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We’re everywhere! Brian McCullough
Statistically speaking, what are the odds of three Ottawa Centre members meeting 

by chance in a mill town 800 kilometres north of Toronto? I’d like to know because 
that’s exactly what happened this summer in the Northern Ontario town of 
Kapuskasing. My family and I were visiting the “Model City of the North” during the 
week leading up to the July 1st weekend when I ran into fellow club members Steve 
Symons and Steve Riding. We were in town for the Kap District High School 60th 
anniversary reunion (beer, beer and more beer) and the town’s 75th anniversary bash. 
None of us Good Ole Boys actually hails from Kap — we just had the inordinate good 
sense to marry women from that neck of the woods.

And speaking of summer activities — was that a picnic at the Meier’s, or was that 
a picnic! The Ottawa Centre summertime get-together on Aug. 11 was a resounding 
success. Alas, my family missed the ever-popular Field of Dreams invitational baseball 
tournament, but at least we were able to participate in the model rocketry showcase 
and evening observing. (I will never forget the sight of a certain member of our rocket 
recovery team dancing through the fields, shooing cows away from a distant landing 
zone). The picnic and Perseids meteor shower were enjoyed by many members and 
guests, including a delightful group with a Barbados connection, and an “I’m seeing 
double!” Windsor connection in the form of Linda Meier’s twin sister Karen and her 
family. Thank you Rolf, Linda and Matthew Meier for your wonderful hospitality.

[Secret code for Matthew who now has a telegraph link between his bedroom and his 
clubhouse. ••• -  •-•• •• --• •••• - // -• •• --• •••• - ••• "]

Notice
The RASC Ottawa Centre regrets to announce the death of member Stephen Odoysk 
on Monday, August 19 at the age of 24. Stephen and his 10-inch Schmidt-Cassegrain 
telescope were regular visitors to the club’s Indian River Observatory near Almonte. 
Several members who occasionally observed with Stephen called to share their 
memories of him at IRO. Memorial contributions toward a University of Ottawa 
scholarship fund for students in the Department of Physics (c/o Planned Giving 
Officer, Al umni and Development, 190 Laurier Avenue East, Ottawa, K1N 9Z9) 
would be deeply appreciated by Stephen’s family.

Our Cover
How to speak Australian — Abstract art!
Oh, what tangled webs we weave. This image showing part of the equatorial zone of 
Jupiter’s moon Europa was taken June 27 by the Galileo spacecraft from a distance of 
156,000 km. In this 360x540-km view the smallest features are about 1.6 km across.

The light areas are plates of water ice separated by dark fracture bands probably filled 
with a mixture of slush and rocky debris. Europa’s density is consistent with an icy 
shell up to 100 km thick; the motion of the disrupted ice floes seen here may have been 
lubricated by soft ice or liquid water underneath.
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Product Review: David G. Robinson
OMCON 811SE Newtonian Telescope

"Dad, would you bring your telescope to my wedding reception out at Paul's 
farm?" It took me almost 20 milliseconds to assess the hassle involved in trucking a 
German equatorially-mounted AstroPhysics refractor to an ethanol-enriched 
environment (heavy, expensive, idiot-vulnerable) and I said "No way!" to my daughter. 
However, I thought about it overnight. Having used an AstroScan and been impressed 
with its portability and ease of use, I made a few inquiries. Ouch! Those cute little 
bowling balls are rather expensive to be a "party scope."

Then I heard of a Newtonian telescope available from Focus Scientific right here 
in “River City” (1054 Bank St., tel. 730-7767) for $300, plus taxes. For that you got a 
114-mm telescope with an alt-azimuth fork mount on a sturdy wood tripod, a 1.25" 
ocular, a 5x25 fmderscope and an owner's manual.

A few nights later I took the 811SE out onto my balcony for a bit of playing 
around. With my Televue 2.5x Barlow the Moon’s craters were really impressive, 
although I could not now look at the whole Moon at once; and at 125x the Moon was a 
moving target. Looking at stars on both sides of focus told me that not only were the 
optics competent, but also that Focus Scientific had done a good job of collimating the 
scope. The only accessory I would suggest for the 811SE is a wrench or two for setting 
up and taking it apart for easy transport (I bought a 14-mm wrench and an adjustable 
wrench for $15).

