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Yes! Brian McCullough
At the end of my slide presentation (Construction of Brightstar Observatory) at the 
September Observers Group meeting, someone asked me if  I could see all 110 Messier 
objects from my suburban backyard observatory. “Yes,” I lied guiltily, knowing full 
well that the elusive M74 spiral galaxy in Pisces was “still at large” from my Messier 
list. Arriving home from the meeting just before midnight, I noted the clearing skies 
and favourable placement of Pisces above the house and decided to open up the 
observatory for a solid run at M74. I was feeling lucky. An hour flew past as I 
prepared my 10-inch reflector, consulted charts and familiarized myself with the field 
stars. Time out for a quick break, then back to it.

A few clouds were moving in. Would the sky stay clear enough? Around 1:30 a.m. I 
set aside Sky Atlas 2000 for the more detailed Uranometria as I narrowed the field of 
search. By a quarter to two in the morning I was working carefully between the 
eyepiece (26mm 1¼-inch Plössl) and the finder chart in Kenneth Glyn Jones’ 
M essier’s Nebulae & Star Clusters. I could sense the presence of the feint spiral, but I 
couldn’t  see it. Where was it? And then, at 01:55 a.m. on September 7th, the ghostly 
image of the 10th-magnitude galaxy shimmered into visibility for the briefest of 
moments. That was all the confirmation I needed. I explored carefully using averted 
vision and was rewarded with enough views of the object to satisfy myself that it 
wasn’t just a figment of my imagination. I quickly downshifted to a two-inch 35mm 
Erfle and sketched the galaxy and field stars into my notebook. M74 was in the bag!

To be honest, when I began my formal examination of the Messier objects in 1989 
after joining the RASC, I never imagined it would become such a personal odyssey. 
The thrill of checking off a Messier or two on a cold winter’s night is something I will 
never forget. The breakthrough in completing the list came this spring when I banged 
off ten galaxies in the Coma-Virgo cluster (mosquitoes and the change to daylight 
savings time had always seemed to conspire against me). I “got jets” and went on to 
pick off M68 and M83 in Hydra (difficult from my back yard) and, finally, M74.

Now that it’s done I’d like to bask in the glow for a bit, but I daren’t. Alan Dyer’s 
“Finest NGC Objects” (Observer’s Handbook) await, so I’m off. Wish me luck.

X

For those of you whose Morse code decoder rings have long-since rusted out, the secret 
message in last month’s editorial was “Starlight Nights,” the title of Leslie C. Peltier’s 
endearing 1965 autobiographical story of “The Adventures of a Star-Gazer.” 
Discoverer of a dozen comets in his lifetime, the Ohio-born Peltier (1900-1980) was 
considered by Harlow Shapely to be the world’s greatest nonprofessional astronomer. 
Peltier joined the American Association of Variable Star Observers in 1918 and was 
still contributing observations well into his seventies. A copy of Leslie Peltier’s warm 
reminiscences belongs on every amateur astronomer’s bookshelf.
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The Variable CY Aquarii John Thompson
Here's an unusual variable star that can make an interesting one-evening 

observing project — it goes through it's complete cycle in less than 90 minutes! It is a 
pulsating variable of the dwarf Cepheid or SX Phoenicis class whose members exhibit 
some characteristics of the classical Cepheids, but on a smaller scale in terms of both 
period and amplitude. With a period of 87.895 minutes it is among the fastest varying 
stars known. The prototype SX Phoenicis has a period of only 78 minutes, but barely 
clears the horizon from our latitude. The light curve follows the pattern of a relatively 
rapid rise followed by a slower decline (kind of like Ottawa’s recent gasoline price 
trends). On the rising part of the light curve, the change can be noted in 10 minutes.

