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EVENT HORIZONS

Jan. 18 Centre Meeting -  Atmospheric Phenomena. Several Centre 
members will be speaking on interesting sky phenomena within the 
atmosphere; 8:00 pm, NRC Auditorium, 100 Sussex Drive.

Feb. 2 Observers’ Group Meeting -  8:00 pm, NRC Auditorium, 
100 Sussex Drive.

Feb. 15 Centre Meeting -  Dr. Ian Halliday of the NRC will be speaking 
about the Voyager flyby of Neptune; 8:00 pm, NRC Auditorium.

M ar. 2 Observers’ Group Meeting -  8:00 pm, NRC Auditorium, 
100 Sussex Drive.

M ar. 16 Centre Meeting -  Dr. Peter Millman of the NRC will be speaking 
on solar system satellites (Friday); 8:00 pm, NRC Auditorium.

June 28-July 2 1990 General Assembly, Carleton University.

MEETING DATES FOR 1990

The following are the dates for all planned 1990 meetings. All 
Observers’ Group meeting dates have been finalized for the year. The 
meetings fall on the First Friday of all months except August and 
October. These meetings will be delayed one week to avoid holiday 
weekends.

Centre Meeting dates are reserved for the Third Thursday from January 
to October, except in summer. The March meeting will take place one 
day early. The November and December meetings will take place at a 
special location.

Observers’ Group Centre Meetings

January 5 
February 2

March 2 
April 6 
May 4 
June 1 
July 6 

August 10

January 18 
February 15 

March 16 
April 19

September 7 
October 12 

November 2 
December 7

September 20 
October 18

November TBD (ADM) 
December 20
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DOUG GEORGE DISCOVERS LAST COMET OF THE 80’S Rolf Meier

On December 17, Doug George, Astronotes editor and Immediate Past 
President of the Ottawa Centre, discovered his first comet -  probably 
the last comet of the decade.

Doug began hunting for comets with the 16-inch telescope at IRO about 
two years ago. After having accumulated 65 hours of sweeping, he had 
success on a very cold December night. This is the greatest achievement 
so far by this excellent observer and inventor. It also speaks well of the 
opportunity available to members at our Indian River Observatory. This 
is the fifth comet discovered by this telescope. The average time for 
discovery with the 16-inch is 51 hours. Compare this to the accepted 
average of 200 hours per comet required for all other instruments.

As we know, this has been a record cold winter so far. Doug was very 
persistent, however, attracted by the very clear skies that accompany 
such arctic air masses. Doug had to warm up periodically in the 
clubhouse during this observing run. To prevent frost from forming on 
the eyepiece, he had to resort to special breathing techniques. The most 
primitive method, holding one’s breath, was not too successful. Doug 
found that this caused the stars to become fainter and fainter as the 
oxygen in his blood was depleted. Taking in many breaths quickly would 
restore normal body operation, however. Finally, the best method was 
found to be a slow inhale while looking through the eyepiece, followed 
by a quick exhale with the face pointed away from the telescope.

Doug reported the discovery to the IAU on the same night. Brian 
Marsden requires a confirming observation, so Doug asked me to assist. 
The comet was quite low, so it would have to be the next night. On 
Monday, December 18, Doug and Mercedes came over to our house and 
we tried to recover the comet with my 17.5-inch. The greatest hindrance 
to our attempt was the light snow which was falling. We realized that we 
would not be able to see the comet that night. Actually, we were able to 
see some of the field stars in the telescope, because the clouds were thin.

We enlisted the help of David Levy in Tucson, Arizona. "Hi David, is it 
clear there tonight?" "Oh, yes, it’s beautiful, clear, warm, dry..." Right. 
What else did we expect? Anyway, David came through, and we thank 
him for helping Doug get a speedy confirmation of his find, which will 
be known as Comet George*, 1989e1.

Dec 17/20:00 19h 52.3m 25° 30m 12? (D. George)
Dec 18/22:30 19h 54.4m 25° 32m 10.4 (D. Levy)

*See my article for some late-breaking news -Ed.

4 ASTRONOTES January 1990



IN ORBIT! Doug George

I thought it would be interesting to try my hand at computing the orbital 
elements for a certain recently-discovered object, using three positions 
measured from plots on Atlas Stellarum. I wrote a somewhat lengthy 
computer program to do just that. It’s based on an algorithm in 
Duffet-Smith’s Astronomy with you Personal Computer. I wrote my 
program in Turbo Pascal in order to use the high precision of a math 
coprocessor, and to clean up the BASIC kludges. This algorithm uses a 
conjugate gradient method to find a solution to a set of simultaneous 
equations describing the orbit. I also wrote a program to predict positions 
based on the calculated orbital elements. Debugging these programs 
proved to be a bit of a headache -  this stuff is very picky.

