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Vy a duck? Brian McCullough
Andromeda...Oberon...Perseus. Where does this habit of giving mythological 

names to telescopes come from? I would like to know because, frankly, the sentiment 
escapes me. To my way of thinking, it is rather like bestowing a person’s name on a 
car, then referring to it as if it were an animate object. For example, an otherwise well- 
adjusted person might say to you, “Hop in! Joanna (the car) and I will give you a lift.” 
It’s all just a bit too camp, if you ask me. However, in the true spirit of amateur 
astronomy, I some time ago decided to take the plunge and christen my own scopes 
with names that hold both significance and appeal for me. So, ladies and germs, it 
gives me great pleasure to introduce to you — Groucho (12 cm f/4 Comet Catcher), 
Harpo (20 cm f/7 newtonian), and Chico (60mm f/12 refractor).

Keys to the Kingdom
New locks will be installed at the Indian River Observatory (IRO) on April 3. 
Members may rent a key for the year for $35 (full access), or $25 (clubhouse only). 
Keys will be available from Robin Molson (225-3082) at the April 4 OG meeting.

...and baby makes three!
Best wishes go out to Peter and Darlene Ceravolo who announced the arrival of baby 
number three in the form of Marie Clare on Jan. 23. A sister for Anthony, 2, and 
Shirley, 4 — a triplet of kidlets any optician would be proud of.

Oh where, oh where, can our Astroscan be?
Would the person who borrowed the club’s Astroscan telescope (that red bowling ball) 
please return it as soon as possible. We would like to get it back into circulation so that 
as many people as possible can share in this wonderful resource. The contact point is 
Don Fougère (737-6813). Thanks.

Overdue Library Books
(The heading just about says it all.)
C’mon folks! We is jest waitin ’ to read them good books you’all is hangin’ onto.

Our Cover
This odd-looking image came from the Large Angle Spectrometric Coronagraph on 
board the ESA-NASA Solar Heliospheric (SOHO) satellite on Dec. 23, 1996. It shows 
a comet informally called SOHO-6 as its head enters the equatorial solar wind region. 
It plunged into the Sun several days later. Also visible is the bright “inner streamer 
belt” along the Sun's equator (here oriented vertically) from which the low-latitude 
solar wind originates. Polar plumes extend to the left of the Sun, whose limb is 
designated by the black circle within the region covered by the coronograph’s 
occulting disk. Solar fans with access to the World Wide Web may want to visit 
http://lasco-www.nrl.navy.mil/lasco.html, where they can find this 
and other images as well as a motion picture showing the Sun sailing in front of the 
stars of Sagittarius and the Milky Way.
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Doug LuomaGenesis of an Amateur 
Astronomer (Part 2: Comet Halley)

During February’s Observers Group meeting, a few club members got up and told 
us about their introduction to astronomy. After listening to these delightful anecdotes, 
I resolved to finally sit down and write a follow-up story to my first astronomy article, 
“Genesis of an Amateur Astronomer, Part 1” in the March 1993 issue of AstroNotes.

In the late summer of 1985 my knowledge of astronomy was still very limited, but 
I was eager to start observing. While on vacation in northern Ontario, I visited my 
older sister and her family. They lived on the outskirts of the tiny town of Porcupine, 
and the skies from her back yard were very dark. On the first clear, moonless night, 
armed with my newly purchased binoculars and a second-hand observing guide, I went 
outside to begin my first hunt for objects in space. It didn’t take long, though, for my 
enthusiasm to turn into frustration.

“The human body was not meant to stay in this position for long,” I griped to 
myself. “My neck is getting so stiff that I have to take a break every few seconds now. 
The ache in my shoulders has spread to my upper back. My arms feel as if they’re 
made of lead and my fingers are getting numb. Perhaps I should have bought a lighter 
pair of binoculars. I chose them because I figured more magnification would be better, 
but these 20x50s sure are pretty hard to hold steady. This is depressing. It seems like 
hours since I started searching for some galaxies and nebulae, but I still haven’t found 
any. There are just too many stars in the sky and they all look alike. Even finding 
some of the brightest constellations is difficult. Maybe if I had better maps. I thought 
that this Petersen's Guidebook would be ideal. After all, their bird identification books 
are terrific. But these tiny photographic starmaps are really hard to see even with my 
bright white flashlight. Ouch! The mosquitoes are starting to get worse. Time to pack 
it in. First, though, let’s take a look at that bright point of light that’s just come out 
from behind those trees in the southeast. Hmm. Isn’t that interesting. The star seems 
to have four smaller companions, two on each side. Wait a minute...could it be Jupiter? 
That planet is supposed to have four visible moons. It does kind of look like a disk, not 
a point of light. It’s gotta be...Yes, it must be! OMYGOSH I’M LOOKING AT THE 
MOONS AROUND JUPITER!!”