The star is located in northeastern Aquarius, above a distinctive Y-shaped 
asterism. In the upper finder chart on the opposite page, the star lies within the small 
open circle in the centre. The lower chart is a one-degree circle centred on the star, 
with south up as in a standard reflecting telescope. Star magnitudes are indicated 
without decimal points, as is the convention in this type of chart. For example, the 
number 110 indicates a star of magnitude of 11.0. The star has a magnitude range of 
10.6 to 11.3, and fortunately there are many suitable stars nearby to serve as 
comparisons.

If you want to try generating a light curve, I suggest you use Pogson's step 
method. Find a pair of stars that bracket the amplitude (there are convenient stars in 
the field of 10.5 and 11.3 which will do nicely). Since this range is 0.8 magnitudes, 
mentally divide the range into eighths and interpolate the brightness of CY on this 
scale. For example, one observation might read, “Two-eighths brighter than Star A, 
six-eighths dimmer than Star B,” which would make it mag. 11.1 (remembering that 
the magnitude scale works backward — you subtract where the estimate is brighter 
and vice versa). Ideally, this should be repeated for one or more other pairs, but one 
will suffice to produce a curve for non-scientific purposes.

Happy observing! Perhaps this exercise will serve as an introduction to a whole 
new field of observation.
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Finder charts for the variable star CY Aquarii (from Guide v3 CD-ROM)

The Web:
RASC Ottawa Centre chosen as Site of the Day
The Centre’s Hilderic Browne and John Criswick received e-mail congratulations 
from the Internet. It seems we had the most popular astronomy “Site of the Day” when 
the April 1996 issue of AstroNotes was posted to the web. The specific page of interest 
named in the citation was nine-year-old Lindsay Noel’s “A Young Astronomer’s 
Sketchbook,” featuring her observation of Comet Hyakutake. Well done, Lindsay!

Open House Robert Dick
The bi-annual open house at my Rideau Ferry Observatory which was scheduled for 
the weekend of September 13 had to be cancelled because of bad weather. The new 
date for the open house is November 8-10. 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. Watch for the map in next month’s AstroNotes. If 
you need directions, call (613) 283-0362.

Annual Dinner Meeting 22
Mark your calendar for Friday, November 15. Ticket prices, location and after-dinner 
speaker will be announced in the next issue of AstroNotes.
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Comet Hale-Bopp

Have you spotted Comet Hale-Bopp yet? This finder chart supplied by Ottawa Centre 
member Doug Luoma using Deep-Space CD-ROM shows the path of this cosmic 
iceball through the southern skies for this time of year. On Oct. 29 the comet will pass 
closest to the globular cluster M14 in Ophiucus as it winds its way back to the 
northeast (upper left in the chart). The ticks are at one-week intervals.

Astronomy Books at a Discount Rob McCallum
Anyone interested in purchasing astronomical books, posters, atlases, etc., may be 
interested in knowing that you can get such material from Sky Publishing, Kalmbach 
(parent company of Astronomy magazine) and Cambridge at discounts ranging 
between 10 and 50 percent. While this arrangement was originally set up for library 
purchases, the suppliers don’t mind if we extend it to members. The only condition is 
that orders must be co-ordinated through the Centre.

I intend putting in an order in mid-November, so if you are interested please see me at 
the Observers Group meeting, or give me a call at 225-3167. I will have book lists 
available and can give cost estimates. I have a couple of “leftovers” from previous 
orders - a copy of the book The Aurora Watcher’s Handbook ($9, a great deal), and the 
poster “The Earth at Night” ($10).
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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.).

Telescope for Sale
Astrophysics 4.7” refractor (Star 12ED) with mounting rings ($1,300)
Astrophysics 2x Barlow — a massive lens — ($150)
Televue two-inch star diagonal ($125)
Astrophysics focal reducer ($175)
SuperPolaris DX mount, without motors ($500)
Dual-axis motor set with controller for G.P. mount (adaptable to SuperPolaris mount), 
never used ($400)
Asking $2,300 for the entire package, or you can suggest your own mix and match 
package deal. Call Glenn at (613) 445-4167.