I soon discovered that I could pick a date for perihelion about four 
months either side of my observations and still get a fit to within 0.5°. I 
then decided to call Brian Marsden to see if preliminary orbital elements 
had been worked out. He provided me with a set of rough parameters. I 
tweaked them slightly to match my own data to within 0.05° (so the 
program did something useful after all). I have calculated an ephemeris 
for this month’s viewing window (below). I believe (hope) they should 
be accurate to within 0.25°. More accurate data should be available soon.

The comet approaches perihelion at about April 14. At this point, it will 
be 1.68 AU from the sun, as opposed to its present distance of 2 AU. 
This explains its eastward motion: it is showing retrograde motion on the 
sky since the Earth moves faster than it does. This will keep it in the 
evening sky for quite a while longer. The comet will probably get a little 
bit brighter as it gets closer to the sun. Its distance from Earth -  about 
2.5 AU -  will not change much before perihelion. It is expected to 
brighten to about magnitude 8.5.

Another important fact came to light during my phone call with Brian 
Marsden. It turns out a Soviet astronomer in Kiev also discovered the 
comet on the same night. So the comet’s name has been changed to 
Skorichenko-George. Also of note: with the recent recovery of periodic 
comet Russel4, we have a total of 33 comet apparitions in 1989. This ties 
with the record set in 1987.

Date RA Dec (1950.0) Date RA Dec
Jan 13 20h48m +29°19m Jan 25 21h19m +31°43m
Jan 16 20h55m +29°53m Jan 28 21h28m +32°21m
Jan 19 21h03m +30°2801 Jan 31 21h 36m +33°00m
Jan 22 21h11m +31°05m
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J a n u a r y  C e n t r e  M e e t in g

A tmospheric Phenomena

Thursday, January 18, 1990, 8:00 PM, 
NRC Auditorium, 100 Sussex Drive

Some of the astronomical observations we make at night are of events 
which actually occur in the Earth’s atmosphere. These include the 

Aurora Borealis and meteors. In the daytime, the atmosphere creates 
some interesting visual phenomena with sunlight. The weather is of great 

concern to observers, because the state of the atmosphere determines 
whether or not observing is possible. Members will be speaking on these 

topics, with many slides to illustrate the events.
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OBSERVERS’ GROUP CHAIRMAN’S ANNUAL REPORT 1989 Frank Roy

This was a year of changes! In March we changed our regular meeting 
place from room 3001 to the auditorium; although we still managed to 
stay in the same building, 100 Sussex Dr., courtesy of the National 
Research Council. The attendance overall has been very high this year, 
averaging about 75, mostly members. As usual we met on the first 
Friday of every month, except for August and September when we met 
on the second Friday.

Some experimentation was done with the format of the meetings. Paul 
Comision kept us abreast of the "cutting edge" of astronomy. I 
introduced a ten minute break at the midpoint in the meeting to give a 
chance for people to stretch their legs, go to the rest rooms, etc. 
Throughout most of the year a special guest speaker was invited to give a 
short (30-40 min.) talk on their pet subject (astronomical, of course). 
Although this worked quite well most of the time, on occasion the 
speaker went on longer than expected, and their talk became in short the 
meeting.

In January, Dr. Kotas, a Ph.D. from Charles University in Prague, gave 
us an in-depth talk about evidence of prehistoric Czech astronomy as far 
back as 750,000 years. The talk was presented with slides and overheads 
and was well enjoyed.

Paul Boltwood and Malcolm Lambourne gave the February main talk, on 
a CCD camera that they are currently building. They explained the 
working of a CCD (Charge Coupled Device) camera, including a bit of 
physics. Paul also explained the observatory he has planned for the 
camera. This, I must admit, was one of the most interesting talks given in 
many years.

In April Jacques Labrecque of the Museum of Science and Technology 
gave us a talk on the Maksutov-Cassegrain telescope. He explained why 
the Mak is such a superb optical instrument. He also had a Mak of his 
own construction on display.

In May, Brian Roberts, now retired from the NRC optical shop, gave an 
exciting talk about the history of the Canadian Optics Industry. He 
explained how superb craftsmanship can make or break a high 
performance instrument.

In July, Fred Lossing gave a concise presentation on thermonuclear 
fusion, and explained how the recently discovered cold fusion might 
work.
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In November Istvan Horvath described his team’s entry into the solar sail 
race to Mars. Three proposals will be accepted for funding, and the 
winner is the first one to crash on Mars!! The solar sail race is to 
commemorate the 500th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’ landing 
in North America. It was a most interesting talk.

