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Centre Meeting

Ken
Hewitt-White

Okanagan 
Star Trails

Former Ottawa Centre member Ken Hewitt-White describes amateur, 
professional, and "public" astronomy in BC's Southern Interior. Having 
recently moved to the Okanagan valley from Vancouver, where he was a 
planetarium educator for some 18 years, Ken is now developing plans for 
a public observatory and astronomy resource centre near Penticton. The 
proposal calls for establishment o f a rural observing site and classroom 
containing a variety o f portable telescopes and other resources. One 
permanent instrument is planned: a 30" Ritchey-Chretien reflector, 

currently being designed by Allen Miller, another Ottawa Centre alumnus.

The philosophy behind the project, together with a review of the local 
amateur astronomy scene and comments on public interest in the space 

sciences, will be reviewed.
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Editorial Doug George
Have commercial telescope manufacturers really turned the comer? All the recent talk 
about optical quality has had an effect on them. People like Rocky Cimarusti of 
Celestron have been going to amateur conventions talking about how they have a new 
attitude about quality control. But are they really doing it, or are they just advertising?

Manufacturers have certainly changed their tune on advertising claims. Meade's 
advertising on their new apochromatic refractors talks about "textbook-perfect star 
images", but does not give any empirical measurements like "1/4-wavefront". 
Celestron's ads for their schmidt-cassegrains say "finest quality available", but don't 
include the infamous "diffraction limited" words. So the advertisers have backed off 
from any claims that can be objectively verified.

Some people blamed the quality problems on "Halleymania", but the problem was not 
new even then. Ten years ago I was quite happily using telescopes that gave mediocre 
images. I didn't know any different -  I thought all telescopes were like that (actually, 
most were). The amazing planetary drawings and photographs published in 
magazines were beyond reach. Magazine articles always stated that planetary 
observing was an acquired skill, that patience was required, and that a refractor was 
the best telescope for the purpose. I never could see all that detail, so I concentrated 
on deep sky astrophotography. The real problem was that I had never used a telescope 
that actually was 1/4 wavefront! The scary part is that I only realized what I was 
missing a few years ago!

I don’t think the problem is really going to go away. Making precise telescope optics is 
difficult. After all, most amateur instruments are no better than the commercial 
models. In any case, as long as the telescope is at least 1/2-wavefront it's not a 
complete disaster. Typical 1/2-wavefront telescopes give adequate images, as long as 
you don't look at a planet.

The answer, in the end, is that you get what you pay for. If you pay $7000 for a 7-inch 
telescope, you should expect near-perfection. If you pay $1500 for a telescope with a 
decent mounting, clock drive, accessories, and passable optics, you're getting a good 
deal. It looks like that's all the advertisement really promised.

Ottawa Centre Library - More News Rob McCallum
You may be aware that the Ottawa Centre will be undertaking a major upgrade of the 
library. As RoseAnne Mussar, our Librarian, has her hands full sorting and 
cataloguing our existing collection (and tracking down many dozens of books signed 
out for lengthy periods), I volunteered to prepare an acquisition list.
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This is a lot harder than you might expect. The last ten years has seen a veritable 
avalanche of astronomy books published, and there is simply no way we can afford to 
buy them all. As a result I am attempting to prioritize the list, and since in many cases 
I don't know the books, I am having problems.

Here's where you can help: many of our members specialize in certain aspects of 
astronomy, and tend to collect books dealing with their areas of interest. Presumably 
these members have some knowledge of which books are worth buying, and equally 
important, which ones are not worthwhile. I would certainly appreciate hearing from 
anyone who has suggestions along these lines - please give me a call at 225-3167.

Telescope Makers Anonymous David Lauzon
The RASC will be hosting a set of telescope making and maintenance workshops to 
begin Friday, April 10. All of you wishing to take part are asked to either sign up at 
the OG meetings or to call David Lauzon at 831-3751. This is to give the workshop 
coordinators an idea of numbers. The following is a list of the workshops and topics to 
come:

April 3 OG meeting Topic is "Should I make a telescope?"

April 10 7:00 pm Collimation and Optical Cleaning workshop with Mike and 
David. (B.Y.O. distilled water and cotton balls.)

Other TM workshops and talks are in the planning stages and will be presented in the 
months to come.

