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A Gift to Last Brian McCullough
It was the perfect thank-you gift, really. My next-door neighbour had spearheaded 

construction of my backyard observatory...but how to thank him? Get him something 
for his workshop? I don’t think so. He already owns every tool in creation (Lord 
knows, I’ve borrowed half of them)...and he needs another gadget for his truck like I 
need bats in my dome. So what to do?

The answer, it turns out, was simple, appropriate and very, very classy. I 
contacted a Canadian arm of the International Star Registry (Betelgeuse Etc. in 
Lennoxville, P.Q.) and had a star named for my neighbour and his wife (who wields a 
scroll saw like nobody’s business). Their reaction when they received the certificate 
and star chart identifying the “Norman and Audrey Davis Star” in Cassiopeia told me 
instantly that I had chosen the perfect way to express my deep-felt thanks.

Since that first wonderful transaction with Betelgeuse Etc., I have had several 
equally fulfilling experiences with star-naming. In mid-April I had a star named for 
my maternal grandparents on the occasion of my grandmother’s 100th birthday, and a 
week later was honoured to participate in dedicating a star for Briargreen Public 
School’s 25th anniversary. A few days before the Briargreen event I attended a 
poignant ceremony to dedicate a star in Cepheus to the memory of Sandra May, a local 
guide leader who with her husband Andrew introduced countless area guides and 
brownies to the delights of the solar system.

Needless to say I have encountered predictable opposition to this star-naming 
business from people in the backyard astronomy biz. It’s a rip-off, they say. It’s not 
official. Someone is making a buck off something they don’t own.

To my mind it is about as offensive as a greeting card operation. If the 
International Star Registry wants to create its own star catalogue for commercial 
purposes, so what? (It’s not like it’s competing with the new Caldwell catalogue, for 
heaven’s sake.) The ISR offers a commemorative service and nothing more, and they 
do it up nicely with their certificate and locator chart.

The International Star Registry lets me express exactly the right kind of sentiment 
I occasionally need to send. And, really, how better for an astronomer to express a 
sentiment than with a star? Believe me, the recipient of your thoughtful gesture will 
treasure it forever.

□ _________________________________________________________________ □

Magazine Subscription Discounts
Subscriptions to Sky & Telescope and Astronomy magazines are available at a discount 
if purchased through the RASC Ottawa Centre. See Rob McCallum after the 
Observers Group meeting, or call him at 225-3167.
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Hilderic BrowneApril Observers’ Group Meeting
After a twenty-year dearth of spectacular apparitions, it’s no wonder Comet 

Hyakutake is being called the “Great Comet of 1996”— if not the decade. So it was 
perhaps inevitable that the April 12th meeting of the Observers’ Group of the Ottawa 
Centre deserves to be remembered as the “Great Comet Meeting.” Everyone, it seems, 
photographed Hyakutake and wanted to share their successes. The gathering was ably 
co-ordinated by Vice-Chair Don Fougère who began:

• by explaining the recommended way of dealing with Carleton University’s 
new parking regulations (see Rick Wagner’s article in last month’s AstroNotes), and

• with an apology to all those who attended the Messier Marathon/Comet 
Hyakutake Admiration Festival on March 23rd, and were forced to wade in to the 
Indian River Observatory through snowdrifts. It won’t happen again, he says...at least 
not before next winter!

Paul Comision’s “Bleeding Edge” (the title is Don’s) examined “The Sun’s 
Inconsistent Size” (Sky & Telescope, April 1996, p.15). For years, astronomers have 
suspected that our Sun is slightly variable, correlated with magnetic activity. Now 
UCLA researchers have evidence of a slight variation in physical size, approximately 
±0.4" (0.2%), with the greatest size coinciding with the time of maximum sunspot 
activity. (Of course from the vantage point of our slightly elliptical orbit, the Sun’s 
apparent size varies anyway through the year, being largest at perihelion in January. 
This is not the issue here: it’s a change in intrinsic size instead.) This is a difficult 
measurement to make; the researchers measured the intensity across the solar disk at 
5250A, and defined the “edge” of the Sun as the point at which the brightness fell off 
to 25 percent of the average. The postulated machinery connecting magnetism and size 
involves differential rotation of the Sun, which stirs up the depths, causing both 
magnetic storms and internal heating of the outer layers; this heating is enough to 
cause the Sun to expand slightly. Paul noted that this mechanism is completely 
backward to that in most variable stars, which are actually cooler when they swell.

