


A S T R O N O T E S ISSN 0048-8682

The Newsletter Magazine of the Ottawa Centre of the RASC 

Vol. 25, No. 5 $5.00 a year May 1986

Editor.......Rolf Meier..... 4-A Arnold Dr.......820-5784
Addresses....Frank Roy...... 3800 Richmond Rd....820-0874
Circulation...Robin Molson....2029 Garfield Ave...225-3082

NEW CENTRE ADDRESS

The Ottawa Centre's official address is once again a 
P.O. box. The old address of NRC will still be effective 
for a while for those people who aren't aware of the new 
address. All correspondence with the Centre should 
therefore be directed to the following address:

Ottawa Centre R.A.S.C.
P.O. Box 6617
Postal Station J
Ottawa, Ontario K2A 3Y7

By the way, any change of address notices concerning 
Astronotes should be directed to Frank Roy.

* * * * *

1986 MEETING DATES Doug George

The Observer's Group meetings will take place on the 
following dates in 1986:

May 9 
June 6 
July 4

August 8 
September 5 
October 3 
November 7 
December 5

Note that the dates for May and August are not the 
normal first Fridays, due to various conflicts.
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ASTRONOTES THIS SUMMER

Articles for the June issue of Astronotes are due by 
May 26. As a means of saving money, Astronotes will not be 
published during July and August. Try doing the arithmetic 
to see how much Astronotes is costing the Centre and you 
will see why. Each page costs 1.75¢ to print. Multiply by 
the number of pages, and by the number of members, plus 
about 60 more copies which go to other Centres as exchange, 
and are handed out free to non-members at meetings. Then 
add postage of 34¢ for those who do not pick up their 
copies at meetings. Are you over $100 already? Yes, and 
now multiply that by 12 issues per year. By going to 10 
issues per year, we hope to save about $250. Older members 
may recall that about 12 years ago we started to produce 
the summer issues; before that we also had 10 issues per 
year.

So, that means that the June issue will be the last 
one before September. Therefore, try and get all your 
important articles in by next month (this means in 
particular the coordinators!). There will be no July or 
August issues. These two issues are usually not that large 
anyway, because in the summer people tend to be generally 
busier with their own things and on holiday. We can 
probably afford to make the June issue somewhat larger as 
compensation.

* * *

INFORMATION FOR NEW MEMBERS Rob McCallum

Membership in the Ottawa Centre is way up this year - 
we're now around 270 members. A full third of this total 
has joined since last September, so I thought an article 
explaining what your membership entitles you to would be 
helpful.

Publications

All members receive the Observer's Handbook soon after 
they join. The other national publications are the RASC 
Journal and the National Newsletter. You'll receive them 
in the mail (together) six times a year.

The Ottawa Centre publishes a (generally) monthly 
newsletter, Astronotes, which you are reading now. It is 
available at the Observer's Group meetings; those not
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picked up are mailed. You are strongly encouraged to read 
this as we attempt to put in all announcements of
forthcoming meetings and other activities.

Meetings

Observer’s Group meetings are held on the first Friday 
of every month, starting at 8 pm, in room 3001 of the NRC 
building at 100 Sussex Drive (right across from the
External Affairs building). Note that the May and August 
meetings are exceptions this year; these meetings will be 
held on the second Friday of the month. Members usually 
speak on a variety of astronomical subjects. Contact Doug 
George (725-0668) if you’re interested in giving a talk.

There are usually about half a dozen Centre Meetings 
every year, when lectures are given by a single speaker,
often a professional astronomer. They are held at NRC,
sometimes in room 3001, and sometimes in the auditorium. 
Watch for announcements here in Astronotes.

A special Centre Meeting is the Annual Dinner Meeting, 
to be held on November 14 this year. It serves as the 
annual business meeting of the Centre.

We also hold a variety of other activities such as 
telescope making workshops, beginner’s meetings, star 
nights, etc., on an irregular basis. Again, watch 
Astronotes for announcements.

The Observatory
The Ottawa Centre operates the Indian River

Observatory, located just west of Almonte. All members are 
entitled to use the site and its 16-inch and 10-inch 
reflecting telescopes. You will have to ensure that a 
keyholder is present, though. Once you have become
familiar with the observatory and are able to demonstrate 
this to the Observatory Committee, you can apply to become 
a keyholder yourself. There is an annual charge of $30 for 
a key.