Event Horizons
April 4 Messier Marathon - Indian River Observatory, at sunset.

April 24

May 1

May 2 

May 8 

May 9

Centre Meeting - Carleton University, Steacie Building room 103, 
8:00 pm. See above notice.

Observers' Group Meeting - Carleton University, Steacie Building 
room 103, 8:00 pm.

Members Star Party - Indian River Observatory.

Beginners Night - Indian River Observatory.

International Astronomy Day - National Museum of Science and 
Technology.
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International 
Astronomy Day 1992

at the

National Museum of 

S cien ce and Technology

Celebrate International Astronomy Day at the National Museum of Science and 
Technology. In collaboration with the Royal Astronomical Society of Canada, the 

Museum presents a day of activities for astronomy buffs of all ages.

Evening activities from 7:00 to 11:00 pm include: Starlab inflatable planetarium, 
films, Star Party with the 15-inch refractor and other telescopes, Moon Photography,

Gift Shop.

Guest Speakers

Terence Dickinson
Backyard Astronomy

7:00 pm

Damien Lemay
L'astronomie Pour Tous

7:00 pm
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David LauzonDave's Traveling Celestial Show
Over the past few months, Dave's traveling celestial show has been quite busy. 
Through the Carleton Board of Education at South Carleton High School, about 10 
people took part in a workshop dealing with the art and science of telescope making, 
from home made optics to commercial parts. It was lots of fun and a great experience 
for me. As a follow-up to this, RASC members are invited to take part in TM 
workshops starting this month. Please refer to my article Telescope Makers 
Anonymous.

The March break was probably a time for fun in the sun (and snow!) for many of you. 
So it was with Kanata Parks and Recreation. Their March Break Program was filled 
with enthusiastic young star gazers as the show traveled to three community centers to 
show kids 6 to 11 all about the wonderful world of astronomy. Some of the commonly 
asked questions were:

1. Does Betelgeuse look like the cartoon and movie person?
2. Is the North Star the brightest star in the sky?
3. How was the earth made?
4. If the Sun dies, will we die too?

It is interesting to listen to some of the ideas and observations of an eight year old. 
These kids have real questions and a healthy desire to know what is going on around 
them. Too bad most adults don't have this skill.

Next with the Traveling Celestial Show, we will be heading off to the Glen Cairn 
Community Center with young people to investigate the universe through the Junior 
Astronomers Program. See y'all next time, and happy observing.

Road To IRO Robert Dick
Its fate was sealed! I think we knew it but resisted the inevitable. North Mountain 
Observatory was opened by Walter Scott Houston in 1971 and we had hoped it would 
see a long life. But, stricken by the encroachment of suburbia, our observatory, the 
pride of the Observer's Group and the envy of all the Centers in Canada, had to be 
moved. What we created, in the image of NMO, was the Indian River Observatory 
(IRO).

There are some places in the world where individuals, communities and even entire 
races of people are forced to move. But should one move-on under pressure or stay and 
fight for your way of life - preserving the past? In the mid nineteen-seventies the 
Ottawa Center was faced with this decision. We chose to move. And in doing so we
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took on a new challenge and with it came new opportunities. After about fifteen years 
we are certainly no worse off for that decision.

We were getting used to moving on. We had just been asked to leave our meeting room 
(in the Geophysical Laboratory Building) near the Dominion Observatory on Carling 
Avenue. We were getting used to the use of room 3001 in NRC on Sussex Drive. It too 
brought change and with that change came more comfortable and better facilities.

I still find it bizarre. We set up an astronomical observatory about fifty kilometers from 
the city - deep in the country with miles of clear land around us. And yet a stranger 
decided to build his house within 15 meters of our telescope. In doing so he killed the 
North Mountain Observatory and laid waste the volunteered efforts of many people.

In preparing this article I found that my memory of the events was quite fuzzy. In 
looking back over issues of AstroNotes I found several references to the impending 
relocation. But the anecdotes and details were missing. I referred back to my personal 
notes, still in my 'Projects File'. But these notes were of very basic information - 
receipts, records of hours worked, notes taken during telephone inquiries and 
correspondence with Peter MacKinnon (our Program Manager) and Mr. Dyer of 
Edmonton (regarding the design and fabrication of observatory domes).