Before submitting this to the editor I checked with Focus Scientific to find that the 
811SE will now be called the “Vista,” will have more adjustability (i.e. the tripod will

So I did take a telescope out to the farm on 
June 21: The "OMCON 811SE" (900mm focal 
length with the 18mm Kellner ocular) was a hit. 
At 50x and an estimated sky view of 1.1° it 
allowed me to place the Moon (0.5° in diameter, 
almost at first quarter) near the centre of the 
field of view, confident it would stay there long 
enough for the guests to have a good look (oohs 
and ahhs) before it drifted away. With the alt-az 
friction mount the guests could even point the 
scope themselves without fear of anything 
getting broken. It was very hazy that night, so 
Jupiter plus its moons became the second-most 
popular exhibit, with the double star Albireo in 
third place. The Ring Nebula M57 and the M13 
globular cluster were there, but unimpressive at 
50x, especially with the haze and the Moon in 
the sky. But I did it, and I was pleased.
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go 22 cm lower in its lowest position — good for children), and will have four more 
sophisticated (i.e. expensive) brothers in the family (equatorial mounts, etc.). For 
wrenches, Focus Scientific owner Kent Goranson suggests a pair of “dog bone” bicycle 
wrenches from a dollar store.

The only negative thing I can say about the 811SE is that the 3-mm-thick sheet- 
metal alt-az fork-mount is rather springy, so at powers above the out-of-the-box 50x, 
the dancing of objects in the eyepiece wall turn you off, especially if there is even a 
light wind caressing the tube. This is my fourth telescope, and I still think it is a good, 
portable and cost-effective instrument. I plan to take it on my annual fishing trip with 
my five brothers (an ethanol-enriched environment) to Georgian Bay in September. 
Although I may take the Barlow along (for Jupiter, M13, etc.), I wall surely take my 
35mm Plössl (25x) and show off Comet Hale-Bopp.

1996 General Assembly Robert Dick
This year’s GA was held, as usual, during the Canada Day long weekend. As the 

Ottawa Centre representative I would like to give you a summary of the activities. The 
GA is both a social and business gathering, so you will find comments on both.

To avoid the higher prices after the July 1 weekend, my wife Jeanette and I 
arrived in Edmonton a week before the GA This gave us lots of time to travel about, 
visiting places I had been on previous GAs and venturing off the well-beaten paths for 
the sake of adventure, but that’s another story.

We visited the Rocky Mountains and the remains of the old Cosmic Ray 
Observatory overlooking Banff. It is all but gone, but the old weather station (now a 
historic site) is still at the top of the gondola ride. We also visited Dinosaur National 
Park outside of Brooks, Alberta and spent more than a day hiking and driving about 
the badlands of Alberta. At only 15,000 years old, the badlands convey the dramatic 
changes that nature can bring upon itself in a geologically short period of time. We 
then drove up to Drumheller to see the Tyrrell Dinosaur Museum and walk the trails 
outside the museum. The national park was much better than the short paths outside 
Drumheller at conveying the eerie feeling of an alien past.

We arrived in Edmonton on Thursday after our trip through southern Alberta and 
registered for the GA. This year we stayed off-campus at a bed & breakfast which was 
convenient with natural wake-up calls from the neighbourhood magpies. Registration 
and the displays were located in the Lister Residence where I showed some of my 
videography of the Moon.

First National Council Meeting
The business began on Friday, June 28, The first national council meeting of the 

GA was chaired by outgoing president Doug Hube in the beautiful university council 
chamber, with individual microphones and electronic voting and tallying. The agenda
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was not particularly full, however, as the meeting was promulgated by various means, 
all giving different times! Council voted on delaying the meeting time several hours so 
that late arrivals could attend. This gave very little time to complete the meeting, yet 
seven hours of meeting were successfully compressed into only five hours.

To save space here in AstroNoies for the observational reports for which the 
Ottawa Centre is famous, I'll present only the major issues that arose at the meetings.

Executive Report
It was voted and passed that the RASC will contract the University of Toronto 

Press to undertake the management of our membership list and mailings to all 
members. Doug George worked hard to ensure the RASC is getting good value for the 
cost which, though significant (several thousand dollars), cuts the present workload for 
the national office in half. With the retirement of Executive Secretary Rosemary 
Freeman, it is a good time to move toward a more flexible membership management 
system that is possible with the computerized operations of the U of T Press. Passage 
was not unanimous, as there were concerns about the personal touch as the RASC 
Handbooks are "handed” to new members. Other concerns regarding auditing 
membership fees and voting-in new members have been addressed either in the 
contract, or in our general operating procedures.

