Group test ...

Mount up

Paul Money checks out four altaz mounts for
a quick and easy way to enjoy the night sky

In these high-tech times, it’s easy to
assume that you'd need a Go-To mount
— or at least a motorised one — to get the v
most out of astronomy. But if you want to
enjoy the night sky with gear that’s quick
to set up, an altazimuth, or ‘altaz’, mount
is the perfect piece of kit.

Altaz mounts are simple in design and
function; ideal if you're new to astronomy.
With a small telescope like a short-focus
refractor you'll be observing in no time.
You'll be able to catch that brief gap in
the clouds, or show friends, family and
neighbours the highlights of the night sky
without them getting bored while you
attempt to align a Go-To telescope.

If you have more than one telescope,
our Group test this month will be a real
help too, because we're looking at double
altaz mounts as well as single versions.
These double mounts allow you to attach
two telescopes, so you can have a
wide-field as well as a more magnified
view without having to swap the eyepiece
in and out every time. In this Group test
we tried out each mount with two scopes,
a lightweight Sky-Watcher Equinox 80ED
and a heavier unbranded 5-inch refractor.
Find out how the mounts did over the page.

An altazimuth mount is an
inexpensive way to get hassle-
free views of the night sky
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How we tested

The four altaz mounts were tested using the same criteria:
build and design, ease of use, features, stability and
value for money. These criteria were given a percentage
rating and the average was taken to give an overall score.
The features we looked at included:

CONTROLS ﬁ‘
Adjustment knobs allow you e d

to control the telescope in ke By

both axes and should enable B

you to operate it without
slippage. They should be

easy and fluid to turn, as well ‘
as offering the ability to k’ 1

make fine adjustments. 2 E

A,

DOVETAIL CLAMP
This is the standard way to
attach a telescope tube to

a mount: the tube has a
dovetail bar that fits into the
mount’s dovetail clamp. We
checked how easy it was to
attach our test telescopes
securely to the mount.

MOUNT HEAD

As well as checking that the (
scope was firmly supported
on the mount head, we
looked at its freedom of
movement. A good mount
will allow a scope to be tilted
vertically without it or the
tripod getting in the way.

MOVEMENT

We checked what the

| movement was like in both

|\ ™ axes using our lightweight
and heavier telescopes. We

‘ looked for smoothness as

well as slack in the bearings

and signs of backlash once

we'd settled on a target.

i

TRIPOD
We kept an eye on the
stability of the tripod as we
moved the telescope into
different observing positions.
Its legs need to be steady
and any vibrations should
quickly dampen out before
they spoil the view.
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Orion Versach

VITAL STATS
» PRICE £229
» SLOW-MOTION CONTROLS No
» WEIGHT 5.5kg (121b)
» MIN HEIGHT 87.6cm (2,8ft)
» MAX HEIGHT 138.5cm (4.5ft)
» MAX HOLDING WEIGHT 6.8kg (15Ib)
» SUPPLIER Widescreen Centre
» TEL 020 7935 2580
» WWW.widescreen-centre.co.uk

FOR Very smooth operation
AGAINST Slightly loose panning shaft

'The VersaGo is a sturdy mount
that comes with an aluminium
tripod. Don’t be fooled if the
tripod seems a little lightweight
for the purpose: in practice we
found the VersaGo stable and
fully capable of handling our test
refractors, as well as being easy to
assemble and extremely portable.

It is designed for one telescope
up to at least 6.8kg (15Ib).
However, we found that the
VersaGo could easily
accommodate the 10kg (221b)
5-inch refractor without any
wobbles. Even with the heaviest
scope attached, any vibrations
dampened down fairly quickly.

"The mount is well designed
and allows a telescope to point up

to the zenith without touching the

tripod as long as you position the
legs correctly. Movement in both
axes was smooth, partly because
of the Teflon bearings and partly
because of the large aluminium
axis tensioning knobs, which give
good control over how tight you
clamp the axes. This smooth
motion allowed us to keep our
selected objects in the field of

view, easily handling the apparent

motion of the sky.

| 82%

BUILD & DESIGN

EASEOFUSE 92%
FEATURES
STABILITY | 92%
VALUE FOR MONEY
OVERALL 88%

On the downside, the
tightening knobs on the dovetail
clamp were on the underside of
the vertically arranged assembly.
They would be much easier to get
to if they were on the upper side
on the clamp. We also found the
panning shaft, which vou hold

to move the mounted ) /&
telescope around, was loose, &
even when seemingly fully ‘
tightened. However, these /7

are minor quibbles for a '
mount that certainly does

its job capably.

Vixen Porta

VITAL STATS

» PRICE £199

» SLOW-MOTION CONTROLS Yes

» WEIGHT 5.5kg (121b)

» MIN HEIGHT 88cm (2.8ft)

» MAX HEIGHT 138cm (4.5ft)

» MAX HOLDING WEIGHT 5kg (111b)
» SUPPLIER Widescreen Centre

» TEL 020 7935 2580

» WIWW.widescreen-centre.co.uk

FOR Excellent value for money
AGAINST Flimsy control knobs

Vixen's Porta is similar in design
to the VersaGo: it can carry one
telescope on its vertically angled
extended bracket. It’s a good
design that allows a telescape to
miss the tripod and reach the
zenith, Unlike the others in this

test, the mount and tripod are one

unit, so the mount head can’t be
attached to another tripod,
There are no axis tensioning
knobs to control the amount of
movement, but you can tighten
the axes if you have a heavy
telescope to attach. Near each

slow-motion control knob is a well

hidden Allen bolt that controls
axis tension with the help of two
Allen keys hidden below the
rubber cover of the mount head.
We found that there was no need

for any adjustments, even with the

10kg (22Ib) 5-inch refractor fitted.
When moving the telescope
around the sky with this mount,
we found any vibrations quickly
dampened down. The whole
system was very stable, even when
the tripod was at its maximum
extended height. The dovetail
clamp fitted our test scopes and

VERDICT '

BUILD & DESIGN
[EASEOFUSE  94%
FEATURES
STABILTY  92%
VALUE FOR MONEY

OVERALL 93

the clamp tightening knobs were
on top, which we found much
easier to use when setting up,

But the best thing about the
Porta is its slow-motion controls.
Once we pointed the telescope at ~ /
an object, we could simply turn -~/
the slow-motion controls to keep /
it in view, gradually moving the
scope. The control knobs were
a little flimsy, but even so, it's
a great feature considering |, A
this was the cheapest £ ‘
mount in the test.
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