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S e p t e m b e r  C e n t r e  M e e t in g

R o n a l d  F . R o d g e r s

A n c ie n t  a n d  M e d ie v a l  C o m e t s :

OBSERVATIONAL DIFFERENCES BETWEEN EUROPEAN AND CHINESE
ASTRONOMERS

T h u r s d a y , O c t . 18, 1990, 8:00 PM,
NRC A u d it o r iu m , 100 S u s s e x  D r iv e

A well-observed apparition of a comet that was seen centuries ago could serve 
as the basis for accurate calculation o f that comet's period, should the body 

return. Also, such old observations can support or refute the supposed period
of a com et

Our principle sources for ancient and medieval comets come from two 
areas -  Europe and the Near East, and China. Differences between the 

European and Chinese chronologies, forms of writing, and thought patterns 
resulted in fundamental differences in astronomical record keeping.

Mr. Rodgers will present an illustrated talk on how these differences affected 
astronomical observation of ancient and medieval comets.
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EVENT HORIZONS Doug G eorge

IMPORTANT NOTICE: the O ctober O bservers’ G roup M eeting will
be on the Second Friday due to a room scheduling conflict.

O c t 18 O ctober C entre M eeting -  Ancient and Medieval Comets. See
previous page.

O c t 19/20 "V ariables" S tar Party  -  Indian River Observatory. Event will 
take place on first clear night that weekend.

Nov. 2 O bservers' G roup M eeting -  NRC Auditorium, 100 Sussex
Drive, 8:00 pm.

Nov. 23 A nnual D inner M eeting. Featuring Sky & Telescope columnist
David Levy on "Comet Hunting: A Personal Perspective".

Dec. 7 O bservers' G roup M eeting -  NRC Auditorium, 100 Sussex
Drive, 8:00 pm.

NEWS FLASH Doug G eorge

According to the IAU circulars, an enormous white spot was reported on 
the surface of Saturn by S. Wilbur on September 25.2 UT. Due to the 
rotation period of Saturn, the white spot should be visible in the evening 
about every third day. Previous occurrences of such a spot were in 1876, 
1903, 1933, and 1960 (before my time!).

Rolf Meier reports that the spot is enormous -  much larger than 
Jupiter's Great Red Spot. On IAU Circular 5111, M. Kidger of the 
Instituto de Astrofisica de Canarias reports an estimated diameter of 
20,000 +/- 1,000 km.

The next good viewing opportunities should be around 01:00 UT on the 
13th, and 00:30 UT on the 16th. The spot should be visible for several 
months.

Also of interest: there are reports of a new dust storm on Mars. It was 
first reported on October 3 in the Chryse area, and later on October 5 in 
the Eos area. This indicates that it is moving in an unusual direction and 
very fast: southwest at 625 kilometres per day. The cloud should appear 
yellowish in contrast to the reddish background of Mars. The motion of 
the storm will probably be very unpredictable, so keep watching!

4 ASTRONOTES September 1990



Everything for the Amateur Astronomer

Astronomical Telescopes & Accessories 
Spotting Scopes, Binoculars, Photographic Equipment 

Books, Charts, Sky Haps, Pasters

Friendly Service, Expert Advice, Lowest Prices

Call or visit -  We’re sure you’ll agree

Large Inventory - All Major Brands

Including:
Astro-Physics (exclusive in Canada), Bausch & Lomb, Bushnell, Byers, 
Carton ( Adlerblick"), Celestron, Coulter, Daystar, Fujinon, Jim's Mobile 
("Motofocus"), Kinard ("Hexadome"), Kufeld ("Telrad"), Leitz, Lumicon, 
Manfrotto, Meade, Nikon, Parks, Pentax, Questar (exclusive in Canada), 
Spectra ( "Sure Sharp"), Steiner, Takahashi, TeleVue, Thousand Oaks, Tuthill, 
Unitron, University Optics, VernonScope, Zeiss

John & Susanne Kidner invite you to ... 