Richard Taylor remembered his father-in-law, long-time Ottawa Centre member 
Dick Tanner, who passed away in a fashion perhaps befitting one who had worked as 
a professional astronomer, with a breath-taking comet in the sky and a lunar eclipse 
that evening. Dick was a friend as well as a father-in-law to Richard, and was the one 
who reintroduced him to astronomy. Last year they bought a used 8" Schmidt- 
Cassegrain together to explore the night skies a little deeper than naked eyes or 
binoculars could reach. But Richard says meteor showers will best recall Dick to mind, 
with the memory of evenings shared by three generations observing from the grounds 
of the Experimental Farm. Dick was a strong supporter of education through books, so 
Richard has requested that any donations be directed to the Ottawa Public Library.

Doug George initiated the Comet Celebrations with a few slides of comets past -  
West, Halley, and last year’s De Vico -  followed by the one on everyone’s tongue 
(even when they can’t pronounce it) Hyakutake! [Rolf Meier demonstrated the
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pronunciation endorsed by a Japanese colleague; it sounds a bit like a stifled sneeze ] 
The striking tail so obvious during the comet’s close flyby of Earth in late March is an 
ion tail, originating in the effect of solar radiation on the coma, which is mostly dust 
and water vapour. The charged atoms are stripped away by the Sun’s magnetic field 
and by the solar wind; the resulting tail often exhibits a braided structure indicating 
the complex electromagnetic environment in the inner solar system. This tail records 
as strongly blue in photographs and can change perceptibly in a matter of hours. As 
the comet approaches the Sun, the dust tail can be expected to dominate. Doug’s 
pictures were taken with a standard 50mm camera lens, a short telephoto, the newly 
refurbished 16" telescope at IRO; the last of these, a one-minute exposure, reveals an 
obvious “bow-shock” arc on the sunward side of the coma.

Doug also showed several astrophotos taken during a recent trip to Arizona: the 
largest globular cluster in our galaxy -  Omega Centauri, the M42 Orion nebula, 
Orion’s less well-known reflection nebula, M78, and a “heartbreak picture:” a well- 
exposed but shaky (?) or blurred(?) photo of the Horsehead Nebula B33 and the nearby 
Flaming Tree, NGC 2024. Sometimes the equipment just doesn’t co-operate...

Murphy’s law clearly doesn’t just apply outdoors. Rob Dick intended to show the 
ill-fated results of an attempt to make a time-lapse video of the Moon passing through 
the Earth’s shadow on April 3rd. He used a renovated “new” old telescope drive 
purchased as a bargain, but which turned out to be a “Handyman’s Special.” The 
shafts were seized, and once that was remedied he discovered -  during the course of 
the eclipse -  that the drive motor ran twice the correct speed! In the end, we didn’t see 
the video owing to interface problems between Rob’s camera and the video projector.

Rob noted the death during the preceding week of yet another member, Mim 
Berlind, who joined the RASC in 1929 and was president of the Ottawa Centre in the 
1930s.

Rolf Meier showed more pictures of Comet Hyakutake, particularly around the 
time of its closest approach to Polaris. In some he framed the comet with the dimly 
red-lit accoutrements of his backyard observatory; others showed Hyakutake among 
moonlit clouds and even lightning. In a photo taken with a 28mm wide-angle lens, the 
comet’s head is near Polaris and the tail extends into the bowl of the Big Dipper; but 
visually, it could be traced as far as Coma Berenices! (Even this pales beside a fish-eye 
image posted on the Internet, where the comet extends over 100°!) Rolf remarked that 
in binoculars, this comet closely resembled Comet Bennett 1970.