Treasurer’s Report
Rajiv Gupta, our national treasurer, reported that the RASC is in good financial 

condition. However, while most of the Society’s assets are invested in $359,000 worth 
of GICs, reliable projections of our future finances are impossible. There are no 
precedents for the changes that our Society is making. Financial plans for the next few 
years are very fuzzy and depend upon the performance of our new publications, 
membership drives, increases in member services and economies made in our 
operations. Rajiv alerted us to the possibility of deficits in the future and possible 
increases in the membership dues. Some of the major expense items are:

Publication Revitalization (Budget - $24,000) $15,000 (expected)

Retirement Allowance for Executive Secretary $24,000

Printing of 1997 RASC Calendar $10,000

Publications
Pat Kelly and David Turner reported that although there is a fair supply of articles 

for future issues of the Bulletin and Journal, members are encouraged to submit more 
work to them to ensure a “quantity of quality.” The popular Beginner's Observing 
Guide is in its third edition and will be available at our meetings soon. It is proving to 
be a significant money maker for the Society and an excellent contribution to 
introductory star gazing for the public.
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Membership and Promotion
While this committee has been almost inactive in the past, Don Hladiuk has 

prepared a draft booklet on Comet Hale-Bopp, It is written as an information source 
for members and the media. I have submitted my comments on the booklet to Don and 
I hope to have the final version available soon for distribution.

The question of a name for the new RASC publication (a synthesis of the Journal 
and the Bulletin) was deferred until the second national council meeting, which would 
be convened after the actual general meeting so that centre representatives could 
discuss the options informally.

The General Assembly
Although the national council meetings are open to all members, only Centre 

representatives can vote. Only at the actual general assembly can the members at large 
vote on motions. Generally, reports from standing committees and special committees 
are presented. These are the same that were presented at the national council meeting. 
Items of strategic importance to the membership are voted on at the meeting of the 
general assembly. Of great importance to all of us was approval to proceed with the 
revitalized publication in which our Bulletin and the Journal will be merged into a 
single magazine.

Several positions were also up for election, all but one being filled by acclamation. 
The new RASC president is Ottawa Centre member Doug George (by acclamation); 
the First Vice President’s position was contested between Ottawa’s Peter Ceravolo and 
Toronto’s Randy Attwood, with Randy winning the position. Peter will continue to 
contribute to the new RASC publication. Second vice-president is Dr. Robert Garrison 
of the U of T and director of the university’s observatory on Las Campanes in Chile.

Second National Council Meeting
The second national council meeting was convened following the general 

assembly. This was the first meeting to be chaired by Doug George who on the flight 
out from Ottawa prepared for his term as president by studying Robert's Rules o f  
Parliamentary Order. This effort served us all well during this meeting.

Usually this second meeting is straightforward as we just reconstitute special 
committees. The make-up of standing committees is generally defined by the bylaws. 
During this meeting the Membership and Promotions Committee and the Long Range 
Planning Committee were reconstituted with more active members.

One item that was deferred from the first meeting was the naming of the new 
RASC publication. The membership survey showed a leaning toward “Astronomy 
C a n a d a ," but in March the Council asked that the committee in charge of the new 
publication suggest a name that was more “poetic.” The committee’s suggestion of 
“Polaris: The Journal o f the Royal Astronomical Society o f Canada (JRASC)" met 
with disfavour in a straw poll conducted over the Internet and was narrowly voted 
down by the Centre representatives.
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It was then moved that the name be Astronomy Canada: JRASC. During the 
debate, however, we discovered that the Society had some time ago received a letter 
from Astronomy magazine warning us not to use the word “astronomy” in the title for 
copyright reasons. This threat was enough to convince our cautious council into voting 
down this name. By default, the name of the new publication will be unchanged as the 
JRASC — the one most respondents to the national survey did not want. The whole 
debate lasted for over an hour and was treated very seriously by all in attendance.

Of some interest to members is that the last two issues of the Journal will be 
combined under a single cover to expedite its production. Since the publication of the 
Journal is already several months late, this will bring it back on schedule for the 
production of the revitalized Journal at the beginning of 1997.

There were other activities during the GA: a song contest (Doug George and I 
amused the attendees with my version of Where Have All the Comets Gone? Sorry for 
any embarrassment, Doug); and a display competition (during which I received 
honourable mention — but, then, there were only two entries). The Helen Sawyer 
Hogg Lecture was delivered by Dr. Werner Israel of the U of Alberta. His presentation 
was a historical perspective on the evolution of our studies of black holes. The paper 
session provided a wide range of topics for all attendees and was well attended.

The GAs are always great weekends around which to plan a vacation. The next 
General Assembly will be held at Queen’s University in Kingston during the Canada 
Day long weekend. See you there.