Visit our showroom
On Hwy 27, 1/2 Mile South of Hwy 9
Enter by the blue door off the courtyard 

mid-way along the plaza

Order conveniently 
by phone or mail

Perceptor
Brownsville Junction 
Box 38, Suite 204 
Schomberg, Ontario 

L0G 1T0
( 416 ) 9 39 - 2 3 13

Wed. 10 am to 6 pm 
Thurs. 10 am to 6 pm 
Fri. 10 am to 6 pm
Sat. 10 am ta 4 pm
Evenings and other days 

by arrangement

TelescopesTransCanada 
P. 0. Box 823 

Aurora, Ontario 
L4G 4J9

( 416 ) 939- 8 274
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YOUNG ASTRONOMERS Brian M cCullough

My son Ben is still two months shy of his fourth birthday. Yet for all his 
unworldliness, he's probably laid eyes on more worlds than most forty- 
year-olds. Same goes for his sister Emily. She's six.

Over the last year and a half these two bright-eyes have seen Mercury, 
Venus, Mars, Saturn, Jupiter, the Galilean moons, the Moon moon, and 
Earth. I mention Earth because both children are highly conscious of the 
fact they live on a planet. Call me Carl Sagan, but I think this is 
important And I blush to admit it, but catch them on a good day and one 
or the other of these two guys could give you the cook's tour of a lunar 
eclipse, gravity, and why the view of the crescent Moon in their Woody 
Woodpecker book is upside down.

When it comes to the subject of space and astronomy, Emily and Ben are 
like night and day. With him it's a case of "Show me." He wants the view 
through the eyepiece, right now! But, then, he's only three and his 
universe isn't expanding nearly fast enough to suit his impatience. Emily 
on the other hand likes to play with the abstractions: "Hey, Dad. 
Wouldn’t it be funny if the Earth were flat?"

Around our house we try to make astronomy a family affair whenever 
possible. Whether it's the four of us wiping condensation off a bedroom 
window to gaze at the morning planets in a winter sky, or throwing our 
woolies on for a quick look through the telescope before the children's 
bedtime, the moments we spend together in celestial thrall are special. 
That's one reason why I look forward to fall and winter. The long hours 
of darkness mean the children can see a dark sky without having to stay 
up half the night.

Our telescope sessions are especially satisfying, even though the getting 
ready part can be like a scene from a Keystone Cops movie: Dad 
dragging out the big telescope, Ben racing off to get his Fisher-Price 
telescope, Emily wandering around tossing out snippets of fanciful fact 
("Did you know, it would take five hundred years to get to the Moon!"), 
and Mum directing traffic.

It sometimes borders on the masochistic what we put ourselves through 
for ten minutes of family viewing, and invariably the telescope will 
suffer its share of scrapes and indignities at the hands of our clumsy little 
astronomers. But when all is said and done, to see the bright and eager 
look on their faces makes it all worthwhile. In my book, at least, 
happiness is wiping little noseprints off an eyepiece!
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The Royal A stronom ical Society of C anada - O ttaw a C entre 
Membership: □  Application □  Renewal □  Life

Name: _  

Address:

(First Name) (Last Name)

Postal Code:

Phone : Work ________________________________ Home

□  New Address □  New Phone Number

Members hip Fee

□  $20.00 Junior (under 21 years of age)
□  $20.00 Senior (65 years and over) — > S ig n ----------

□  $32.00 Ordinary

□  $640.00 Life

Plus □  $20.00 Sustaining Member (Voluntary)

- $ ______________________________
Date:_____________________________________

_______________________________________________________________ J

Return To: R.A.S.C - Ottawa Centre  
P.O.Box 6617, Station J 
Ottawa, Ontario

 K2A3Y7
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A  SUMMER OF STAR PARTIES Robert Dick

For amateur astronomers this year eastern Ontario has been a location of 
choice. This summer I had the opportunity to partake in several 
astronomical events. This article is a brief summary of my travels and 
activities. Although I did venture beyond the borders of Ontario, it was 
still a nice place to return to.