In December Peter Ceravolo gave us a talk on the current state of 
commercial optics. Peter is an optician at National Research Council. 
His "Focal Point" commentary on this appeared in the December 1989 
issue of Sky & Telescope.

Nine star parties were scheduled for 1989. We had an excellent turn out 
at the April party, some 40 members showed up. Coincidentally, there 
was an occultation of the Pleiades by the moon that night, and it was a 
pretty sight in any telescope. This was one of the best attended star 
parties in years. In September we had our annual OG BBQ/star party. 
Max Stuart was kind enough to bring out his propane BBQ, which we 
used to make excellent hamburgs and hot dogs. Unfortunately, the 
turnout for the BBQ was not very high and their is some doubt whether 
this tradition will continue. On Friday December 29 we held the last star 
party of the decade at IRO. Ten hardy observers showed up despite the 
-30° C temperature. We had excellent views of Jupiter and other celestial 
objects with the 40 cm telescope. All other star parties (6) were clouded 
out, including two public star parties: one at Andrew Haydon Park and 
the other at Vincent Massey Park.

On Saturday, May 13, Sandy Ferguson operated a display panel at the 
Place D ’Orleans Shopping Mall, with a variety of books and publications 
on display. This was to celebrate International Astronomy day 1989. 
Roseanne and Gary Mussar brought out their C-8, and Max Stuart had 
his Schiefspeigler on display. Also Domenic and John Franceschina 
showed up to lend a hand.

Paul Comision gave a series of three lectures on stellar evolution in June 
in the auditorium of 100 Sussex Dr. His lectures were attended by about 
nine people and were well enjoyed.

Max Stuart started a telescope making workshop in late September with 
the help of Fred Lossing. So far they have seven members involved who 
will grind, polish, and figure their own mirror. This is very encouraging 
and hopefully these members will continue on and build a mount for 
their new mirror. Maybe they will even use their telescope to do some 
astronomy.
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Brian Burke continued his tradition of holding occultation sessions. So 
far this year he has had one successful occultation, on October 2 2 . I must 
say that Brian is one coordinator who will give talks without 
prodding -  way to go, Brian!

The Stan Mott library, although still on the third floor, is well used by 
our members; and Stan can enjoy a full OG meeting without 
interruption. It is unknown at this time when the library will be moved 
near the auditorium.

Until March of this year the NRC provided free of charge the use of an 
overhead and slide projector. This is no longer the case and the Centre 
must provide its own equipment. Ken Tapping has very generously 
borrowed for us under his name an overhead and projector. The Centre 
has bought an overhead; an old second hand model in reasonably good 
condition. (A new slide projector has recently been obtained -Ed.)

I must say that being Chairman was not exactly what I thought it would 
be -  it is a lot of work. Getting people interested and enthusiastic is not 
so easy. I tried making the meetings as interesting as possible but 
somehow it seems people today have a rather, as Damien Lemay would 
put it, consumer approach to astronomy. They would rather sit down and 
take it in rather than participate. There does seem to be light at the end of 
the tunnel. I believe that the atmosphere in the Observers’ Group is more 
conducive to participation than before my chairmanship.

Max Stuart has been a great help has Vice-Chairman and working with 
him is a real pleasure. I also must thank all the coordinators for giving 
talks and writing articles for Astronotes. A very special thanks to Ken 
Tapping for booking room 3001 and the auditorium and for putting up 
with the Centre. Also many thanks to the NRC for letting us use the 
auditorium and 3001.

LAST STAR PARTY OF THE DECADE A  SUCCESS Frank Roy

Ten hardy observers showed up at Indian River Observatory on Friday 
December 29 and were greeted by a slightly hazy sky. The bone chilling 
-30° C did not hamper our views through the 40cm telescope. Jupiter 
looked good even with its missing belt, and you could easily see the 
glow of the Pleiades reflection nebula. With the incredible cold, 
observers could not stay out for more than 20 or 30 minutes at a time; 
but hot chocolate was ready for them in the heated clubhouse. I would 
like thank all those who made the effort to come out to the last star party 
of the decade. And wish everyone a happy new decade of stargazing.
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THE CHAIRMAN SPEAKS Hilderic Browne

The first thing I did after being chosen -  by default -  as Chairman of 
the Observers’ Group was swallow, hard. My second, and more 
profitable, act was to look through my back issues of Astronotes. It’s 
not an extensive collection, since I joined the Ottawa Centre only about 
sixteen months ago, but it contains a couple of articles of relevance to 
my present quandary. For one thing, I see that Frank Roy began 1989 
with a "Chairman’s Preview"... and hence the present article. Another 
gold mine of information for the neophyte Chairman was Rob Dick’s 
"Recollections of the Ottawa Centre". It warms my heart to realize that, 
as a draftee Chairman, I am only following a long-established tradition!