After a pause to draw the monthly door prizes (notable among which were some 
prints of Guess which comet? by Peter Ceravolo), it was Gary Boyle’s turn. He chose 
to partially hide the comet behind some birch trees in Constance Bay, artistically a 
very pleasing shot. Another interesting innovation was double-exposing the Moon onto 
the same frame with the comet to help give scale information. Sometimes there are just 
too many aircraft around, though; one “red-eye flight” went straight through the head 
of the comet. Just follow the dotted line! Gary’s final picture showed an ensemble of
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objects along the western sky: Hyakutake, the Pleiades, the planet Venus, and the 
California Nebula. Now he can’t wait for 1997 and Comet Hale-Bopp.

Doug Luoma advised that Astronomy Day celebrations in Ottawa would be 
deferred one week to April 27th at the Museum of Science and Technology. [The crew 
put on a good display for the public at NMST. People visiting the RASC site in the 
train bay got to peek through a variety of telescopes -  Karen Edmonds had her 
Celestron refractor pointed at a museum monitor that was showing old-time 
videos -  and sample everything from a simple teabag universe to the latest in 
astronomy software, -  Ed.] Doug also called for volunteers to help mount a public 
observing session on International Astronomy Day the week before since the comet 
would still be visible and the April Lyrids would be near their peak. Then he showed a 
very pretty 135mm shot of the eclipse and a 17mm ultrawide-angle rendition of the 
comet, a five-minute untracked shot, giving short star trails but not seriously altering 
the appearance of the comet... most effective.

The Recorder’s notes say Rick Wagner showed “more comet photos.” (Sorry, 
Rick!) It’s not that they weren’t memorable or impressive, just quelle embarasse de 
riches. [What language is this? -  Ed.]

Gary Susick is a “Thrifty Astronomer” as mentioned in The Starry Messenger 
ads, and has the bargains to prove it. Tonight he brought in an all-metal motorized 
camera tracking platform with built-in polar alignment scope which he bought 
through TSM for $50 (U.S.), shipping included. The original price in 1980 was $275! 
Gary notes that Canadian subscribers are at some disadvantage due to the later 
delivery, but sometimes real deals can be had.

Peter Ceravolo went to Arizona with Doug George back in February, when 
Hyakutake was just “a tiny fuzzball.” Its intense green colour promised a good ion tail 
to come, and Peter had the idea of making a time-lapse film showing its development. 
To have any chance of success, clearer skies than Ottawa’s were essential; on his 
return, he immediately booked another trip back to Arizona in March, along with OG 
Chairman Glenn LeDrew (currently in Australia). Peter and Glenn observed from a 
decommissioned ICBM site in the mountains east of Tucson. In Peter’s words, “The 
comet exceeded my greatest hopes by an order of magnitude.” After 12 nights taking 
four-minute exposures with a custom f/2.3 Maksutov-Newtonian, assisted by a CCD 
autoguider (and backed up by open-loop ephemeris-guided tracking software, which 
proved to be unnecessary: Murphy must have been otherwise engaged!), he might have 
been feeling a little cranky: “After the comet got past the polar area, the dust tail 
kicked up and obliterated the ion tail...boring!” What a shame!

Peter showed just a few of his many hundreds of exposures; they show great 
detail, the complex braiding of the tail, and “disconnection events.” He will be 
combining the complete series into a video and interactive CD-ROM software. 
Coming soon to a theatre near you?
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Don Fougère showed just one more shot of Comet Hyakutake, complete with 
satellite trail, then gave a rumination about “Why Astronomy?” Though some try to 
justify Big Science, and particularly space exploration, with technological spin-offs, 
Don feels the payoffs are mainly philosophical. Why does the government spend 
anything at all (obviously they don’t spend enough) on astronomy? Historically, it was 
important for calendars (the ancient Egyptians), later time-keeping, and navigation 
(with benefits for commerce). All new technology is built on what came before, and 
what is today science fiction may tomorrow be matter of fact. Meanwhile, why do we 
observe? Every answer is personal and every answer is right; Don’s is -  “For inner 
peace. The cosmos humbles us, and that’s a good thing. It’s just you and the stars. 
Goodnight!”

With that, an announcement or two, and the refreshments supplied by Art and 
Anne Fraser, the meeting finished.

□ _________________________________________________________________□
Eyepiece for Sale
Two-inch 32 mm Koenig eyepiece with multi-coated optics. Excellent condition. This 
is a lovely eyepiece. Asking $110 (or swap for 1¼-inch 32 mm Plössl). Call Philippe at 
(819) 648-5641.