The first gathering was at my own observatory. This year I scheduled it 
for the weekend of M ay 19, the Victoria Day weekend. The weather was 
both cold and wet. As it turned out, an indication of things to come.

Few people visited from Ottawa but a relatively large group from 
Hamilton and Toronto arrived on Friday night. With the prevailing rain 
and cloudy skies most of the activities were spent indoors. It developed 
into a social gathering but with the topics of conversation riveted on 
astronomy. Huddled in the warmth of my cottage the air was filled with 
talk of the 1991 eclipse and folk songs by Ev Butterworth of Hamilton.

Plans were made to attend the General Assembly in Ottawa (see a 
previous Astronotes) and the Syracuse Astronomical Seminar on the 
July 21 weekend. During the September meeting Gary Susick gave a 
brief presentation of the SAS meeting.

The SAS is similar to Stellafane in Vermont but with a difference. First 
of all (and for me the most important) it is much smaller. The SAS 
gathered together about 100 amateurs compared to the thousands that 
converge upon Stellafane. Because of its small size the camping area is 
only a hundred feet or so from where the telescopes are set up. The 
atmosphere is quiet, relaxed and friendly.

So much for the good points. Although it did not rain the entire weekend, 
observing was limited to a few hours with scattered clouds before the 
opaque bank of "terrestrial fuzzies" moved in. With the patter of a bit of 
rain on the canvas marquee conversation continued into the wee hours of 
the morning.

The next "gathering of the clans" was Starfest near Mt. Forest, 
Ontario -  northwest of Toronto. Although it’s a long drive from Ottawa 
(6 hours) it is still closer than Stellafane.

Starfest attracts more people than the SAS -  perhaps because of its 
proximity to large cities. It takes place in a large camp ground that is 
reserved for the weekend by the North York Astronomical Association.
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There are showers, hot meals, a convenience store, a swimming pool, 
plenty o f fiber hut outhouses and the giant marquee tent -  large enough 
to cover the 300 or so attendees.

The use of a tent has its problems. At Stellafane it is almost impossible 
to show slides because the ambient light is too bright. At Starfest the tent 
has vertical sides to darken the room for slides. In doing so, however, hot 
air is trapped in the tent and a slide show turns into a sauna bath.

The organizers of Starfest are trying to find a balance between these two 
conflicting needs. Their response this year was the use of three high 
volume fans. Although they were an improvement from last year, the 
light and heat problem remains to be solved. There were several 
suggestions from a so-called thermal engineer and other interested 
parties for next year.

The agenda for most of these gatherings includes a time for registration, 
where you help pay for the facilities and perhaps a few meals in advance 
(less than $50). They also schedule an informal set of presentations on 
the Friday night. Speakers are thanked with laughter, snickers and cat 
calls (tough audience! -Ed).

On Saturday there are more formal talks on advertised topics. These 
speakers are usually thanked with applause. There is observing on both 
Friday and Saturday nights and judging of telescopes on the latter 
evening. On Sunday people leave for home.

As with the previous gatherings the skies did not cooperate for 
observing. The were brief looks at Comet Levy on both Friday and 
Saturday night but the seeing was poor and most people drifted off to 
bed before 2 am.

I had only one day to rest from Starfest before I was off again. On 
Tuesday August 21, Jon Buchanan of Ottawa and I boarded a plane and 
were spirited off to British Columbia. We wished to visit some old 
friends that were members of the Ottawa Center back in the 1960's and 
early 1970's. The best place to see them together was a t ... you guessed it, 
another astronomical gathering.

It was the fifth year for the Mt. Kobau Star Party. We were to meet Ken 
Hewitt-White and Allen Miller -  familiar names to many senior 
members of Ottawa Observers Group -  during this five day event.
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Yup, five days! Since observing from Vancouver is almost impossible 
and to drive away from its light polluted skies is a major trip, many 
people drive to Mt. Kobau and camp for the week so they may observe 
for several nights in a row -  hoping to catch a few clear skies. With a 
sky as clear as the one from the top of the mountain the attraction is a 
strong one for any observer.