The first obvious reference to relocating North Mountain Observatory was in an article 
by Fred Lossing. He was reminiscing about NMO in an article for the 100th issue of 
AstroNotes (May 1974). The article ended with a question. Or, was it a challenge? Did 
we have 'the energy, muscles, time and money' to move on and rebuild?

In that same issue a rather crass cartoon from Doug Welch and Doug Somers drew our 
attention to a future of observing. The cartoon represents "North Mountain World", a 
fanciful view of an NMO of the future. This was extended in the July 1975 issue to 
include the demise of our original observers' haven called 'Quiet Site'. (I think it will 
be our twenty-fifth anniversary at Quiet Site in 1993! May the editor please take note).

'Quiet Site' is a limited access facility located less than fifty kilometers west of Ottawa 
near the 'Y-Camp' on the Ottawa River. No one has used it in many years. (I think I 
was the last to use it in the mid-1980's). Access is limited to Quiet Site because it's on 
the property of the Communication Research Council. Our portion of the site had 
decayed through lack of use and maintenance and the skies were rather bright due to 
the explosive growth of Kanata and the proliferation of poorly designed and installed 
lighting that punctuated the expansion of the city in the 1970’s and 1980's.

We weren't going to wait for NMO to degrade to that extent. We decided to take up 
Fred's challenge and relocate the observatory. Fred told the Observer's Group of the 
construction of the house near the observatory and advised us to cooperate with the 
owner. However, the night long vigils of excited nocturnal observers and the beeping 
of the CHU time signal are not compatible with the lifestyle of people that have to get 
up at 6 am to go to work in the city.
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Finding A Site
But where could we move? The September 75 issue of AstroNotes contained the first 
'official' call for help in the relocation - asking members to look for potential sites. At 
the Council Meeting of November 16 a new Observatory Committee was created to 
both operate NMO and to select one of its members to search for a new site. The 
committee consisted of Peter MacKinnon, Robert Dick, Barry Matthews and Doug 
Welch. If I remember correctly, Peter was to find a new site (since I don't remember 
doing anything in this regard).

As chairman of the new committee Peter MacKinnon announced to the membership in 
the January 1976 issue of AstroNotes of the plans that were afoot. The Center Council 
was kept abreast of what was going on with a slide show on the site selection activities 
at the President's (Mary Grey) home on February 2 3 , 1976.

During 1976 the site search continued. Should the site be east or west or south or even 
north into Quebec? We wished to avoid the need for another set of Trustees to handle 
the legal matters of buying or renting land. We would have been in 'a bit of a pickle' if 
we had owned the land on which NMO was sitting.

The South Nation River Valley was considered but the fear of flooding and lack of 
hills to get above ground fog ruled out the east. The north was ruled out because 
Ottawa would be in the south and it was felt that the light pollution would ruin the 
southern skies. We considered the Rideau Valley Conservation Authority but to move 
out further from Ottawa would increase the commuting time and it was felt that it 
would reduce the usage of the observatory.

Little progress was reported throughout 1976. Peter was up north studying glaciers on 
the Polar Continental Shelf Project and I was in Australia for the total solar eclipse. 
However, a site was found with the help of Romeo Wlochowicz and his contacts with 
the Nation Conservation Authority, and their contacts with other conservation 
authorities in eastern Ontario.

The new site was on land owned by the Mississippi Valley Conservation Authority 
near the historic site of the Mill of Kintail outside of Almonte, Ontario. It was located 
only 50 km from Ottawa.

Our first report to the MVCA was on November 8, 1976. In this report we outlined our 
preferred location for the site (the northwest corner of the field), we requested approval 
to bring in power, build an access road and make modifications to the site to 
accommodate the observatory.

This last point included the casting of a large concrete pier, cement slab foot path, 
leveled footings for the 4.3 x 4.3 meter club house, an upgraded and extended road to 
the site with a small parking lot and a hole for a privy. We also mentioned that in the
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future we wished to provide a 3.7 x 3.7 meter concrete slab and other small shelters for 
other telescopes, build a meteor observing compound and sink a well for water to 
support a kitchen, darkroom and perhaps an in-door toilet.

