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EDITORIAL Doug G eorge

One of the ironic things about observing in the winter is that the best 
nights also happen to be the coldest. As a result, most Ottawa Centre 
members are "armchair astronomers" during the winter months. 
Personally, I'll take four or five layers of clothing over mosquitoes any 
day. The main thing is to observe only when the winds are light, and 
wear very good boots.

Still, you can't blame anyone for not wanting to freeze. A problem with 
this winter break, though, is that people get out of the habit. They stop 
watching for those clear evenings, and book up their evening's activities 
for the whole month. Then spring comes, and people are still stuck in 
their "armchair" rut.

The usual result of this is that I find myself all alone at the observatory 
on some beautiful nights (not that I really mind). Then the first star party 
happens along and it's a crowd!

From now on, the weather is going to be getting warmer. The nights are 
still long, and the Coma-Virgo galaxies await. Now is the time to dust of 
those telescopes and star charts! Get ready for the next clear night! Beat 
the mosquitoes!

Your next big opportunity to enjoy the night sky is the upcoming March 
Star Party at IRO. Take advantage of it, and get your observing year off 
to a good start!

ASTRO-ADS
For Sale: 8-Inch f/1.5 Celestron Schm idt Cam era. With roll film holder. Contact 
Frank Roy at 721-9701.

For Sale: R efrigerator from IRO, in working condition. It has been removed to make 
room for new bench/storage unit. Asking $50 OBO, contact Ottawa Centre RASC c/o 
Gary Mussar, 825-0751.

Congratulations
to Brian and Bridget McCullough 

on the recent birth of their son, 
Nathan.
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EVENT HORIZONS Doug George

M ar. 8 , 9, 15, 16 S tar Party  a t IRO  -  8:00 pm. First clear night of the four.
Contact Rick or Hilderic for information or assistance making 
transportation arrangements.

A pr. 5 O bservers' G roup M eeting -  8:00 pm, Carleton University,
Room 103 Steacie.

March  Star Party
A t The

Indian River O bservatory

O n The First C lear Night O f: 
March  8 ,  9 ,  15, or  16

Starting at 8 :00 PM
Don't miss out on the winter constellations! See the Orion 

Nebula, the most beautiful object in the northern sky, through the 
16-inch telescope. Watch the antics of Jupiter's cloud belts. Scan 

through the awesome Coma-Virgo Galaxy cluster!

The star party will take place on the first clear night of March 8, 
9 ,  15 or 16. Call Rick Wagner at 830-9096 or Hilderic Browne at 

828-7151 for more information

Until further notice, all meetings will be held at Carleton 
University, Steacie Chemistry Building Room 103. Both Centre 
Meetings and Observers' Group meetings are now held on Friday 
nights. There is no Centre meeting this month.
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ROYAL FLUSH Brian M cCullough

Mars, Aldeberan and Betelgeuse fell into step in January to form a near- 
perfect echelon of the "red forces." When I observed them on the 
evening of the 25th, the waxing Moon lay above the line, reflecting light 
onto a fast-moving scud of low-level clouds. Ordinarily a partially 
overcast sky and the presence of the Moon would make for less than 
ideal observing conditions, but on this night they dealt a winning hand.

Observing naked-eye, I was following the approach of the line o f cloud 
toward Mars. I had already noticed the alignment of the Red Planet and 
its two ruddy companions, although there was nothing terribly 
remarkable about it in relation to the entire field. But as the clouds 
crossed the field from the west and the blue-white stars began to wink 
off, lost in the cloudy mush, I was surprised to notice Mars still burning 
through. It was much dimmed, of course, but redder than ever. The 
clouds were filtering out the blue light!

In a matter of seconds I saw the line of cloud eclipse all o f the blue-white 
stars in the field, leaving visible against a pale screen only one, two, 
three reds: Mars, Aldebaran and Betelgeuse -  royal flush!

AARRGH! Eric W. Casagrande

Foiled again!

During my endeavors in astrophotography I thought I had experienced 
just about everything that could go wrong when taking a photo. Times 
like when you go to great lengths to centre and focus an object through 
your scope, only to discover that you've forgotten to advance the film. In 
the time it takes to do this the seeing degenerates, and so does you 
opportunity to vault into the Astrophoto Hall of Fame. It's interesting to 
note that one never has the chance to experience loneliness during an 
astrophotography session. Just try taking an exposure on that long ago 
deserted road, and watch how many cars suddenly appear out of 
nowhere, all with their hi-beams on of course.

Two of my most memorable glitches have occurred as I was trying to get 
a multi-exposure shot of the moon. Last July I was at the Experimental 
Farm, ready to capture the last three hours of a setting moon. I was using 
an electronic camera at the time, so I was carefully listening for battery 
failure, as evidenced by a premature click of a closing lens. About 
30 minutes into the photo a security guard drove by, asking what I was
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doing. After quickly explaining my mission, I hopped back over to the 
camera. At the end of the session I made the last exposure, and tried to 
close the lens with the cable release. No response! After developing the 
film, I discovered that the batteries had chosen to give up the ghost while 
I was talking to the security guard, and thus I didn't hear the lens close. I 
had spent the last 2.5 hours removing and replacing the lens cover, not 
knowing the lens was no longer opened. At least I got lots of practice!