The Centre operates one more observing  site, "Quiet 
Site", located just west of the city. This site is not 
used much any more as its skies are not much better than 
those in the city.

Other Facilities
An important asset of the Centre is our library,
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located just outside room 3001 at NRC. It is open before 
and after every meeting held in this room. We have many 
hundreds of books and journals on a wide range of 
astronomical subjects.

I’ll end with a mention of our most important 
"facility" - our members! Don't feel shy about approaching 
anyone as we're all willing to provide any assistance we 
can. You'll find astronomy a lot more fun if you can share 
your observations with other members. So...good luck; we 
hope you enjoy yourself!

* * *

OBSERVER'S GROUP MEETING, CENTRE MEETING - APRIL 4
by Doug George and Mercedes Pelayo

Centre President Brian Burke opened the meeting at 
8:15 pm, with 76 people in attendance, of whom 50 were 
members. Brian made several announcements, including the 
date of the next Centre meeting, when Dr. Roy Bishop will 
talk on SS433. He then introduced the guest speaker, Mr. 
Robert Hayward, who gave a talk entitled "A Tour of 
Selected Radio Astronomy Observatories of North America".

Mr. Hayward showed many pictures of different radio 
observatories, and described the associated equipment and 
facilities. An amazing variety of instruments have been 
constructed, from the impressive Very Large Array in New 
Mexico, to the "Very Small Array" at the University of 
Halifax. He noted that a number of different antennas were 
being enlarged, including NASA's Deep Space Network (for 
the Voyager Neptune flyby), and Canada's own Algonquin 
Radio Observatory. He also showed some multi-channel 
receivers used in the Search for ExtraTerrestrial 
Intelligence (SETI) project.

Next, Observer's Group chairman Doug George opened the 
observing portion of the meeting. He made several 
announcements, including the availability of the new Ottawa 
Centre T-shirts, available for $10 from Sandy Ferguson. 
Doug thanked Sandy for the excellent job she did on the 
shirts.

Sandy announced the upcoming International Astronomy 
Day at the Museum of Science and Technolgy. She invited 
all members to come out, and to bring their telescopes for 
the evening star party.

Rolf Meier was up next with slides of Halley's Comet,
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and pictures of Comet West of 10 years ago. A debate 
ensued over whether Comet Bennett or Comet West was more 
spectacular.

Paul Comision presented a series of photographs taken 
on the 200-inch and 48-inch Schimdt of Palomar Mountain in 
the 1950's. These were among some of the earliest colour 
astrophotos. Even so, the pictures, which included the 
Crab, Lagoon, Helix, and Eagle nebulae, were quite
impressive.

John Molson showed slides of the Kitchener-Waterloo 
Centre's observatory. The facility includes a 10.5-inch 
telescope in a dome. Unfortunately, the site suffers from 
very bad light pollution. He also showed some astrophotos 
taken from the site, including pictures of Halley’s Comet.

Doug closed the meeting at 10:30 pm.

* * *

ASTRONOMY DAY 1986 Sandy Ferguson

Well, another Astronomy Day has come and gone, and 
although not as well-attended by the public as in previous 
years, the day was fine weather-wise and a good time was 
had by all who did attend.

Our Centre was well-represented at the Science and 
Technolgy Museum, both during the day and at night. Paul 
Comision, Pierre Deguire, Daniel Rollin, Damien Lemay, Doug 
George, Ken Tapping, and I gave talks on various subjects 
during the afternoon. Our Centre display table was the 
best we’ve had and was visited by a good number of 
interested members of the public. Fielding questions about 
the Society and the Centre all afternoon were Kim and Chris 
Steatham, Rob Newton, Mercedes Pelayo, Frank Roy, and David 
Monoogian. They even managed to flog a few T-shirts, slide 
sets and memberships. Adjacent to our display, Ron Hall 
had set up his mirror grinding demonstration, and Daniel 
Lemay his extensive photographic survey of the sky, while 
Kyle Nunas was nearby in the children’s area, showing young 
people how to create star frames for constellation hunting.

Real Manseau, an RASC member from Drummondville, 
brought his beautifully handcrafted replicas of antique 
brass astronomical instruments. Not surprisingly, the 
collection was one of the highlights of Astronomy Day, and 
drew a lot of interest from those visiting the museum.