Telescope for Sale
Celestron C5 in new condition. Here’s the ideal photographic platform for recording 
the Comet Hale-Bopp, event expected next winter. This scope was new in 1994, not 
used in ’95 or ’96, and comes with the original boxes and packaging. Includes a motor- 
drive base, latitude wedge and single fork arm that allows instant removal of the 
optical tube assembly. Comes with the original finder, 25mm Plössl and star diagonal. 
Sky and Telescope's October '93 test report said: “The new C5 is a superb telescope for 
all the reasons its ancestor was. Furthermore, design improvements make this compact 
telescope a powerful astrophotography platform.” Current new price is over $1,600 
with taxes. Asking $1,200 OBO. Call Tom Parker at 748-2050 (days) or 565-4697 
(after 6:00 p.m.).

Accessories for Sale
Celestron f/6.3 focal length reducer ($120)
1.5 X Barlow ($85)
Right-angle finder, Celestron 6x30 ($100)
40mm Kellner ($40)
Heavy duty travel/packing chest for C5 (about 24x18x12 inches) ($100) 
Call Tom Parker at 748-2050 (days) or 565-4697 (after 6:00 p.m.).
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Aaron LudmerField Trip Report
David Dunlap Observatory

It was the thunder and lightning that reminded me that I had booked a tour of the 
David Dunlap Observatory (DDO) for this particular night. Fortunately the tours run 
regardless of weather (adults $2.50; seniors, children 12 and under $1.25). The DDO 
is located in Richmond Hill (25 km north of Toronto) and is open for tours on 
Saturday evenings (except on holiday weekends) in the spring/summer season and on 
Wednesday mornings throughout the year.

The 1.88-metre telescope is the largest in Canada, weighing in at approximately 
23 tonnes, and is housed in a dome whose upper structure weighs 72 tonnes. In 1935 
the DDO had the second-largest telescope in the world and was used to test a new, 
lighter material that would later be used in other telescopes. That same year the DDO 
was presented to the University of Toronto in honour of David Dunlap, a lawyer and 
amateur astronomer.

At one time clear of trees and relatively free from light pollution, the site today 
has many trees planted to block the local light pollution. There are also bylaws in 
Richmond Hill on light pollution to help prevent the loss of DDO as an effective tool 
in astronomy. The other problem hampering its operation is the air pollution. Once 
every year the two-tonne primary mirror must be removed from the telescope and 
realuminized at a loss of one observing night.

As for it’s success, it was the first observatory to collect observations hinting that 
Cygnus X 1 might be a black hole. Currently it does mostly spectroscopy with three 
different instruments (two attached to the telescope and one in a non-vibrating room) 
measuring spectrographs. It also has a CCD camera that operates encased in a thermos 
filled with liquid nitrogen to keep it sufficiently cool. The error with the gears used to 
track the celestial objects is about 90".

The tour has a talk component in the main administration building followed by an 
observatory tour. The tour takes about one hour in all and even though it is done at a 
level for the general public I was glad that I had a chance to take it. To book tours call 
(905) 884-2112 between 9:30 a.m. and 4:30 p.m. daily. The tour group was composed 
of about 20 people the night I went and there are two tours per Saturday evening. To 
ensure a spot on a tour, be sure to reserve three weeks ahead.

Open House Robert Dick
The bi-annual open house at my Rideau Ferry Observatory will be on the weekend of 
September 13, starting Friday night and continuing through until Sunday night. The 
observatory houses a 24-inch (0.6-metre) telescope under dark skies. If clear, there will 
be lots of observing time with my scope and others brought by visitors. If you need 
directions, call (613) 283-0362.
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RASC Ottawa Centre -  September 1996

*Unless otherwise noted, all meetings are held in Room 103, Steacie Chemistry Building, Carleton University. 
Historical notes courtesy of Carmen Rush ■ Next Observers Group meeting October 4, 1996.



31cm Telescope Mirror Richard Wagner
The Ottawa Centre is currently in possession of a 31cm (12.5" for the 

imperialists) mirror of very good quality — about 1/5 wave on the wavefront. It was 
acquired some time ago in a trade for some unused equipment which was proving 
difficult to store. Since the mirror is doing no good sitting in a box in a basement, 
some consideration must be given as to what to do with it.

It has been proposed that the Centre build a Dobsonian scope around the mirror. 
Perhaps it would be nice to have a second scope on a Dobsonian mount out at IRO for 
when somebody (a CCDer for example) is monopolizing the 40cm, or for during star 
parties. It could also be used for expeditions to observe events away from the 
observatory. It has been suggested that it could be added to the loan library. However, 
Paul Boltwood has expressed concern that such a fine mirror should be equatorially 
mounted, or at least driven, to be able to use it to its maximum capability. Such a 
scope would also seem rather large for the loan library. It is more the size for 
experienced members who generally already have a scope. If it were made tough 
enough to last well in the loan library it might not be very portable.