I finally bought a totally mechanical camera, and in -30 Celsius weather 
a few weeks ago I used a rare clear night to take a multi-exposure photo 
o f the rising moon. Having liberated myself from the evil of batteries, I 
had all the bases covered... almost.

Planning to blow up the negative into a poster, I used Ektar 25, a very 
low grain colour film. I was at the last exposure on the roll (#25). I stood 
there at the top of a long toboggan run that was appropriately named 
"Devil’s Hill". Freezing, and questioning my sanity every minute, I 
anxiously awaited the arrival of an orange colored moon on the distant 
horizon. Suddenly it appeared in all its glory, as I hastened to open the 
camera lens with the cable release mechanism.

Nothing!

I tried everything to get the lens open, but it wouldn’t respond. I stood 
there helplessly, staring at the moon, as it seemed to be mocking me 
from its perch. Dejected, I picked up my equipment and trudged back 
into my truck, uttering a few descriptive phrases on the way. After all, it 
hasn't been clear that often. The next morning I discovered that my 
three-year-old had pressed the shutter-release button the previous 
morning, while playing in my den.

Why me, Lord?

JANUARY CENTRE MEETING Estelle Rother

Paul Klauninger presented an illustrated talk on galaxies. With the help 
of computer graphics he took us on a journey away from Earth and 
showed us our place in the Milky Way and where our galaxy belongs in 
the universe.

Galaxies, once we discovered what they really were, extended our view 
of the universe. These vast islands in space are each made up of billions 
of stars, all gravitationally bound to one another and moving through
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space. The Milky Way is known to be one of billions of galaxies in the 
universe. Galaxies are  the building blocks that give the universe form 
and structure.

The Milky Way is a slowly rotating pinwheel consisting of 150 billion 
stars, gas, and dust. The sun is more than halfway from the centre of the 
galaxy, and slightly above the galactic equator. Light from our nearest 
stellar neighbour takes about four years to reach us, while it takes 
100,000 years for light to travel across the galaxy. The spiral arms are 
not a solid structure. The galaxy is revolving and if the arms were solid 
they would wind up. The arms are actually caused by density waves 
which circulate around the galaxy. These density waves initiate the 
collapse of gas and dust clouds and trigger star formation. It is the light 
of newly formed stars and the surrounding clouds that they illuminate 
that we see as the spiral arms. Spiral arms are temporary increases in the 
density of matter and are continually being created and destroyed. They 
trace out contours of where density waves have most recently passed.

A lot of energy rushes outward from the central core of the galaxy. 
Fairly exotic processes must be going on -  many believe a 
supermassive black hole exists at the centre. The central core, containing 
many bright stars, is surrounded by a halo of individual stars and 
globular clusters. Globulars are balls of stars, 50 to 150 light years 
across, which follow highly eccentric orbits around the central bulge.

Like snow flakes, galaxies are unique and come in various shapes and 
sizes. Barred spirals, a subgroup of spiral galaxies, exhibit a bar-like 
structure with spiral arms emerging from the ends of the bar. Recent 
research suggests that the Milky Way may in fact be a barred spiral.

Elliptical galaxies are the second class of galaxies. Unlike spiral 
galaxies, they do not exhibit large structural features and do not contain 
much free gas and dust. However, both elliptical and spiral galaxies 
formed the same way from huge clouds of gas and dust. Possibly 
ellipticals collapsed more slowly. Computer modelling has shown 
another way of forming elliptical galaxies -  from collisions between 
two spiral galaxies.

The third group of galaxies is a category for misfits. These irregular 
galaxies have odd structures. Some may have been disrupted by the 
passage of a nearby galaxy.

With the help of computer graphics, we boarded an imaginary spacecraft 
and headed out of our galaxy. The first step was in low Earth orbit. Here
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the sky is black and the stars do not twinkle. But there is no difference in 
the basic appearance o f the Milky Way. By the time we reach Pluto, five 
light hours away, the sun appears as a bright star of magnitude -9. At a 
distance of five light years, it is impossible to see the planets. The sun is 
a moderately bright star, and the galaxy still looks the same. By the time 
we have travelled fifty light years, the constellations start to appear 
warped. At a distance of 500 light years, a three inch telescope is needed 
to observe the sun and the constellations are unrecognizable. From 
20,000 light years above the galactic plane, the spiral structure of the 
Milky Way is visible.

In intergalactic space, at a distance of 500,000 light years, the Milky 
Way appears like other spiral galaxies. Andromeda, our nearest galactic 
neighbour, is two million light years away. It has a similar structure and 
is 50% larger. These two galaxies are the most prominent members of 
the local group of galaxies. From 100 million light years away, the local 
group was observed to be part of a supercluster. At hundreds of millions 
of light years across, the supercluster is the largest structure observed in 
the universe. One billion light years away, a honeycomb structure was 
observed with voids lying between connected filaments.