Not all the action was indoors, however. Max Stuart 
spent part of the afternoon on the museum grounds with his
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solar projection 'scope, showing everyone the sun and the 
sun spots which turned up for the occasion. In the 
observatory, Rob Dick had the 15-inch refractor on display 
for the public.

The weather, which had been warm and sunny during the 
day, became warm and cloudy in the evening. The moon, 
however, was observable and our members set up about 15 
telescopes in the museum parking lot to allow the public to 
view through a variety of different 'scopes. Again, the 
observing session was not attended as well as in other 
years, but people came and went continuously throughout the 
2-hour period. We were not confronted with the long 
line-ups which we have all come to regard with a certain 
amount of dread after dealing with the public on the Halley 
Night last November! On the other hand, Mary Henderson, 
who was operating the 15-inch under the dome, seemed to 
attract the line-ups,

I'd like to thank everyone from the group who loaned 
equipment or gave up part or all of his or her Saturday to 
help out at the museum. Special thanks to those who turned 
up in the evening with their ’scopes, even though the sky 
wasn’t so great. The Centre really appreciates the time 
and effort put out by members of the group on Astronomy 
Day; without your help the event would not be as successful 
as it is.

And finally, thanks go to Mary Grey of the Museum of 
Science and Technology form making it all happen,

* * *

EQUIPMENT REVIEW - PART III Doug George

In this article, I will review the Lumicon 
Easy-Guider, The Easy-Guider is quite a bit more expensive 
than most off-axis guiders, at about $300, This price 
includes a telescompressor which increases the telescope’s 
speed to about f/6. One can remove the lens for f/10 
photography, but this is difficult, and could result in 
damage to the lens, Lumicon suggests buying a separate 
body for the guider for about $100 (if you really want that 
image scale, you might as well use the 16-inch, at f/5).

The basic purpose of an off-axis guider is to permit 
viewing of a star outside the camera field during the 
exposure. When a cross-hair reticle is used, the observer 
can keep a star centred carefully during the exposure to 
prevent trailing of the image (as for all other guiders,
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the special eyepiece required is extra).
The Easy-Guider certainly meets those criteria, but 

goes a few steps further. For one, it is exceedingly well 
built. All pieces are beautifully machined. It has large 
set screws, coated optics, and was carefully designed.

The whole guider body can be smoothly rotated on the 
telescope to find a guide star. The camera body also 
smoothly rotates to compose the picture. The eyepiece 
holder is removable (very handy for packing), and can slide 
forwards and back. This allows radial as well as axial 
movement of the image, greatly increasing the range of 
available guide stars. As anyone who has used an off-axis 
guider knows, finding a guide star can be very
frustrating. Clearly, the Easy Guider is superior in this 
respect.

The prism which collects the light for the guiding 
eyepiece is before the telecompressor lens, which 
"magnifies" the guide star relative to the camera image. 
Thus, no Barlow lens is necessary. In fact the Easy Guider 
was designed to accept your standard star diagonal in front 
of the guiding eyepiece. This helps you orient the
eyepiece to a convenient viewing position. This not only 
reduces strain during long exposures, it increases the 
range you can reasonably turn the guider to find a guide 
star.

The Easy Guider has a 2-inch outside diameter. This 
means that you can remove the camera adapter, and put in a 
2-inch eyepiece or star diagonal. With the telecompressor 
lens installed, the Easy Guider becomes a rich-field 
adapter. Without the lens, the Easy Guider functions as a 
2-inch eyepiece adapter.

I have only used the guider a couple of times, but I 
was quite impressed by its performance. If you are 
seriously into astrophotography with a Celestron or similar 
Schmidt-Cassegrain telescope, it is probably well worth the 
money. Incidentally, a Newtonian version is also 
available.

* * *

EQUIPMENT REVIEW UPDATE Doug George

I would like to add a few notes to the equipment 
review series I have presented in previous months' 
Astronotes. The main points have to do with the Celestron 
Skysensor.

-7-



First of all, I forgot to mention a few of the many 
software bugs in the Skysensor unit. The Skysensor 
includes a function to search for nearby objects. It scans 
for objects within ± 4° in dec, but the object could be 12 
hours away in RA. Also, it doesn't always work; for 
example, if you are pointed at M 81, it will not find M 82, 
which is in the same eyepiece field! Another bug concerns 
hooking up a computer via the RS 232 interface. If you 
list memory, it produces listings of sporadic length. I 
have also found quite a few more objects with incorrect 
positions, especially in the Coma-Virgo Realm of Galaxies - 
where the Skysensor is potentially very useful. I found 
this extremely annoying. I am planning to modify the EPROM 
memory in my unit to fix this. If anyone else would like 
me to fix theirs, I can do so for a small charge.