Rob gives some suggestions for the conduct of meetings and the 
Observers’ Group as a whole which are worth further consideration. The 
duty to plan a meeting falls upon the Chairman’s shoulders (together, of 
course, with your able Vice-Chair, Patrick Laffey), but the mill requires 
grist to grind out the grain. Or should I say the star needs hydrogen to 
make helium? What I am unsubtly telling the members of the Ottawa 
Centre is that the Observers’ Group depends on the observers 
themselves. We have some able coordinators to help by bringing your 
attention to things they have learned (or are learning -  we’re not all 
experts!), or celestial events you might want to know about. But this is 
your club, and you can’t expect to get lots out of it if you’re not putting 
much into it. Are you an Observer? What do you observe? Tell us about 
it...

Even beginners may well have something worth sharing, even if it’s only 
their problems. Those who have a topic of interest but don’t feel 
qualified to speak on it should suggest it to the Observers’ Group; we 
can find someone else to talk about it.

Well, as for the preview of 1990, it’s a little early to say. We’ll be 
continuing the tradition of star parties, both for "members and friends" 
(mainly at the Indian River Observatory) and the public at large (at 
locations within the city). The schedule is still up in the air, but we’ll try 
to have at least four successful (i.e. clear-sky) events through the year. 
Are there any meteorologists out there who can tell me how many we 
have to plan to achieve this goal with a reasonable likelihood of success? 
Of course, as in previous years, members are encouraged to use the IRO 
facilities on any clear night, subject to the supervision of a keyholder. Or 
why not consider becoming a keyholder yourself?

Our First-Friday-of-the-Month meetings will continue in the Auditorium 
of the National Research Council, thanks to the good offices of Ken
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Tapping. You should note that the "first Friday" in August and October 
have been delayed a week to avoid holiday weekends! The meeting 
format will be similar to what you’re used to, following the old precept 
of "if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it". Unfortunately, Paul Comision will no 
longer be giving us the Cutting edge News... perhaps I should advertise 
in the Situations Available column. (Thanks for keeping us all up to date 
over the last year, Paul.)

As we all know, 1990 is the Centennial year of the RASC. Let’s make it 
memorable for the quality and quantity of our observations as well!

DECEMBER 2 OBSERVERS’ GROUP MEETING Donna Howell

Max Stuart opened this evening’s Observers’ Group Meeting at 8:25 pm.

Paul Comision gave his final report on the Cutting Edge of astronomical 
news. This series was designed to make members more aware of current 
astronomical news. Paul’s talk this evening focussed on a 
Sky & Telescope article about "The Guts of a Quasar." Researchers now 
think that quasars are powered by black holes, where accretion disks 
heated to 100,000 K produce infra-red radiation. This only leads to the 
wider question: What are the "Guts of a Black Hole"?

The second part of Paul’s speech reminded all active observers of good 
record keeping in observations. The keys to good record keeping include 
planning your observing session, keeping a detailed notebook and 
logbook, and having the necessary equipment for hassle-free observing.

Next, Hilderic Browne informed the group of a survey he would be 
conducting in the coming months. His goal is to obtain information on 
double stars and the resolution of various telescopes.

The third speaker was Rolf Meier, who encouraged everyone to come to 
the Centre Meetings planned for the coming year. The January 18 
meeting will cover Atmospheric Phenomena; on February 16, Ian 
Halliday will be speaking about the Voyager flyby of Neptune; and on 
March 16, Dr. Peter Millman will discuss Solar System Satellites.

The final speaker of the evening was Peter Ceravolo. Peter is a 
professional optician, and he gave an informative talk on making a 
16-inch mirror. His exploits showed that you can work with almost 
anything, and with a little hard work you can make a very decent mirror.

The meeting ended at 9:30 with coffee and cookies.
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ANOTHER PSEUDO-SCIENCE Hilderic Browne

I guess we all survived the round of Christmas parties for another year. 
How many of us have not encountered the cocktail party conversational 
bombshell, "Oh, you’re an astronomer! What’s your sign?"