The Mississippi Valley Conservation Authority held a meeting on December 9, 1976 
during which they passed a motion offering two acres of land to the Ottawa Center for 
the use of our observatory. The offer allowed us to use the property for ten years for a 
nominal charge of $10 per year. We were to be responsible for the construction and 
maintenance of a road to the site and the bringing in of electric power.

Getting The Project Started

We considered a change in the design of the observatory. Winnipeg had built an 
observatory employing a dome and we wrote to them requesting information on their 
design. Earl Dudgeon, our center Secretary at the time sent the letter to Roy Belfield of 
Winnipeg. It was Ed Dyer that responded on November 19, 1976. In his letter he gave 
a thorough description of their design. We found his notes very helpful in deciding 
whether we would change the type of roof we would have for our observatory. We felt 
that considerable labour would be required to just prepare the site and would leave 
little time to build a dome. Also, we had become used to observing with a clear vault of 
sky above us. Therefore, we kept our roll-off roof.

The real work began. We talked to contractors. We had to learn what had to be done to 
prepare a site and move our buildings. We had to find out what it would cost and we 
had to raise the funds. As usual the initial estimate turned out to be well under the 
actual cost.

I have subsequently learned, over the last fifteen years, that credible estimates can only 
be produced from a very detailed breakdown of the work ahead. This requires a lot of 
'ceiling inspecting', day-dreaming about every conceivable facet of the project. If 
personal experience does not support a good guess of the price, then a lot of phone 
calls must be made to fill in the missing information. It's really embarrassing to be 
wrong.

We were wrong and I think the Center Council knew it. Fred Lossing wrote a letter on 
June 15, 1977 and asked the National Council in Toronto to give the Ottawa Center a 
loan of up to $3000, to be repaid in three years, if our fund raising was not adequate to 
meet the costs of the site preparation and relocation. We considered several 'external' 
sources of funds. One was to ask for donations from large companies and the other was 
a Wintario Grant. It was decided by council not to proceed with canvassing companies. 
Concerning Wintario, as I remember it, we did not qualify.

There were background activities that I was not involved with such as negotiations 
with the Authority and incorporation of the Center. These were management issues. I 
was only a lowly engineer.
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In 1977 the Observatory Committee consisted of Peter MacKinnon, Art Fraser, Barry 
Matthews and Robert Dick. In the January issue of AstroNotes the fund raising began. 
The initial goal was $3,000! However after four months we had raised only $300 in 
pledges for the Observatory Fund.

Some of the fund raising successes were the sale of slide sets (10 slides for $7.30) and 
the sale of T-shirts with the RASC crest at $5.75 (courtesy of Cathy Hall). According 
to AstroNotes only $800 had been raised by June. But construction had begun.

I was not very concerned about the fund raising. My attention was directed toward 
spending the money. Several major tasks had to be completed before the salvageable 
structures from NMO could be moved to their new site.

I had never worked on such a project and I was learning a lot about 'getting things 
done'. But, like all good lessons they were learned by making mistakes. Some of the 
problems were mentioned in Fred Tossing’s article last month. Since Fred let the 'cat 
out of the bag', I won't be able to gloss over these embarrassing bits.

Planets, Planets, Everywhere!! Mike Dacey
By a stroke of luck we have the opportunity this year to make the upcoming Messier 
Marathon an even bigger challenge! If you’re intending to hunt Messier objects till the 
early morning April 5th why not add something else to the agenda? It's possible during 
the first week of April to see all nine planets during one evening of observing.

Start off at dusk by looking down, there's Earth! Good start, even if it's cloudy you got 
to see one object on your list. Now look up; there’s Jupiter, so you got two bagged now! 
Unfortunately the rest of the planets will only be rising early Sunday morning. How 
early? Well, the last planets to rise will be Mercury and Venus. They'll be about 5 
degrees above the horizon at 5:30 am; sunrise takes place at 5:39 am!! The bright side 
is that to see all the Messier objects you'll have to wait for M30 to rise anyway! It rises 
just slightly ahead of Mercury and Venus and is considered to be the toughest Messier 
object to observe in a one night Messier Marathon! If you spot these planets look 
approximately 25 degrees to your right and you're in the area where M30 lives.