I sent copies of my equiment review to Celestron. 
Last month I received a reply from their VP of Marketing 
and R&D. He indicated that Celestron has come up with a 
new model of the Skysensor, which eliminated the annoying 
beeping, strong light, and several of the bugs I noted. He 
did not indicate whether it was available, or when it would 
be introduced.

In regards to the Lumicon Easy-Guider, I have by now 
taken a number of photographs with it. There is a certain 
amount of vignetting in the corners, but it is only a 
partial loss of light. This is not too noticable, and is 
far better than the Celestron version. Pierre Deguire's 
telecompressor is better in this respect, but it is not as 
fast (note: Pierre's telecompressor will not work with the 
Easy-Guider without modification because there is nothing 
to hold it in place). One point worth noting is that the 
prism of the off-axis guider can intrude slightly on the 
photograph. This is not a problem if you orient the camera 
so that the prism is above or below the picture. The 
shadow of the prism is not too bad, so if you cannot frame 
the picture to avoid this, it is not a serious problem.

A final note on the Super-Polaris C-8. The mounting 
flexure is not a problem as long as you do not give the 
telescope a fair nudge. The only time this is annoying is 
if you jar the telescope while fumbling for the cable 
release. The tracking accuracy is superb. If you set the 
polar alignment carefully, you can actually walk away from 
the 'scope for a short time! What is annoying, however, is 
the backlash on the dec axis. It takes about 20 steps to 
reverse the direction of motion. This is not a problem on 
the RA axis since it is constantly moving.
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VARIABLE STAR PROGRAM 1986 Sandy Ferguson

Guess what observers...it's that time of year again!
Yes, the warm weather (with its attendant humidity and 

bugs) is upon us and it’s time to unearth those binoculars ) 
or scopes, which haven’t seen the dark of night since 
Thanksgiving, dust them off, and introduce them to the I 
fascinating field of variable star observing by becoming a 
participant in the Observer’s Group variable star program.
For novices to astronomy, it’s a way to get to know the 
sky; for those with more experience, it’s a chance to 
discover just how stars and their behaviour differ; and for 
the really advanced, it can lead to a lifetime of 
contributing to an extremely valuable branch of astronomy, 
one in which professional astronomers cannot always 
participate.

Being a member of the variable star squad in the 
Ottawa Centre has some bonuses too. For instance, you 
would be eligible to win the highly coveted Variable Star 
Award, which is presented each fall at the Annual Dinner 
Meeting to the observer with the most quality observations 
for the year. Participating in the program is not for the 
faint-hearted though. Competition for this award is so 
fierce that it is rumoured that scopes have been broken, 
binoculars sabotaged, and yes, even lives have been lost in 
the quest for this award. If you survive the ordeal and 
with the plaque, you get to hang it on your very own wall, 
or keep it in its very own shrine, for an entire year. 
Your family and friends will hold you in awe.

Have I got your attention?
Now just how do you get involved? Well, the first 

thing to do is get a copy of the Variable Star Handbook 
from me. I will have copies at the OG meetings, or, if you 
cannot attend, I will be delighted to mail a copy to you. 
Secondly, you will have to get into the backyard and start 
locating the variables on the program (more about this in a 
minute). Thirdly, you will have to maintain your observing 
records and submit them to me, either on a regular basis 
over the summer, or in total before the dinner meeting in 
November.

If you manage to do these three things, then fourthly,  
you will have to walk from the dinner table to the podium  
to receive the variable star award when it is presented to  
you, after a summer of hard-won brightness estimates!

Right. Now you’ll want to know just what stars are on 
the program this year and a little about each one.
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1. Delta Cephei: A bright, easy-to-find variable in the 
constellation Cepheus. It is the prototype for the 
variables known as Cepheids, and has a cycle of 5.37 
days, and a magnitude difference of from 3.6 to 4.4. 
Can be observed naked-eye, but binoculars make it 
easier.

2. Beta Lyrae: A bright eclipsing binary in the
constellation Lyra. Another naked-eye star, but 
binoculars make it easier. Cycle of 12.93599 days 
(approximately) and ranges from magnitude 3.4 to 4.3.