Telescope for Sale or Swap!
Celestron C90, a year and a half old, includes 32mm and 16mm eyepieces along with 
2x Barlow. Mount features RA clock-drive and Soligor slewing motors and control 
paddle. Asking $700, or willing to swap for a telescope of at least 90mm aperture that 
uses a two-inch eyepiece system, and a 32mm (or wider angle) 2-inch eyepiece. Can 
make up difference with small amount of cash. Call Stephen at 562-8163 after 6 p.m.
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■ Next Observers Group meeting November 1 ,  1996.



Star dot Star Land by David Lambe
Long-time readers of AstroNotes may be able to recall some articles from a few 

years ago wherein this author reviewed a number of astronomy related software 
products. Then things kinda tapered off.

By way of explanation, the software expanded, but my system didn’t. The 
computer used to evaluate the original programs was a 386 with 4 megs of RAM, a 
hard disk, a 3.5” floppy diskette drive and not much else. These days, that’s not even 
enough to boot Windows, much less do any useful work. Once the astronomy software 
got so complicated that one simply had to have a much more powerful computer, it 
became impossible to continue. Alas.

Recently, I had most of the guts of my system replaced to the point where I can 
actually run Windows 95 and read CD-ROMs. Once again, until the next major 
technological shift occurs, I will be reviewing programs of interest to amateur 
astronomers. In the queue, we find the following items:

•The Magic School Bus Explores the Solar System 
•Redshift 2 
•Vista Pro
•Distant Suns First Light 
•Visions of Mars 
•Space Simulator 
•Venus Explorer 
•Mars Explorer

So, on to the review of “The Magic School Bus.”

Those of you with young children may have seen the PBS TV show. The look, feel 
and sound of the TV program have been successfully translated to CD-ROM by 
Scholastic. The program is distributed by Microsoft as part of it’s Home series.

The program starts with the music and opening scenes from the TV show, after 
which you see the classroom full of kids and their science teacher, Ms. Frizzle. At 
first, various small interesting animations start up, encouraging the child (or the 
parent) to begin clicking on objects in the room. Some clicks result in an amusing quip 
or sound, others transport the kids and teacher to the Magic School Bus which whisks 
them into space. Once in the bus, you click on objects and displays in the bus to direct 
the program through the Solar System. If you get confused or need help, you can click 
on a small, green alligator named Liz, who will provide you with directions.

In addition to exploring the surface of the planets and moons, you and your kids 
can also see videos from NASA and Jet Propulsion Labs, perform nine science 
experiments, play nine games, decorate the inside of the bus with virtual glow-in-the- 
dark stickers, print reports and generally keep yourselves entertained for many hours. 
The nine science experiments give your child the exploration tools to make craters on 
the Moon, put rings around Saturn, and see how big Jupiter is by filling it up with
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other planets. The nine games supply fun that’s...well, out of this world. The 
documentation is well designed and clearly aimed at kids in the six-to-twelve years 
range. Kids and adults alike will really enjoy this program while learning facts and 
stats about the solar system. And, if you collect enough facts, decode the clues and find 
the Friz, you will win the game.

Very entertaining and highly recommended. It should be available for under $40 
at most software shops. Scholastic/Microsoft publish a series of School Bus 
explorations. Another lets you explore the human body, with others in the works.

System requirements: 486-based PC, Windows 3.1 or 95, 8 megabytes of RAM, 
CD-ROM drive, 5 to 11 mbytes of hard-disk space, colour monitor, SVGA display 
card. Sound card and speakers are highly recommended.

Next month: Vista Pro reviewed by one of my collaborators (who just got himself 
a Pentium machine). If there are other programs you want reviewed, or you just want 
to give us feedback, send me a note via e-mail at: suzydave@magi.com.