We met up with Ken at the McMillan Planetarium where he is the 
director. After spending the night at his house on Tuesday night we 
headed into the B.C. interior to Mt. Kobau. To get there you take the 
Trans-Canada highway east from Vancouver on to Hwy 3 east. At Hope 
you continue on Hwy 3 through Keremeos towards Osoyoos. On a good 
topographical map you will see a winding road heading north from the 
Hwy west of Osoyoos, up to the summit of Mt Kobau -  about 1,875 
meters above sea level.

It is about a 4-1/2 hour drive from down town Vancouver to the top. It 
was to be the site of the Queen Elizabeth II telescope back in the early 
1970's. The blame for the cancellation of the project can be given to both 
the changing government priorities and to disagreement among 
astronomers of the day as to where the telescope should have been 
placed.

Allen Miller arrived with his wife a few days later so our main objective 
was m et. But what is an astronomy gathering without observing? And to 
observe it must be clear -  even a little bit clear would be nice.

The first night was cold, windy, and clear -  at least in the beginning. 
Then a bright aurora erupted and terminated any deep sky observing that 
was planned that night

The morning was cool and pleasant but it was to be our last. We were 
well warned of the cold nights and very hot days. But at least the hot 
days let you thaw out from the previous night and warm up for the next 
one. Regrettably the days never did warm up. Indeed for the next several 
days and nights it was cold with clouds (fog), rain, wind, ice, snow, and 
more rain. Allen Miller -  never noted for his tolerance to cold 
left -  on the Thursday to look for a house in the warm, dry interior of 
B.C. He left his superb ten inch telescope behind for us to use. But all we 
could do is keep it covered and dry and dust the snow and ice of it in the 
mornings.

He returned on Saturday. Not wishing to suffer through a freezing night 
he dismantled his telescope and drove home. Therein lay an omen.
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The best -  and last -  night was on Saturday. Again an aurora broke 
out but it was contained in the northern sky. I took several pictures of 
Comet Levy and the aurora before succumbing to the cold at about 3 am.

Ken returned to Vancouver on Sunday while Jon and I drove off to 
Penticton and the Dominion Radio Astrophysical Observatory (DRAO). 
This is the new home of Ken Tapping, one of our past presidents. 
Although Ken was out of town we did meet Dr. Chris Davies. He joined 
the staff at DRAO about the same time as Ken T. -  at the beginning of 
August.

Our next astronomical stop on our trip was the Dominion Astrophysical 
Observatory (DAO) in Victoria on Vancouver Island. The building and 
telescope are both open to the public during the days. Our walk around 
showed us that the basic 'scope had not changed much since we had last 
seen it in 1972 -  18 years ago. The instruments that the telescope 
feeds, however, have changed dramatically -  from photoelectric 
photometers to charge coupled device cameras.

The trip back to Ottawa was uneventful under clear skies. This was also 
in contrast to our trip to the DAO. It was in the rain. The skies were clear 
however during our visit to the DRAO.

For those interested in adding a purpose to their travels I would suggest 
they consider attending the SAS, Starfest, and the Mt. Kobau Star Party. 
Next year it should be a great one for all these events. Everyone told us 
that the weather was never this bad.

ASTRO-ADS
For Sale: M eade 8—inch, f/4 Schmidt Newtonian. Excellent optics, exceptional wide 
field visual and photographic instrum ent. Has the Multi-coated optics group. Includes 
the following: pier and fork, RA and Dec circles, declination tangent arm, LX3 drive 
corrector, spur driven clock drive, hand control for drive corrector, rechargeable 
12V/4Ah battery pack, 12V AC adapter, 12V cigarette lighter adapter, TelRad, 32 mm 
TeleVue WF, 19 mm TeleVue WF, 6.7 mm Meade UWA, K onig 8  mm, Meade 
2X barlow, (triplet air spaced, multicoated), Televue 2.5X barlow, 2—inch focuser 
with 1— 1/4" adapter, 2 inch and 1— 1/4" inch camera adapters, custom machined low 
profile 2—inch camera adapter, metal carrying case for accessories, Spectra Sure Sharp 
focuser. Everything is in mint condition. $2500, items may be sold separately. Call 
Frank Roy 721-9701 (evenings).
For Sale: R efrigerator from IRO, in working condition. It is being removed to make 
room for new bench/storage un it Asking $50 OBO, contact Ottawa Centre RASC c/o 
Frank Roy, 721-9701.
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THE DARK-ADAPTED EYE Louise E. Whalen