3. Chi Cygni: The long-period variable of the bunch,
located in Cygnus. Chi is predicted to reach maximum 
around August 21, 1986, when it will be an easy target 
from the city. Its range is from around 5th to 13th 
magnitude and its rise to maximum and subsequent 
fading will be easy to follow throughout the summer.

4. R Scuti: A semi-regular variable in the constellation 
Scutum. Easy to find as it is near the star cluster 
M 11. R Scuti is known as an RV Tauri type of 
variable (light curves with alternate deep and shallow 
minima) and has an average cycle of around 140 days.

5. Mu Cephei: An irregular variable in Cepheus known as 
the Garnet Star, as it is one of the reddest visible 
from the Northern Hemisphere. Magnitude range from 
3.6 to 5.1.

6. Beta Persei: An eclipsing binary in Perseus, known as
Algol. Magnitude range is from 2.1 to 3.4 with
eclipses occurring every 2.87 days. Duration of each
eclipse is 10 hours.

Don’t be concerned about getting started and locating 
the variables mentioned. I intend to arrange
get-acquainted (with variables, that is) evenings
throughout the early part of the summer, close to the city, 
where we can walk through each of the program stars until 
participants are comfortable with them.

So there you are. Now that you have been formally
introduced to the six of them, I hope your interest is 
aroused and you will consider participating in the fun. 
Please contact me either at a meeting or by calling 
829-7514, for any charts or information you need to get

-10-



started, I look forward to receiving your observations 
throughout the summer and fall and I'm sure YOU will be 
looking forward to being handed the variable star award 
after all your work!

* * *

COLOUR FILMS FOR ASTRO PHOTOGRAPHY Doug George

There are now quite a few high speed colour films 
available on the market. This is a brief survey of a 
number of films, with some personal observations where I 
have tried them, or seen other members' results. These 
observations are based on astronomical use only, not on 
regular daylight pictures. If you have tried some of these 
films, I would be interested in hearing your impressions,

Fujichrome P1600D: Colour slide, A modified version of 
400D which is optimized for push processing. Can be 
pushed to 800, 1600 (recommended), or even 3200, 
Reasonably good results, grain large but bearable. The ISO 
400 version of this film also performs very well (the "D" 
professional version gives much broader colour 
sensitivity). Warning: some local labs do not push 
process more than one stop (800 ASA), Be sure to indicate 
your preference carefully, in large lettering, so that they 
do not accidentally process it incorrectly,

Fujicolour HR1600: Colour prints, I have had very good 
results with this film. It does not require any push 
processing, and has reasonable, grain,

Ektachrome P800/1600: Colour slides, I haven't tried my 
roll yet, but published results suggest that the Fuji 
P1600D may be better. The ASA 400 version has severe 
problems with blue background. The ISO 200 version is not 
as bad, but comes out a bit green,

Kodak VR1000: Colour prints. The only prints I have seen 
came out quite dark. The Fuji HR1600 is probably a better 
bet.

3M 1000: Colour slides. Despite somewhat objectionable 
grain, and light backgrounds, the film is very sensitive, 
and has a good colour range. Beware of local processing 
labs, however, as they tend to produce ugly blue splotches
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on the film. Throop photo supply is now dealing with a lab 
in Kingston which has a good reputation, so you might try 
them.

Agfa 1000: Colour slides. Performs much better than the 
slower versions, but tends to have slightly strange colour,

Ed note: For what it's worth, my personal favourite is the 
3M 1000 film, if you can get it,

* * *

DEBUNKING TELESCOPE FADS Doug George

Amateur astronomy has been beset by many different 
fads: planets are out; deep sky is in; modern telescopes 
are light buckets, rich-field telescopes, and have fancy 
eyepieces and filters. Flashy colour ads appear in 
astronomy magazines, department store catalogs, and 
elsewhere. Amidst all of this you have the poor would-be 
astronomer trying to buy a half-decent telescope without a 
bank loan.

Your choice of telescope depends on several factors: 
your location and ability to travel; your observing 
preference; whether you are going to do photography; and 
your budget. If you are just starting out, don’t buy a 
telescope yet. Get some binoculars, and visit our 
observatory and star parties. Find out first hand what the 
advantages and disadvantages of different instruments are. 
If you can build your own, you will probably save lots of 
money.