The First of Many

Nine-year-old Ben McCullough 
began his Messier list in Sep
tember with this 8x30 binocular 
observation of M22, a bright 
globular cluster o f stars near the 
top o f the “teapot” in Sagit
tarius. Jupiter close by to the 
northwest made a convenient 
pointer. “Newly darkened skies” 
around the home observing site 
in Kanata have allowed more 
detailed observations by Ben 
and other family members.
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Sept. Observers Group Meeting Hilderic Browne
The September meeting, opened by Chair Glenn LeDrew, was immediately turned 
over to President Rick W agner who announced that new parking arrangements had 
been tendered by Carleton University: a $25 annual voucher good for every Friday 
evening after 7 p.m. until Aug. 31, 1997. The big question was: should we accept this 
offer, or pursue moving our meetings to the National Museum of Science and 
Technology (where parking would be free). After considerable debate, the membership 
endorsed continuing negotiations with the museum, hopefully to be settled within the 
month. In “other business,” Rick said that effective this year, membership renewal 
notices will be enclosed with the Journal, sent directly from the University of Toronto 
Press. New members can still sign up locally.

Paul Comision drew applause by introducing his Cutting Edge report with the 
statement that he would be talking about astronomy! The October Sky & Telescope 
reports that Evidence Mounts for Primordial Starbursts: astronomers pointing their 
spectrographs at distant quasars have detected the heavily red-shifted spectra of several 
kinds of “enriched” matter, i.e., elements other than the various isotopes of hydrogen, 
helium and lithium. This means that star formation, and the complex nucleosynthesis 
that goes on inside them, was underway within two billion years of the Big Bang. 
(Don’t expect to see these ancient relics from your own back yard: one of them, Br 
1202-19075, is 19th magnitude!)

Brian McCullough showed some astrophotos with a difference — a travelogue of a 
few astronomically significant places seen during a family trip to Northern Ontario. 
Sudbury’s Science North might leap to mind, but as an advanced amateur, Brian was 
after more obscure targets: for instance, the Galaxy Motel in Val Gagné (complete 
with a satellite galaxy (built by the Ford Motor Company) in the parking lot. Looking 
for a business opportunity in Kapuskasing? The Apollo 11 Motel is for sale. There’s 
also the Blue Moon Motel — and the Blue Moon Coke & Chip Stand (not for sale). 
The sign for the Chimo Motel in Cochrane shows Ursa Major in two varieties: the 
Polar Bear and the constellation1, while nearby is a dealer in Polaris snowmobiles. The 
Bomarc Motel awaits those with more interest in rocket technology than in astronomy. 
Nor may we forget the community of Moonbeam. Brian’s final photo showed a flying 
saucer and “alien invasion” which somehow escaped the notice of mainstream 
journalists and tabloids alike.

The second part of Brian’s talk was an illustrated history of the construction of his 
Brightstar Observatory. It all began when next-door neighbour Norm Davis cut down a 
cherry tree, exposing Brian’s yard to the glare of a nearby streetlight. To help redress

1 So what if it’s backwards? It’s been suggested that Van Gogh’s Starry Night on 
Rhone is too.
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this inadvertent “light trespass,” Norm offered his assistance in the construction of a 
backyard observatory. As it turned out, he and Brian built after working hours, 
modified plans by night while Norm built by day. The observatory evolved as it grew, 
turning eventually into a square box (to provide useful comers for storage) surmounted 
by a domed cylindrical “turret.” The pieces were all prefabricated and the whole thing 
bolted together in about four hours; it can be disassembled and moved to another 
location with relatively little effort. Brian is very happy with it: by blocking the direct 
glare from nearby lights, it has recovered the Crab Nebula previously lost in Kanata’s 
suburban skies. It’s very quick to open up; even during file day he can pop out to 
“check for sunspots, and [Bridget] never knows I’ve left the computer where I’m 
supposed to be working!”

