these was not 

until 2013.  The image frame below was one of 701 20sec frames taken between 23:49 on 12 

August and 04:32 on 13 August 2013 with a Canon EOS 500D and 10-22mm lens set at 12mm. 

Meteors are the visible trails left by small pieces 

of rock, from the size of a grain of sand upwards, 

called meteoroids which enter the atmosphere 

and burn up.  As this space rock heats up in our 

atmosphere it emits colours at different 

wavelengths depending on the minerals it 

contains. The trail shown here is coloured green, 

then yellow, red and finishing with purple when 

the meteor explodes on the left hand side of the frame. 

At the right is an enlarged view of the same image which 

shows off the meteor trail’s range of colours better. Below is a 

photo of the equipment I used during the night of 17/18 

November 2018.  I was then using a Fuji X-T2 with 16-50mm 

lens set at 16mm.  I shall 

describe, with photos, each item of equipment in Part 2 of this 

article.  A tripod is needed, stabilized with a heavy object.  Also, 

some means of providing continuous power to the camera and a 

means to ensure the lens does not ‘dew up’ during the night. (I 

use the same equipment to image star trails – more of this in 

Part 2) 

Your eyes should be dark adapted before expecting to see 

fainter meteors.  This can be a problem as light is needed to set 

up equipment.  It is common to use a red light (I use a head 

torch so both hands are free) as the eye’s rod cells are 

insensitive to longer wavelengths of light. 

I choose a night in which the moon is out of the sky for most of 

the time and which coincides with a known ‘shower’ of meteors.  

The next reliable shower with high peak rates is the Perseids which peaks on the night of August 

12/13th.  50-75 meteors an hour are possible for observers with clear, dark skies though the moon 

will somewhat mar the display this year. The Perseids are bits of the comet called ‘Swift-Tuttle’. 



I use a wide angle lens to capture a good area of sky and a relatively fast setting (f/3.5) to minimise 

exposure time and prevent ‘washing out’ the sky from light pollution.  I keep the camera in portrait 

mode so as to include terrestrial foreground interest and provide scale.  The camera is pointed at an 

altitude of around 60° at a point 40°-60° away from the meteor shower radiant.  (The radiant is the 

point in the sky from which the meteors appear to emanate. For the Perseids this is the constellation 

Perseus). Too close to the radiant gives very short trails; too far from the radiant and part of the trail 

may fall outside the frame.  Meteor rates and trail brightness usually improve after local midnight as 

the Earth turns into the meteoroid stream head on – rather like driving west into a strong westerly 

rain storm. 

With my set-up I can leave the equipment out all night and go to bed, getting up before dawn to 

disassemble equipment.  However, if your garden is not secure you may feel unable to take this risk 

– unless you sleep out in a tent!  I do have to trust the forecast if it states no precipitation that night.  

I use a 120 amp.hour leisure battery which acts in two ways: it stabilizes the tripod via a bungee 

cord and it runs a small heated dew strap which is wound round the camera lens to keep it dry and 

free of dew.  A portable power bank powers the camera via a dummy battery power adapter. 

I also use an intervalometer but only as a means of remotely operating the shutter using its locking 

button.  The camera’s T-setting is used to continuously take 20 sec shots.  (If exposures were in 

excess of 30 secs I would need the intervalometer’s other functions)  I have found that after 20 secs 

exposure the effect of light pollution becomes too pronounced; also stars tend to trail as the earth 

moves. Star trailing is less pronounced with a shorter focal length lens and when the camera is 

pointing north.  Look at any image of star trails around the North Star to see this. 

Finally, I take about 20 to 30 ‘dark frames’ immediately after my meteor recording has ended.  I do 

this instead of using the camera’s long-exposure noise reduction setting which reduces noise and 

eliminates hot pixels but in doing so doubles the exposure time – so a five hour session would be 

halved and many meteors 

missed. 

Finally, here is a shot of a 

Leonid meteor (appearing to 

originate in the constellation of 

Leo) taken at 03:15 on 18 

November 2018 with my Fuji X-

T2.  The resolution has 

improved and noise has reduced 

over my early Canon’s shots.   

For Part 2 I will provide more detail of my equipment and briefly mention star trails and satellites 

through additional images. 