So-called "richest field telescopes" (RFT’s) are, 
simply put, telescopes with short focal lengths, I have 
gradually formed the opinion that focal length does not 
matter one bit, A long-focus telescope, such a 
Celestron-8, with a good, long-focal-length eyepiece gives 
a better wide-field veiw than an RFT. They both are 
portable, with short, lightweight tubes. The only 
advantage of the RFT is that it might be cheaper. Besides, 
you need more than wide-field views to see faint objects, 
A wide field is great for large, low-surface-brightness 
objects. Most objects are smaller, and require sufficient 
magnification to gain enough resolution. New studies show 
that the eye does some signal proecessing, which 
compensates for the image being more spread out. For very 
small, very faint objects, you have to use very high power
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in order to see them, because higher power increases 
contrast.

To explain why high power increases contrast, let’s 
assume we have a modest-sized instrument with reasonable 
resolution. At low power, you have a large portion of sky 
background visible, with a tiny, unresolovable nebula in 
the centre. At higher power, the sky background has been 
spread out, and is much dimmer. The tiny nebula in the 
centre is not spread out very much, because it is so 
small. Therefore, the difference in brightness between the 
nebula and the background improves. In other words, the 
contrast is better.

Now that we have debunked the over-use of low power, 
it should be stated that high-power observation requires a 
fair bit of skill. For the beginner, it should be used 
sparingly until you have gained some experience with 
telescope operation and observing techniques such as 
averted vision.

Another factor related to the focal length is the 
f/ratio. This is the ratio of the focal length of the 
primary to the aperture. Photographers know that this is 
the only determination of photographic exposure for 
ordinary photographs. It applies to large, diffuse 
nebulae, but not to star images. No matter how much you 
magnify a star, its light will not spread out if you have 
not greatly exceeded the magnification abilities of your 
telescope. All you get is a smaller field. The faintest 
star you can see is only determined by the aperture of the 
instrument. To get a good photograph of a cluster, you 
need a large instrument, not one with a short f/ratio. If 
you want to take a photograph of a nebula with a long-focus 
telescope, all you need is a good telescompressor.

Aluminum mirrors cause a certain amount of light 
scattering, which reduces contrast. This has long been 
noted for planetary observation, where refractors have been 
preferred despite their problems with chromatic aberation. 
Other reasons for better contrast with refractors include 
efficient baffling, which is impossible on a Newtonian 
reflector, and the lack of a central obstruction. I think 
the central obstruction is not all that important, since it 
only spreads the Airey disk a bit. Usually, with a 
reasonably-sized instrument, you never achieve the 
resolution limit of the instrument because of the 
atmospheric conditions. Remember, Maksutov telescopes are 
usually considered to have superb resolution, but they have 
a central obstruction.
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We can also debunk aperture fever a bit. Certainly, 
light gathering power is very important for telescopes. If 
we have a lot of light, but the contrast is poor, then the 
telescope will still not see very faint detail. Certainly 
they will do better than a smaller telescope of the same 
type, but they may not do better than a smaller telescope 
of superior optical design. While people have been 
concerned with contrast only for planetary observations, it 
is actually extremely important for serious deep sky 
observers.

In addition, I have yet to see a large "light bucket" 
which has really good optics, I suspect that most of these 
thin-mirror telescopes do not achieve the 1/4-wave Raleigh 
limit of performance (a frequently-overlooked fact is that 
this limit is for the combined error of the primary and 
secondary). Whether this is due to poor mirror mounting 
techniques, or to poor manufacturing, I do not know. I do 
know, however, that it will result in a reduction in 
resolution and contrast due to light spreading.

Going back to the comparison of the RFT and the 
Schmidt-Cassegrain (SCT), we see that the telescopes differ 
in the optical design and the focal length of the eyepieces 
you must use. Which will have the better contrast? The 
SCT has a larger obstruction, but does not have spider 
vanes. The SCT has a Cassegrain baffle, which the 
Newtonian RFT does not. The SCT has 2 or 3 more optical 
surfaces than the Newtonian, which is usually considered a 
disadvantage. If the owner has spent his money wisely, 
however, the SCT has special coatings on the corrector 
plate, and the so-called "Starbright" silver coated 
mirrors. The net effect of both of these coatings is to 
increase light transmission, but also to dramatically 
increase contrast. If you don’t believe me, compare a 
coated C-8 with an uncoated one. A simple test can be done 
in daylight: look into the front of the instruments. In 
the uncoated model, you will se a white glare. The coated 
one will reveal a faint purple tinge.