Glenn LeDrew gave an overview of the September 26th eclipse, when the Moon will 
be immersed in the umbra of the Earth’s shadow for 1h 10m, lit only by the light of a 
ring of sunsets and sunrises around the world. The times can be calculated in advance; 
what can’t be so easily predicted is the appearance of the eclipsed Moon. The best 
guess is it will resemble the one on April 3rd, brighter than others in recent years 
when volcanic dust high in our atmosphere dimmed the Moon more than usual. But 
you never know till the eclipse itself. Glenn showed slides of a simulation of this 
eclipse by RedShift 2, and offered this advice to would-be photographers: use fine- 
grain slow-speed film in your camera, a telephoto of 200mm or longer on a tripod, and 
bracket your exposures. Print film has more latitude than slides, but may require 
custom printing to do the negatives justice. Video cameras work well as the lenses are 
fast and the video chips themselves very sensitive, around 10,000 ASA.

Another sequence of RedShift shots illustrated the apparent sizes of the planets (except 
Pluto, which is basically just a point) seen from Earth. Cloud details in the Jovian and 
especially the Venusian atmospheres were criticized as likely to mislead the 
inexperienced.

Rob Dick advertised the semiannual Rideau Ferry Observatory open house (now 
scheduled for Nov. 8-10), then announced a “City Lights” conference for the weekend 
of October 18-19, where a lighting plan for the Eastern Ontario region is to be drafted. 
Then he demonstrated what might be the ultimate in Light Pollution Abatement: in a 
video he calls “The Tapestry of the Sky” the entire globe of the starry sky visible from 
our latitude wheeled past our eyes in a minute or two...with no interference from the 
sun! Rob performed this clever trick by copying and carefully editing together a 
number of time-lapse films he has made over the last year or two, some of which have 
been seen before at OG meetings. Each sequence shows the eastern horizon throughout 
a moonless night from dusk to dawn. By gluing together, for example, a “take” ending 
at 3 a.m. in mid-May (Local Sidereal Time 18h 0m) with one beginning at 9:30 p.m. in 
mid-August (when the LST is — surprise! — the same) it is possible to eliminate the
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Sun2. The “window” for making each individual sequence is fairly narrow, and in 
practice it takes at least four evenings through the year...plus some luck with the 
weather!

As a dividend, Rob gave us a few minutes of a video tour of the Moon seen through his 
24" reflector. Perhaps the first thing you notice is the blurring effect of “seeing” — the 
craters and mountains swimming in the turbulence of our own atmosphere. But watch 
for a few moments and you see moments of clarity that still photography can only 
catch by dumb luck, backed by a large expenditure for film. At a resolution of 1 pixel 
to ~1.5km you could spend a long time studying these clips. The long shadows at the 
terminator exaggerate the topography there, but even the surfaces of maria where the 
Sun is already well up repay examination; Rob notes that there is a lot of variability in 
their reflectivity.

That brought the meeting to a close — or perhaps we should say “rang down the 
curtain,” for no sooner had the closing announcements been made than the fire alarm 
went off! After trooping outside and being entertained by the arrival of the Big Red 
Truck, we were eventually permitted to go back inside for the snacks furnished by A rt 
and Anne Fraser. And no, they weren’t burnt to a crisp!

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

2 And no one watching noticed any discontinuities in motions of the planets... 
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World-famous Astroimagers
JACK NEWTON & DON PARKER

Over 300 24-bit high-resolution images in tiff and jpeg formats, including galaxies, 
nebulae, the moon and planets and movies of Jupiter's rotation & Comet 
Hyakutake’s motion. Image reader included! All for only $39.95 Can.!

Plus $3.05 shipping ami handling in N. America, others +$10.00.
Send cheque or money order to:

Jack Newton, 640 Cains Way, RR 6 Don Parker, 12911 Lerida Street
Sooke,BC Canada V0 S 1N0 or Coral Gables, Florida 33156 U.S.A .
Tel: (604) 642-6601 after 6:00 p.m. Tel (305) 666-8179

All images Copyright by Newton and Parker

Note: Special price for RASC members is S35.00 plus $3.05 for shipping and 
handling.
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