If you stay up to see Mercury and Venus then why not observe the other planets as 
well?! Mars will be about 20 degrees to the right of Venus and 10 degrees above the 
horizon. Saturn will be approximately 25 degrees to the right of Mars and 17 or 18 
degrees above the horizon. Now continue looking to your right till you come to 
Sagittarius, about 30 degrees to the right of Saturn. Uranus and Neptune are located 
about 22 degrees above the horizon, just above and to the left of the teapot in 
Sagittarius but you'll need binoculars or a telescope to easily spot them. There's a 
finder chart for both Uranus and Neptune on page 145 of the Observers Handbook. 
Pluto is 55 degrees to the right of Neptune and 30 degrees above the horizon. It'll
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present a good challenge to even the most seasoned observer. At magnitude 13.7 you'll 
need at least an 8 inch telescope and the finder chart on page 147 of the Handbook in 
order to observe it.

Is it possible to see all these planets and M30 before sunrise? Well now that’s the 
challenge, are you up to it?!?

P.S. The above information was obtained using Distant Suns to approximate what the 
sky would look like at 5:30 am Sunday morning.

Meteors Rolf Meier
April is Lyrid month, the second major shower of 1992. Observing sessions will be 
held on Sunday, April 19 and Friday, April 24. Unfortunately, the maximum occurs on 
a weekday, and the moon is not favourable either. However, you meteor observers 
must be getting anxious for some action, so it is time we did something! The observing 
site is at our home in West Carleton. Turn right on the Upper Dwyer Hill Road as you 
drive on Highway 44 toward Almonte. We are 6.0 km from 44 on the right side; look 
for the number 2572 and the name on the mailbox. You might see the red lights 
leading up the hill behind the 2-storey brick house. Give me a call at 256-4821 if you 
are interested.

The last successful session was the Geminids, way back in December 1991. The 
corrected rates were almost as high as the 1990 Geminids, making that again the best 
shower of the year.

You may well ask what happened to the FIRST major shower of 1992. That would 
have been the Quadrantids, early in January. It was cloudy, and therefore I did not 
bother organizing a session at the last minute. During the Geminids, I tested a 
prototype observing coffin. It was based on the coffins used at the NRC’s Springhill 
Meteor Observing site in 1957. It is a single-observer coffin, rather than the 8-person 
structure used at Quiet Site from 1967 to 1982.

In December, I constructed 4 coffins that I hoped to use during the Quadrantids. The 
prototype worked quite well, meaning that it was effective at keeping the observer 
warm. The April Lyrids will be the first actual use of the coffins by a team. I am sure 
that all the meteor observers are dying to try them out. I would like to thank the 
Ottawa Centre for funding the construction of these coffins, about $75 for each.

In case you think you may have missed it, I have not yet published a summary of the 
meteor results for last year. I still have some work to do on it; I hope to have 
something in an upcoming issue of AstroNotes. Also, these observing coffins are worth 
a story of their own. I will do a talk on the history of the coffins at an upcoming 
Observer’s Group meeting, and an article is in the works for publication in a magazine 
or journal.
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Louise E. WhalenThe Starry Tube
ITV (Cable 15): The next to last lecture (Apr. 4) will involve tying up loose ends, as 
well as short forays into chaos, entropy, life in the universe, living aloft, and perhaps a 
surprise videotape. The last lecture (Apr. 11) will include a 30-minute whirlwind tour 
of the course material, and a question and answer session.

As you know by now, the Introduction to Astronomy course is telecast from Carleton 
University Saturdays from 4-7 pm and is repeated Tuesday evenings between 11 pm 
and 2 am.

Rob informs me that this course will be re-broadcasted in compressed form over the 
summer; there will be six hours of lectures per week starting in May and continuing 
until August. Registration details for enrollment in this Carleton University course 
will be forthcoming in the next issue.

TVO, PBS: There are no space related programs to be seen on TVO or PBS in April.

Star Dot Star Land David Lambe
All of us get involved in observation; some of us even keep log books. The one I 
currently use is a hard-cover lined notebook. It didn’t take too long to notice that 
much of my writing in the log consisted of entering what is essentially a form, on 
which the observation itself is recorded. And I haven’t been doing any sketching; 
being bom with little or no artistic talent, the circle representing the circumference of 
the eyepiece doesn't even come out correctly.

Of course, one option is to pay good after-tax income (plus tax, plus tax) for pre
printed observing log forms. But heck! This is the computer age -  why not design 
one on the computer. Why not, indeed?