A few months ago, Fred Lossing drew our attention to a problem caused 
by the new 1990 model cars: the inability to shut off the lights while the 
engine is still running. This is of particular concern to amateur 
astronomers and other sky-watchers at the Indian River Observatory who 
may be photographing the night sky using long exposures. After giving 
this some thought, I've come up with a couple of solutions.

Fabric and Bungee Cords

- Cotton and Bungee Cords ($6.00 -  $10.00)

- Washable and Durable

- Stands up to bumpy ride

Connect Bungee cord to front left wheel well, pass over cotton-covered 
headlights, continue to right wheel well. Two Bungee cords may be 
required, depending on the length needed.

Dark Plastic and Magnetic Strips

- Garbage bags can be cut to cover headlights (plus some 
allowance)

- Magnetic strips (stick-on) can be bought from craft or sewing 
store ($2.00)

- Can be lost easily if not stored securely

- May not stand up to bumpy ride

Attach two or three-inch magnetic strip lengths to plastic and place on 
magnetic (ferrous metal) surfaces around headlights.

I tried both these solutions and they both covered the headlights, leaving 
enough light from the parking lights for partially lighting the route. Let 
me know how they work for you.

Congratulations to Kim and Chris Statham on the birth of their 
bouncing baby astronomer, Tristan James!
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OBSERVATORY OPEN HOUSE Paul Boltwood

You are invited to an observing session on Saturday October 20, 1990 
(Sunday the 21st if clouded out on the 20th). It will be at my 
observatory -  1655 Main St., Stittsville. Please call 836—6462 before 
Oct. 20th and leave a message on the answering machine if you are 
planning to come. This number will also reach us at the observatory 
during the session.

The observatory is equipped with a 7" f/9 Astrophysics Starfire refractor. 
Those who wish to examine the observatory and the telescope should 
come at sunset (18:00). The observing session starts at dark.

Dress warmly in grub clothes (you sit on the floor to see the zenith). I do 
have a small heated room so it wont be too bad. Park on the street and 
walk directly down the center grass aisle straight behind the house to the 
observatory. Please bring a red flashlight -  the observatory is 400 feet 
behind the house.

This telescope is ideal for the planets, if we are blessed with good seeing. 
The only readily available planet is Mars which rises at 20:26 and is high 
enough for viewing by midnight. Saturn is too low unless the seeing is 
incredibly good just at dark (we will try), and I plan to be in bed when 
Jupiter is high enough (34 degrees at 04:00) -  unless the seeing is 
fantastic.

If you have any Nagler (or other top quality) eyepieces please bring them 
along.

SEPTEMBER OBSERVERS' GROUP MEETING Estelle Rother
The meeting opened at 8:10 pm with a welcome to all.

The first speaker was George Ayer, Variable Star Coordinator, who reviewed the 
principle three characters in the nova group -  dwarf, ordinary, and supernova. All 
novae are characterized by a rapid increase in luminosity and most are members of 
binary systems. Of the 200 dwarf novae known, most are too faint to be seen in a small 
telescope. Twenty-five ordinary novae occur in our galaxy each year while a supernova 
is a rare event which occurs once per millennium in a galaxy.

George then discussed his observations of two dwarf novae that were visible through a 
small telescope. The light curve of 55 Cygni shows ten major peaks over a period of 
500 days. The duration of the minima and maxima is variable. The rise and fall times 
also vary. A rate of increase of three to four magnitudes per day is followed by a slower 
decline. A graph of George's observations showed a very good match when compared 
to the AAVSO curve.
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Z Camelopardalis is the other dwarf nova that George studied. At times, one third down 
the decline, there is a standstill of variable duration. Eventually the decline continues to 
the normal minimum. These standstills remain unexplained. George's observations 
matched well with the AAVSO curve.
George believe an observer can consistently estimate magnitudes. It is possible to 
measure by eye to 1/10 magnitude (about 10% change in luminosity). A lot of time is 
required to do these observations. Paul Comision recommended that the same 
equipment be used in order to obtain consistent results.