One of the main functions of the RASC and our Centre is to promote astronomy. 
The Centre's current policy on donated equipment is that such equipment may be sold 
or given to an individual or group who the Centre council feels would make best use of 
the material. Although the mirror was not donated, it could be treated similarly. If you 
feel you could make good use of the mirror, please make a proposal to Council as to 
how you would use it, and what, if anything, you are prepared to offer to the Centre in 
exchange for the mirror. It is important to convince Council that you will in fact make 
good use of the mirror within the very near future.

So, to quote from the minutes of the last Council meeting, we are looking for 
“suggestions for use within the Centre, offers to purchase or trade for the mirror, 
requests for full or partial donation. Offers relating to purchase, trade, or donation 
should give evidence that the mirror will be put to a use befitting a mirror of its 
quality.” If you have an idea as to what should be done with this mirror, either by the 
Centre or by yourself, let Council know.

This summer I have been watching the growing prominence of Comet Hale-Bopp 
in the sky south of Aquila and north of Sagittarius. I have been taking photographs 
and recording digital images when sky conditions and time allow. By imaging the 
comet through red and blue filters I have tried to capture the gas and dust components 
of the comet separately. The results have been interesting because of Hale-Bopp’s orbit 
and the angle at which we view the comet.

Comet Hale-Bopp Robert Dick

12 AstroNotes August/September 1996



There are two types of tail that evolve off a comet: one of gas and one of dust. The 
gas tail originates from the vaporization of the ices inside the comet. As they are 
exposed to the ultraviolet light from the Sun, the molecules are broken up and become 
charged. They are then swept directly away from the Sun. The gas component of the 
tail emits light in the blue part of the spectrum. So, by imaging it through a blue filter 
I’m isolating the gas tail.

The dust tail is composed of particles carried off the comet by the high-speed flow 
of gas through cracks in the comet’s surface. It is primarily seen by the reflection of 
sunlight and so has the colour of our Sun. This means it reflects more green and red 
light than blue light. The dust particles are more massive than the gas molecules so 
they follow a curved path governed by the pressure of sunlight and gravity. By using a 
red filter I am essentially imaging the dusty component of the comet’s tail.

Although it is difficult to see in the reproductions below, a comparison of the 
blue- and red-light images showed a curious thing. The gas and dust tails appear to 
streak away from the comet’s coma (the cloud of gas and dust around the nucleus) in 
opposite directions! This is caused by perspective and is explained in the same way as 
“anti-tails” around other comets. The dust tail is curving away from us and “below" 
the nucleus, making it only seem to be in front of the nucleus. I’ll try to keep track of 
this over the months to record our changing view of the two tails.

Another interesting point about these observations is that the dust tail is as 
prominent as the gas tail. The dust tail is approximately as bright as the gas tail, yet 
when the images were taken the comet was more than 3.75 astronomical units (i.e. 
Earth-Sun distances) from the Sun, 2.8 AU from Earth. This is still far beyond the 
orbit of Mars (1.52 AU from the Sun). The temperature of the comet’s surface must be 
so low that only the ices more volatile than water ice are coming out of the comet.

Comet Hale-Bopp —  Blue Light Image 
(East is up, north to the right)

Comet Hale-Bopp —  Red Light Image
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Stellafane ’96 Gary Boyle
For the past 61 years the Springfield Telescope Makers of Vermont have played 

host to the largest and most prestigious competition in telescope making. The 
convention, called Stellafane, meaning "Shrine to the Stars,” was held Aug. 9-11, just 
in time for the annual Perseid meteor shower. The Stellafane site itself is located on 
Breezy Hill at an elevation of 1,230 feet above sea level. Attendance has risen over the 
years to about 2,500 per year as amateurs arrive from all over the U.S. and Canada, 
with a few coming from overseas as well.

Some twenty-five scopes were displayed this year and judged for various prizes in 
the technical, mechanical and innovative sections. There was even a junior category 
for the younger astronomers. Optical judging took place on Saturday night for the 
telescopes with homemade mirrors only. There is no commercialism whatsoever at 
Stellafane, just the exhibit of new ideas and personal craftsmanship.

Along with a multitude of instruments vying for first-place ribbons, other 
activities were associated with the weekend gathering such as the formal and informal 
talks under the big tent, the largest swap table you could ever imagine, and more than 
$6,000 in door prizes, including a Meade seven-inch Schmidt-Cassegrain with all the 
bells and whistles. There were keynote speakers, too, but the backbone of the 
convention was the crowd of two-and-a-half-thousand-plus stargazers, sharing a 
constant and never-ending passion for the night sky with all it has to hold. It is the 
sharing of observations and stories and telling each other how we overcame that one 
obstacle in telescope completion. There is no racism or prejudice as people wait in 
long lines for that memorable view through the eyepiece of a 25 or 30 inch scope. 
Perfect strangers usually separated by thousands of miles are standing shoulder to 
shoulder, talking and joking as it they were family. Old friendships are rekindled as 
familiar faces and voices from other centres of the RASC stand out from the crowd.