In my opinion, the coated C-8 is better than any 
standard Newtonian of the same size. The only telescope 
superior to it would be a high-quality achromat or 
apochromat refractor.

So what kind of telescope should you buy? If you are 
just starting out, and want an inexpensive telescope, 
forget the gimmicky refractors sold by department stores. 
A somewhat clunky Dobsonian of much larger aperture can be 
had for the same price, especially if you build it. This
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clunky Dobsonian will run circles around any of those cheap 
department store or camera store telescopes.

If you are more advanced, the number one priority is 
to get a stable, solid equatorial mount. For deep sky, you 
will need an aperture of at least 6 inches, but 8 inches is 
a phenomenal improvement. Consider the more expensive 
optical designs - it might be smaller for the same 
performance, and thus cost about the same. Remember, if it 
is too big to set up easily, you probably won't use it 
much. A small, well-used instrument is a much better 
investment than a large instrument sitting in your garage.

Ed. note: Did you ever try to convince someone that one 
type of car is better than another, especially if that 
person has a very strong opinion? It can't be done. As 
with cars, I suspect that there is a very personal choice 
to be made when selecting a telescope. (In case you 
haven't guessed, Doug owns an 8-inch SCT). Doug makes the 
very valid point that if you are going to spend a lot of 
money, you should look around and see what other people 
have first. Then you can get a first-hand look at what is 
available. Let me add my opinions to Doug's. This is what 
I tell people when they ask me what kind of telescope to 
buy. First, if they don't already have some, they should 
get binoculars. They are by far the best investment a 
beginner can make, since they are so versatile for the 
money. Secondly, when considering a telescope, I suggest 
the largest aperture that they can afford for the money 
they have budgeted for. I have found that aperture is by 
far the greatest factor affecting the overall impact of a 
telescopic view. Thirdly, it should have a very solid 
mounting. This is often overlooked by first-time telescope 
buyers. Things like photographic capability, 
transportablity, and optical quality should be checked out 
too, but this is where things start to get personal, and 
had best be left up to individual choice. That's my 
opinion.

* * *

JUNE IS INSTRUMENT NIGHT

The June Observer's Group meeting is Instrument 
Night. Bring your home-made telescope or other instrument 
for display. If you wish to give an instrument-related 
talk, contact Doug.
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MESSIER MARATHON - BETTER LOCK NEXT TIME Doug George

As you will recall, we re-scheduled the Messier 
Marathon because of incredibly poor weather. Not to be 
outdone, the weather decided to retaliate. The night of 
the April meeting was very clear, and I was at IRO all 
night. Due to the meeting, I arrived too late to do the 
Marathon, and I doubt anyone else tried it either. For 2 
weeks after that, the skies remained cloudy. Of course, 
once the moon neared full, clear skies were in abundance.

That night, however, I did see Mars, Saturn, Uranus, 
Neptune, and Mercury! I would have looked for Pluto too, 
but I was rudely interrupted by sunrise. I guess I'll have 
better luck with the planet race...

* * *

HALLEY'S COMET Rolf Meier

As the Halley booklet says, during May Halley's Comet 
will become a fading memory in the public's eye. If you 
haven't had a good naked-eye sighting by now, it is too 
late.

My last view before the comet went south was on the 
morning of April 3. It was very dim (due to extinction) 
and low. I recovered sight of it together with several
other observers at around midnight on April 14. Once 
again, it was very dim and low. However, the view 
gradually improved. My best recent sightings were on the 
evenings of April 26 and the next night, the 27th. The 
comet was well up in the sky for several hours, and easily 
visible to the naked eye from my farm near Panmure. In 
binoculars, a wide tail about 4 degrees long was seen. The 
view through a telescope was much less spectacular. You 
couldn't get enough of the tail in to distinguish it from 
the sky. The head, of course, was much larger in the
telescope. The photographs I took on those 2 nights also 
turned out nicely.

The Halley booklet is now only useful as a souvenir. 
If you want to know where to look now, consult the 
Observer's Handbook or Sky and Telescope. You have until 
the middle of June to catch a reasonable view of it, and
then it will be gone for another 75 years. A dim,
uninspiring view may still be had this fall, but by that 
time the comet will only be of minimal brightness. So, try 
your luck soon!
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