At the Observers' Group meeting I will be handing out copies of two observer’s log 
forms. They are not intended to be the perfect form for all observers. The first one, 
was cobbled together in about 30 minutes using Microsoft Word for Windows 
(version 2). The other form was plagiarized from page 191 of The Backyard 
Astronomer's Guide. To give credit where it is due, this form was developed by Gregg 
Thompson, an amateur astronomer and author who lives in Australia. It is reproduced 
without express permission, in the hopes that Mr. Thompson will not sue me.

The point is that it is easy to design and print a form for recording your observations. 
But there’s much more that can be done, once you enlist the aid of a computer.

If you are the type to plan your observing sessions in advance, I highly recommend that 
you get yourself a sky simulation program that will produce high quality star charts on
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your printer. For example, this time of year Orion is a favorite area. An evening's 
session can be planned in advance and an appropriate series of sky charts can be 
quickly printed. If you want to reduce the amount of writing, a series of observing 
forms can be partially completed in advance of the session (enter such items as name 
of object, RA, Dec, observing site, and other details that can be determined in 
advance).

With these paperwork details completed in advance, you can spend your time during 
the observing session concentrating on the observational details, rather than the 
clerical items.

If you are so inclined, the logs can be further catalogued on a spreadsheet. Each 
observing session or log sheet can be given a number, the important details of which 
can be summarized in a single row on a spreadsheet. Sounds like a lot of work -  why 
would one want to go to all that trouble? To keep a large number of observing sessions 
organized, you will need a system. The computer makes it easy to maintain your 
system.

As an example, suppose you have made it a project to observe all of the Messier 
objects. As it is unlikely that you will complete this in a single session, a number of 
sessions will be required. Furthermore, if you are like most people, you will find 
yourself looking at objects other than Messiers during any given session. Thus, 110 
objects will be sighted and recorded over a number of sessions spanning (most 
probably) a considerable length of time. Getting towards the end of the project, you 
will find yourself scratching you head, trying to remember which Messiers have yet to 
be hunted down.

If the objects are dutifully recorded in one column of a spreadsheet, it is easy to 
product a quick report that will list the Messier sightings in numerical order -  or any 
order, for that matter. Two small spreadsheets are included as examples. A better tool 
for the task would be a small, general-purpose database, such as Symantek's Q&A. It 
can function as a spreadsheet, but will produce reports in response to English language 
inquiries, such as "List all the observing sessions that include Messier objects". Now 
that's computer aided astronomy!

As far as I know, there is no software designed for the express purpose of recording 
astronomical observing sessions (hmmm . . .  this may be a good product idea). But 
with a short session on the computer, using only a word processor and a spreadsheet, 
you can easily design the perfect instrument for your observing habits and projects.

Incidentally, for those of you using Microsoft Word for Windows (version 2), I would 
be pleased to provide you with a copy of these observing forms on diskette -  you 
provide the diskette, I'll provide the file.

Happy observing!
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Observation
Number

Date Location Object Comments

91-25 16-Dec-91 Back Yard Saturn Fabulous evening
91-25 16-Dec-91 Back Yard Alcor & Mizar
92-01 1-Jan-92 IRO M42 First time at IRO
92-02 5-Jan-92 Paul Boltwood's M31
92-02 5-Jan-92 Paul Boltwood's M33
92-02 5-Jan-92 Paul Boltwood's M15
92-03 2-Feb-92 Baxter Conservation Area Moon
92-03 2-Feb-92 Baxter Conservation Area Jupiter
92-04 23-Feb-92 Leitrim Road Occultation

The Sky This Month Doug George
Mercury is not visible this month. Venus is visible with difficulty in the east before 
sunrise. Mars is in Aquarius and is visible with difficulty before sunrise. Jupiter is 
prominent in Leo in the evening. Saturn is in Capricornus, and is visible in the early 
morning.

Event Date EST
New Moon Apr 3 00:01
Moonless Evening Observing Ends Apr 6
First Quarter Apr 10 05:06
Full Moon Apr 16 23:42
Moonless Evening Observing Begins Apr 19
Lyrid Meteor Shower Peaks Apr 21 16:00
Last Quarter Apr 24 16:40
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