But, alas, all good things must come to an end. As Sunday morning rolled around 
it was time to pack up the tent, load the car, say our goodbyes and enter these moments 
in our log books for future recollection. The twelve months will fly by quickly until we 
can meet again at next year’s Stellafane convention (Aug. 1-3, 1997) up on Breezy Hill 
under the stars.

Is your membership fee worth it?
Here’s what you get for your RASC Ottawa Centre membership fee of $36 ($22.50 for 
students): You receive the internationally acclaimed Observer's Handbook (an annual 
compendium of astronomical articles and data — $18.95 for non-members), a 1997 
subscription to the National Museum of Science and Technology’s magazine Sky News 
(a $20 value), the Journal of the RASC and the Ottawa Centre’s own newsletter 
AstroNotes. Members also enjoy the privilege of using the Ottawa Centre’s book and 
telescope loan libraries and have access to the Centre’s Indian River Observatory near 
Almonte. Tell all your friends and co-workers that there is no better deal in town.
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Hilderic BrowneJuly Observers Group Meeting
Summer arrived June 21st — astronomically if not climatologically— and at least 

a few Ottawa Centre members apparently responded by going to the cottage instead of 
the July 5th OG meeting. And why not? Chair Glenn LeDrew noted the weather has 
not been very co-operative for observing...though when there are breaks in the clouds. 
Comet Hale-Bopp can now be seen with nothing more than binoculars. It’s about one- 
third the diameter of the moon with a small northward-pointing fan-shaped tail and is 
nearing naked-eye visibility even though it's still three astronomical units from us and 
four from the Sun.

Rob Dick reported on the proceedings of the General Assembly held at the 
University of Alberta in Edmonton where (along with quarterly council meetings held 
in Toronto) the National Society’s business is transacted. In Rob’s words, these 
meetings are “not secretive, just extremely boring.” Not perhaps for Ottawa Centre 
member Doug George, just elected president of the RASC nationally, or Peter 
Ceravolo, defeated in the race for first vice-president. But most attendees are probably 
more interested in the paper sessions, display competition, the Helen Sawyer Hogg 
lecture (this year, Werner Israel on the subject of black holes), the banquet and awards 
presentations, “Murphy’s Slide Contest” and the song contest...which was won this 
year by the previously unknown “Winnifax” Centre. David Lane of the Halifax Centre 
was recognized for his discovery of “SuperNova Scotia,” and the National Light 
Pollution Committee honoured the Alberta Ministry of Transport for doing its part to 
preserve/restore dark skies: at some intersections, lighting has been reduced by 97 
percent. Rob also showed a few pictures of other nearby attractions: the Royal Tyrrell 
Museum of Paleontology in Drumheller (where he seems to have escaped by the skin 
of a tyrannosaur’s teeth), the nearby Dinosaur National Park, and Banff, Jasper and 
the Rocky Mountains. Prospective attendees please note: because of airline seat sale 
seasons, Rob suggests doing any touring first, then going to the GA.

A few words on revitalizing publications: the proposal to merge the Journal with 
the Bulletin and change the format to a more popular style was carried: “It will 
happen.” Furthermore, the final two issues of the Journal will be combined for lack of 
material. Also, for at least next year, a subscription to the NMST’s SkyNews will be a 
benefit of RASC membership. But what will the “new” magazine be called? 
Astronomy Canada had numerous supporters until someone wondered how Kalmbach 
Publishing would react; at the thought of possible litigation, the GA got cold feet and 
voted it down. Polaris was another candidate, but the eventual winner was The 
Journal o f the Royal Astronomical Society o f Canada, thus retaining a link with the 
past.

Paul Comision announced that Ottawa Centre member and former National 
President Mary Grey had recently passed away after a long battle with cancer. Mary  
was instrumental in shaping the astronomy program at the National Museum of
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Science and Technology and in establishing the Helen Sawyer Hogg Observatory 
there.

Paul's "Leading Edge” report scrutinized Astronomers Converge on Hubble 
Parameter (page 12 of the July 1996 Sky & Telescope). The article’s title is rather 
misleading, given that age of the universe derived by different workers still ranges 
from 8 to 12 billion years — and even the top end of that range can’t explain why 
globular clusters seem to be 14-16 billion years old. The quandary may force 
cosmologists to reconsider an “open” (forever expanding) universe instead of the “flat” 
model currently favoured.