RoseAnne Mussar then talked about the Ottawa River Solar Observatory tour. Due to 
budget cutbacks, the observatory would probably be closed at year end.
Frank Roy then showed slides of Comet Levy. There are times when nothing goes 
right. Gas leaked from the hypering tank, and the film was scratched. In spite of this, 
Frank showed some good pictures of the comet as it approached the sun. The comet 
showed a 10' tail which changed from night to night.

Peter Ceravolo first talked about Comet Levy. Many people have seen i t . Although it 
can be observed with the naked eye, it is best seen through binoculars. Doug George's 
comet is still visible at magnitude 13 in the early morning sky.
Peter then went on to discuss the Hubble Trouble. He found details of the problem in 
Science Magazine. A photograph in Physics Today indicated an excellent mirror 
figure -  but the wrong shape! The telescope optics were designed to bring star light to 
a sharp focus. Usually one cannot count on using the stars when testing telescope 
optics, so another method is needed. The Dall Null and Ross Null tests, used by 
amateur telescope makers, are too crude to be used for testing the Hubble. Instead, a 
reflective null tester was used. A refractive null tester was also used as a "rough" test, 
and it showed a 1/4 wave RMS error. It turned out that an element in the reflective null 
tester was about 1 mm out o f position. Peter finds it incredible that such an error was 
made.
In 1993, the Wide Field/Planetary camera will be replaced with one which has a built- 
in correction for the error. Peter mentioned that he pulled a little Hubble himself. He 
used the lens backwards in the Ross Null test, and figured the mirror to an excellent but 
wrong shape. He double checked with a  foucalt test, however, and found the error. So 
why didn't the Hubble workers?
Rolf Meier showed slides of Saturn taken through his six-inch refractor. He also 
showed slides o f Comet Levy and the aurora which occurred on July 28.
Gary Susick showed slides of the same aurora, taken with professional Fuji 400D film 
and 24 second exposure times. He used a 28 mm lens. We saw good photos of a 
spectacular aurora.

Patrick Laffey, the last speaker, talked about an event held near Syracuse, off Highway 
181 at Tully. The small site is slightly larger than IRO and the observing towards the 
south was excellent. The food was great -  and all you could ea t The Voyager flyby 
was the subject o f the evening talk. Good prizes were awarded for the display 
competition. About 100 people were in attendance.

After several announcements, the meeting was adjourned at 9:43 pm.
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DUES ARE DUE

With the membership year ending last month, membership fees are now 
due. Fees can be paid at any meeting, or by mail at our regular address. 
A membership renewal form has been included with this issue. The 
completed form must be returned with your payment.

THE SKY THIS MONTH Doug George

The big news for this month is Mars. Mars is now entering the prime 
observing period for a very favourable opposition. Mars will be 
approaching Earth closely, while remaining high in the night sky, in 
Taurus. Don’t miss this excellent opportunity to really see the red planet! 
Meanwhile, although Mercury and Venus are not visible, Jupiter is high 
in the morning sky in Cancer. Saturn is well placed for viewing in the 
early evening in Sagittarius, although it is not particularly high above the 
horizon. See the "News Flash" article for details on exciting changes on 
Saturn.

Event Date E D I

Full Moon Oct 4 08:02
Moonless Evening Observing Begins Oct 9
Last Quarter Oct 10 23:31
New Moon Oct 18 11:37
O rionid M eteor Shower Peak Oct 21 12:00
First Quarter Oct 26 16:26
Moonless Evening Observing Ends Oct 26
South T aurid M eteor Shower Peak Nov 2 13:00
Full Moon Nov 2 17:48
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