4½ -inch Reflecting Telescope for Sale
Tasco 4½-inch equatorial reflector: Features .965-inch focuser with 6mm, 9mm and 
20mm eyepieces, plus 2x Barlow lens. Wooden tripod carries an equatorial mount with 
slow-motion controls and wind-up motor-drive. Optics in very good condition. Asking 
price reduced to $200. Call Pete at 836-5295.

Photocopier for Sale
The Ottawa Centre is disposing of its Canon NP 7550 photocopier. This full-size 
office machine requires a general maintenance overhaul, but is in otherwise good 
condition. Contact Rick Wagner at 830-9096. No bid too low!

8” SCT Telescope for Sale
This could be the rig for you: Meade LX6 20cm f/6.3 Schmidt-Cassegrain telescope, 
astrophoto ready. Includes DC drive, heavy-duty tripod, very accurate digital setting 
circles, JMI dec motor, Motofocus, 2” diagonal, 8x50 finder with illuminated reticle, 
and Telrad. Also includes 32mm (2-inch) and 26mm (1¼-inch) Plössl eyepieces and 
Thousand Oaks glass solar filter. Comes with both hard and soft foam-padded carrying 
cases. A great package at $2,300 (negotiable). Call Keith at (613) 837-7366.
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Equipment & Accessories for Sale
Prices reduced to rock bottom! Must sell.
• ST-6 imaging camera ($2,195)
• Lumicon 48mm deep-sky filter($60)
• l ¼"-2" Nagler 16mm eyepiece ($190)
• 2" Meade 40mm Super Wide Angle, Series 4000 eyepiece ($195) 

Call Serge at 834-0379.

10” f/6.2 Portable Dobsonian for Sale
This portable Dobsonian telescope is less than a year old. It will fit into the trunk or 
back seat of most mid-sized cars, and comes complete with:
• 10” f/6.2 primary mirror (quartz overcoat; l/7th wave, peak to valley)
• Novak nine-point flotation cell
• 2.6” secondary mirror with Novak spider/secondary support
• 2"-1¼" Meade focuser
• 32mm Meade series 4000 eyepiece
• 12.5mm Celestron orthoscopic eyepiece
• 10” cast aluminum/machined azimuth bearing
• collapsible tube assembly
• black shroud with Velcro

This scope offers incredible lunar, planetary and deep-sky images. Selling to buy canoe 
and accessories. Asking $1,500 for the entire package. Call David Lauzon at 831- 
3751, or e-mail at db112@freenet.carleton.ca

Directions to the 
Indian River Observatory

gravel road

Take Hwy 417 West to Hwy 17 
Turn left at Hwy 44
Pass through Almonte, Right on Hwy 15 
Go 3 km to Clayton Road, Turn Left 
Turn right on Ramsey Conc. 8 
Cross bridge, road becomes gravel
Take next right (stop sign), 100 meters to IRO gate (on right) 
Gate Lock Combination is 10-35-48
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Photo Presentation
The RA Photo Club would like to learn about astrophotography and is interested in 
hearing from local astronomers who would be interested in putting on a presentation. 
The format is open, but could contain one or more of the following activities: a slide 
presentation, a technical/general interest discussion, an equipment overview, and on
site photography. If you are interested and would like to discuss the possibilities, 
please contact Terrance Hounsell at 820-7583 evenings.
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Our Cover Photo
This month’s cover features an August 1994 image from the Hubble Space 
Telescope’s WFPC2 showing some of the thousands of “cometary knots” in the 
Helix Nebula (NGC 7293) in Aquarius. The inset, from Las Campanas 
Observatory, shows the entire nebula; the main image is a detail from the inside 
of the ring near the 12 o'clock position.

These knots ate huge, with heads typically twice the size of our solar system, 
and are located about 10,000 AU away from the nebula’s central star. The tails 
stream a fu rther 1,000 AU away. They are thought to be caused by interactions 
between two waves of gas of different temperatures and speeds, emitted at 
different times from the dying star.

For more information and pictures, check out this site on the World Wide Web: 
http://www.stsci.edu/pubinfo/Latest.html

Clear Skies!
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