With so few clear skies of late. Rolf Meier has had time and motivation to 
investigate “why the weather has been so crummy.” Looking down on the earth with 
the aid of weather satellite imagery in the perpetual hope that clear skies are just over 
the horizon, Rolf noted that for several weeks there has been a stationary high-pressure 
area parked over the eastern United States. The clockwise air flow around this high 
brings arctic air and a series of smaller counter-clockwise rotating low-pressure zones 
south over the Great Lakes to stall over Ottawa. It’s little consolation, but clear skies 
have been much more prevalent as close as Peterborough. R olf's general-purpose 
forecast for the foreseeable future is, unfortunately, “the same as yesterday.”

Max Stuart showed some products from a recent excursion into what he calls 
entry-level astrophotography. He says you see other people’s pictures and think “I can 
do that — but really you can’t....Eventually you’ll begin to get good results”. Max’s 
promising beginning included Comet Hyakutake and the Moon, the latter taken with 
his f/26 Schiefspiegeler. One lesson is: use the fastest film available, sacrificing fine 
grain for the shortest exposure time possible. Modem fast emulsions can reach sky fog 
levels with a normal lens in 15 seconds, minimizing guiding problems.

Glenn LeDrew’s monthly “Show and Tell” object was a military-style “Imo” 
35mm ciné camera. Though last serviced in 1965, according to an attached sticker, it 
has very simple guts and still appears to work. Glenn cannibalized a cheap 
teleconverter for its bayonet mount to build an adapter for Minolta lenses. Getting the 
lens-to-film plane distance exactly correct is an iterative process, still under way.

The orbit of eagerly-expected Comet Hale-Bopp is inclined at nearly a right angle 
to the ecliptic, crossing it (northbound) just beyond the orbit of Jupiter. Next spring the 
comet passes about 1 a.u. “over” the Sun, then rapidly drops down, recrossing the 
ecliptic plane a little outside the orbit of the Earth — though unfortunately we’re not 
in the near vicinity at the time — and disappears into the south. All this is interesting 
if a trifle dry when described in words or a static two-dimensional diagram like the 
one in this article. Glenn spiced it up with a video produced using the planetarium 
program RedShift 2 to illustrate the changing positions of the various bodies, and to 
provide a comet’s-eye view showing the scene from the perspective of a hypothetical 
passenger like Mark Twain’s Captain Stormfield.
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The meeting closed with the usual round of announcements and calls for 
volunteers, followed by Art and Anne Fraser’s contribution of refreshments for all 
and sundry.

Orbit o f Comet Hale-Bopp seen from within plane o f ecliptic 
(Earth's orbit has been projected into a line)

August Observers Group Meeting Hilderic Browne
Ottawa OG meetings are normally postponed to avoid holiday weekends, but in 

choosing whether to compete against StarFest '96 or the Civic Holiday, it seemed more 
observers might be here on the long weekend. In fact there were enough of us on 
August 2nd to cause Glenn LeDrew to wonder if we were too poor to have cottages.

Paul Comision’s spotlighted piece of astronomical news this month was based on 
a wire-service report on a gathering of 66 leading cosmologists that has not yet been 
written up in the popular magazines. The meeting at Princeton University’s Institute 
for Advanced Studies brought together a crew of what Paul calls “know-it-alls who 
don’t look through telescopes themselves, but use other people’s results.” The 
professionals were able to agree that:
• the ratio of star formation in the universe at large is slowing down, as most of the 

raw material from the Big Bang has already condensed into stars;
• the universe is getting dimmer as stars are burning out. Paul also reminds us that 

the overall chemical composition is changing due to progressive nucleosynthesis: 
every supernova further contaminates its galaxy with carbon, phosphorus, sulfur 
as well as the heavy elements produced in the final explosion;

• “the crisis over the age of the universe is subsiding: the two camps are converging 
on 13 billion years.” Paul thinks this particular piece of good news is still 
premature - remember, the globular clusters are still 14 to 16 billion years old;

• despite some new discoveries, most dark matter remains unidentified.

Glenn LeDrew presented a scaled look at our galaxy that he has been using to 
give kids a sense of the Milky Way’s immensity, shrinking everything by a factor of
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six trillion. However, the vigilant Recorder detected trouble when the galactic centre 
worked out just four times farther than Proxima Centauri! Could (Heaven forfend!) 
this confusion have resulted from using the metric system? Consider Pat Browne’s 
amended scheme:

By a happy coincidence
1 mile = 63360 inches (160934 cm for the imperially challenged)
1 light year = 63240 astronomical units (au.).