Last August’s Sky & Telescope magazine presented an interesting 
article, "Your Astrology Defense Kit", that may have brought smiles to 
your face or tears to your eyes, or both. Well, we have to remember that 
our science of choice is by no means alone in being besieged by a flood 
of dark-age superstition. Every discipline has its peripheral parasitic old 
wive’s tales, ranging from medicine (acupuncture) to genetics 
(Lamarckism, the inheritance of acquired traits) to physics (cold fusion). 
My apologies if I ’ve take a potshot at anybody’s sacred cow!

I recently learned that a most unexpected group is suffering from a 
similar problem. Listen to this:

Gastronomy: the art or science of the preparation and presentation of 
food. This should not be confused with gastrology, a superstition-laden 
pseudoscience that purports to predict human destiny based on the fruits 
and vegetables in season, and the number of stars held by the closest 
restaurant in existence at the time and place of one’s birth.

It seems that the practitioners of haute cuisine have more in common 
with men of science than we might have thought! Take, for example, the 
following (with more than a grain of salt):

Food Processor, powerful electric device with very rapidly whirling 
blades, used for conducting experiments in culinary physics at home; 
e.g. reducing a bunch of carrots to their basic atomic constituents -  the 
carrotrinos -  or subjecting a handful of onions to the conditions that 
existed at the birth of the universe. The largest food processor in the 
world today is the Cuisinac, the giant 800,000-volt French machine at 
Moussy, where scientists have isolated the smallest known food 
particles, the anti-crouton and the parmeson.

(Both definitions are from Cooking: A Cook’s Dictionary, by Henry 
Beard and Roy McKie, Workman Publishing Company, New York, 
1985.)
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THE SKY THIS MONTH Doug George

Mercury is visible with difficulty near the end of the month, only 10° 
above the western horizon at sunset. Venus can only be seen early in the 
month, as it quickly drops out of sight. The crescent is easy to observe in 
binoculars -  try and see it with your naked eye! Theoretically, it is 
almost possible. Mars is visible low in the south at sunrise. It is 
approaching a favourable opposition later this year. Jupiter is visible 
most of the night in Geminii. Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune are all in 
Sagittarius and are therefore not well placed for viewing.

Event Date EST

Moonless Evening Observing Ends Jan 2
First Quarter Jan 4 05:40
Moon Occults Ceres Jan 9 03:00
Full Moon Jan 10 23:57
Moonless Evening Observing Begins Jan 13
Last Quarter Jan 18 16:17
Annular Eclipse of the Sun (Antarctica) Jan 26 14:30
New Moon Jan 26 14:20
Moonless Evening Observing Ends Jan 31

First Quarter Feb 2 13:32
Lunar Eclipse (Eastern Hemisphere) Feb 9 14:11
Full Moon Feb 9 14:16
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Perceptor
and TelescopesTrans Canada

Everything for the Amateur Astronomer
Astronomical Telescopes & Accessories 

Tripods, Equatorial Mounts 
Spotting Scopes, Binoculars, Photographic Equipment 

Books, Charts, Sky Maps, Posters

F riend ly  Service, E xpert Advice, Low est P rices

Large inventory - All Major Brands
A d lerblick (Carton), Astro-Physics*, Bausch & Lomb, Bushnell, Byers, Celestron, Coulter, 
Daystar, Fujinon, Hexadom e (Kinard ), Leitz, Losmandy (Hollywood General M ach ing), 
Lum icon, Manfrotto, M eade, M otodec & Motofocus (Jim's Mobile), Nikon, Parks. 
Q uestar*, SureSharp (Spectra), Steiner, Swarovski, Takahashi, TeleVue, Telrad (Kufeld), 
Thousand Oaks. Tuthill, University Optics, VernonScope, Zeiss . . . and many others 

* Exclusive In C anada

John & Susanne Kidner invite you to ...
V is it o u r  sh o w ro o m

On Hwy 27, 1/2 Mile South of Hwy 9

sc h o m b e rg

Perceptor
Brownsville Junction 
Plaza ( 2nd Floor)

Enter by the blue door off  the courtyard 
mid-way along the plaza

Wed. 10 am to 6 pm 
Thurs. 10 am to 6 pm 
Fri. 10 am to 6 pm
Sat. * 10 am to 4 pm

Other times by arrangement
* Closed Saturdays on Holiday* Weekends

O rd e r  c o n v e n ie n t ly  
by p h o n e  o r  m a il

from Perceptor 
or from our

discount mail order division;

TelescopesTransCanada
P.O.Box 823

Aurora, Ontario L4G 4J9
Cal or write for free price list 

(416) 939-8274

Perceptor 
Brownsville Junction  

Box 38, Suite 103 
Schomberg, Ontario 

L0G 1T0 
(416) 939-2313
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