When we talks about light years, we are talking about space and time. As 
we look out into space, we are also looking back in time. We build larger 
telescopes to see fainter objects which are farther away and much older. 
The Earth is only five billion years old while the universe is somewhere 
between fifteen and twenty billion years old. The light we see from a 
quasar, fourteen billion light years away, left before the Earth was 
formed.

All objects are moving away from us. The more distant an object is from 
us, the faster it seems to be moving away. In other words, the universe is 
expanding.

Galaxies of one form or another are observed to the edge of the universe. 
When we speculate on the existence of intelligent life across all that real 
estate, it is a very scary thought that we may be the only ones looking 
after this place.
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FEBRUARY OBSERVERS' GROUP MEETING Estelle Rother

Rick Wagner opened the meeting at 8:15 by welcoming everyone and 
introducing newcomers to the society.

Gary Susick, Deep Sky Coordinator, began his talk by noting that 
observing deep sky objects requires skill and patience. Because they are 
faint objects, what can be seen depends on the light gathering ability of 
the telescope. Thousands of objects are visible with six to eight inch 
telescopes. It is most important to get away from light pollution. A 4- 
inch telescope in the country shows more detail than an 8-inch telescope 
in Ottawa.

Gary offered several observing tips. Become dark adapted. The eyes take 
at least 30 minutes to adapt and after this time you gain two magnitudes 
or more. If you need a light, it is best to use a red light to keep your dark 
adaptation. Or, close one eye and it will stay adapted. If you can throw a 
hood over your head, both eyes can be kept open and there is less eye 
strain.

Bright light receptors in the fovea of the eye are not very efficient in dim 
light, so use averted vision instead. The eye can collect light over time to 
build up an image. Try staring at an object for up to six seconds. 
Binocular viewing is more relaxing and natural. When using binoculars, 
try comparing viewing with one eye and two. A good overall choice is 
10 X 50 binoculars. Binoculars are quick to set up. The only problem 
with binoculars is looking overhead -  after a while your neck gets 
sore.

Peter Ceravolo discussed the Allan Commission report on the Hubble 
telescope problem. Spherical aberration is the technical problem with the 
Hubble telescope, but the real cause of the problem was management. A 
complicated testing procedure was used where the mirror was polished 
until it fit a template. Unfortunately this template was not set up 
properly. Metering rods were used to position the test equipment. Caps 
were placed on the rods. Measurements were made on one of the caps 
instead of the rod, so that the position was off by 1.3 mm. The tests were 
cross checked and an error was found. However, the first test was more 
sophisticated so the second results were ignored. Individual concerns 
never reached upper levels of management. It is incredible that such a 
thing could happen!

Doug George then showed some slides taken by John Ellis at the 
November Annual Dinner Meeting.
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Rob Dick brought the CCD camera he uses to take pictures of the planets 
with his 24-inch telescope. It is a tiny camera that cost $400. It's so 
dumb, that it's great! The user does everything for it. The biggest 
problem is focussing. As the telescope gets colder, the focus changes. It 
can take up to fifteen minutes to get the correct focus. Another problem 
is dust and pollen that can get to the chip. The CCD comes with a card 
that plugs into a personal computer and includes software to let you view 
the image. After storing the images on a diskette, you can spend the rest 
of the year playing with the images on a computer.

The last speaker was Rolf Meier. He began by showing a slide taken of 
his first observatory -  piled up snow! The snow actually did offer 
some protection.

Rolf then discussed the executive business of the society. A lot of work 
is done by people serving on committees. AstroNotes is a committee of 
one. Most committees, including the General Assembly, Observatory, 
Dinner Meeting, Library and Activities & Facilities committees involve 
more people. A Light Pollution committee has recently been formed. 
Many committees need more help and Rolf invited everyone to 
participate.

After several announcements, the meeting was adjourned at 9:30.
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THE SKY THIS MONTH Doug George

Mercury makes an apparition near the end of the month, low in the west 
at sunset. Venus shines brilliantly at magnitude -4, well above the 
horizon at sunset. Mars is still in Taurus. Jupiter is still favourably 
placed for observing in Cancer. Saturn is low in the southeast at sunrise, 
in Capricornus.

Last Chance! Your last chance to see the moon occult the Pleiades star 
cluster (until 2005) happens this month. Various stars in the cluster 
disappear behind the dark limb of the moon over the course of several 
hours. These occultations are startling because of how fast the stars 
disappear. See the March issue of Sky & Telescope for more 
information.

Also watch for the reappearance of Mars from behind the moon on 
March 22. Binoculars or a telescope will be necessary due to daylight.

Event Date ESI

Moonless Evening Observing Begins 
Last Quarter 
New Moon
Moonless Evening Observing Ends 
Moon Occults the Pleiades S tar C luster 
Moon Occults M ars (reappearance)
First Quarter
925 Alphonsina occults PPM 124104 
Full Moon
Moonless Evening Observing Begins 
17 Thetis occults LickV 23742 
Last Quarter

Mar 3 
Mar 8 
Mar 16 
Mar 19 
Mar 20 
Mar 22 
Mar 23 
Mar 29 
Mar 30 
Apr 1 
Apr 4 
Apr 7

05:32
03:10

19:00
10:47
01:03
19:24
02:17

20:17
01:45
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