If we set the scale of the solar system using 1 inch (~2.5 cm) for the distance from the 
Earth to the Sun, then we have:

Pluto:
The Oort Cloud :
Alpha Centauri, our nearest star: 
The centre of our galaxy:

The real distances:

Pluto:
The Oort Cloud:

Alpha Centauri:
The centre of our galaxy:

at arm’s length, 3 ft 4 inches (1 m)
200 yd to 1½  miles (200 m to 2 km)
about 4 miles (6.4 km)
about 1 Earth circumference (48,000 km)

semimajor axis is 39.5 a.u.
Glenn is using 8,000 to 80,000 a.u.; Oort 
originally proposed 50,000 to 150,000 a.u. 
4.3 light years
the diameter of the Milky Way is 100,000 
lyrs; its radius is 50,000 lyrs; we are 2/3 
of the way out; thus 2/3*50,000, say 
30,000 lyrs...30,000 miles at our scale.

Pat says she never liked hard conversion anyway!

Peter Ceravolo followed up his presentation of a few months ago about his March 
expedition to Arizona with the fruit of his labours — Hyakutake: The Motion Picture. 
(Applause.) Hyakutake’s strong green colour early on suggested a gassy rather than 
dusty apparition; Peter’s mission was to take as many pictures as possible, trying to 
capture the changing details of the ion tail. Change it did: in two weeks of observing, 
it was, he said, “a different comet every night.” By contrast, his original candidate 
Hale-Bopp is likely to be much dustier and therefore less interesting. It will also be ten 
times farther away at closest approach.

Building the instrument was easy (for an optician!), and getting to the desert was 
merely “a matter of plunking the money down.” But taking 900 images was definitely 
WORK (“What the hell am I doing here?”), and actually making a movie from the 
PhotoCD-scanned images turned out to be something he couldn’t, or at least wouldn’t, 
have finished himself. For this task he enlisted the assistance of imaging and software 
guru Doug George, who described the steps that had to be performed on each frame:

• manual edit to remove scratches
• centroid (calculation of true centre of comet) and registration
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• cropping images so the edges of the registered pictures don’t “flutter”
• non-linear “gamma” stretch to enhance contrast
• normalization to remove undesirable film-to-film (and sometimes even frame-to-

frame) colour shifts
• set all pixels below the 30th percentile to black
• stretch the image to make the tail visible
• save in sequence

Although commercially available software like Photoshop could have been used, it 
would have been a marathon effort, so Doug wrote a custom program. Even after all 
the processing there were some frames that were simply unusable due to clouds, 
incorrect exposure and so on; these were simply deleted. The remainder were 
transferred to video by Jon Buchanan using his Personal Animation Recorder and 
titled with the Video Toaster. Paul Boltwood contributed the high-resolution sequence 
of the inner coma seen at the June OG meeting, each frame of which is encompassed 
in a single pixel of Peter’s magnum opus! The result is a unique history of the 
evolution of a truly memorable comet and the delicate structures of its tail, and fully 
justifies the exertions of its production. Now there remains only the matter of making 
it pay for itself....

At past meetings Doug has shown slides and CCD images of various celestial 
objects such as galaxies and globular clusters. Tonight he presented a collection of 
nebulae he has accumulated over the years. These objects included: the Horsehead in 
Orion, captured against the background of a dim streak of glowing gas by an ST6 
CCD camera looking through the IRO 16" reflector; M78, also in Orion, which 
involves both dark and reflection nebulae; M20, the Trifid in Sagittarius, which adds 
red emission nebula to the mix; M8, the Lagoon, where a star cluster is embedded in 
the nebulosity; M17 and the great M42 in Orion, both primarily emission nebulae; the 
Helix Nebula in Aquarius and M27 in Vulpecula, two planetary nebulae (a misleading 
appellation: these objects are produced at the death of sun-like stars and have nothing 
to do with planets); and finally M l, the Crab Nebula in Taurus, a supernova remnant.

After the door prizes (among them a copy of Terry Dickinson’s latest book) the 
meeting recessed to the lobby of the Steacie Building where Glenn LeDrew projected 
all-sky pictures inside his inflatable planetarium dome. The effect was remarkable: the 
audience (around twenty at a time) enjoyed views of Comet Hyakutake in what might 
be called its native habitat — the entire sky! Following that, we were transported 
“virtually” to Australia to see things never visible from Ottawa: the Magellanic clouds, 
Eta Carinae nebula, and perhaps most impressive of all, the huge Sagittarius complex 
of our own Milky Way, crowning the zenith. Meanwhile, those members and guests 
not inside the dome availed themselves of the refreshments provided by Art and Anne 
Fraser, or compared views of Jupiter through Brian McCullough’s 6” Newtonian and 
a Meade 3.5" Maksutov demonstrated by Kent Goranson of Focus Scientific.

— ♦  —
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