It’s amazing how suddenly and dramatically one’s perceptions can be altered. In 
that split second the universe in front of me suddenly became three-dimensional. The 
shining, majestic planet and its satellites seemed almost close enough to touch, 
floating silently against a background of ever-so-distant suns. I stayed out for a while 
longer, hoping to see the moons move in their orbits, but finally had to give up when I 
couldn’t hold my arms up any longer. I was tired, sore, and bug-bitten, but extremely 
thrilled with my lucky discovery of Jupiter.

After that first night observing, I knew that I needed to become more proficient at 
finding my way around the night sky. I visited libraries and bookshops, and began 
reading astronomical books in earnest. I was also lucky enough to find an issue of
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Astronomy magazine. Not many stores carried it back then. That issue, dated October 
1985, was the start of my astro-magazine collection, which soon expanded to include 
Sky and Telescope, and the now defunct Deep Sky and Telescope Making magazines, 
all excellent publications. I mailed in an insert from one of the magazines and became 
a member of the Astronomy Book Club. Pretty soon I owned enough books to fill a 
small library. The October '85 Astronomy issue had many interesting articles, 
including one on choosing and using telescopes. The magazine’s main focus, though, 
was on the return of the most famous comet of all — Halley.

Until fairly recently, comets were viewed as very mysterious objects and many 
thought they were a sign of momentous (usually bad) things to come. Halley’s comet 
slingshots around the Sun every 75 years and then travels out in a long elliptical orbit 
which takes it beyond the planet Neptune. Its many returns have been chronicled and 
linked to events throughout recorded history. The comet hadn’t been viewed since it 
last passed by the earth in 1910. My grandmother would have been a young girl at the 
time, so I asked her if she remembered the event. She smiled and told me that she had 
a vivid memory of being woken up one night by her parents and taken outside to view 
the cosmic visitor. I felt somewhat sad that her failing eyesight wouldn’t allow her to 
be one of the few who get to see Halley’s comet twice in their lifetimes. I hoped that if 
I were successful at finding the comet this time around, I could describe its appearance 
to her and she could see it again through my eyes.

I made a stab at finding Halley in the fall with my new 7x50 binoculars, but I just 
wasn’t experienced enough to find it in the semi-dark skies from my apartment 
balcony. “Oh well,” I sighed. “The comet won’t be at its best ‘till next spring. That 
gives me a few more months to prepare. I’ll learn the constellations in the area of sky 
it’ll be passing through, and try to arrange a trip away from the city lights.”

In early March 1986 my brother Ray and I started searching for a suitable place to 
observe Halley’s comet. Since the comet wasn’t supposed to come up very high in the 
southern sky before sunrise, most magazine articles suggested finding a dark sky site 
at higher elevation with an unobstructed southern horizon. Ray, an avid recreational 
cyclist, remembered that each year on his tour to Kingston and back, there was this 
one particularly high hill that he and the other cyclists dreaded. We found the area on 
a topographical map. It looked promising. There was a long, high, south-facing ridge 
in the Foley Mountain Conservation Area overlooking the small town of Westport.

The following Sunday was nice and sunny, and Ray and I decided to drive down 
there in the daytime and scout around. It turned out the park wasn’t officially open yet, 
so we parked by the side of the road and walked in. After a couple of minutes we 
arrived at a picturesque lookout on a high rocky cliff. I was pretty sure that any lights 
from Westport wouldn’t brighten the skies too much, and it was easy to find places on 
the rock where the buildings would be completely out of sight. Our excitement over 
finding an ideal site prompted us to decide that, if the weather held, we would try for 
Halley’s comet that very night. So what if both of us had to be at work early the next 
morning. We got in the car and headed back to Ottawa.
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After supper at Ray’s house, we planned our trip and kept checking the weather 
forecasts. They were still calling for clear skies and fairly mild temperatures overnight. 
After napping for a few hours, we packed up my binoculars, star maps, flashlight, 
coffee, sandwiches, warm clothing, and toilet paper, and set out once again for Foley 
Mountain, full of high expectations.

We arrived at our site around 3:30 a.m. It was a beautiful night. The air was crisp, 
with only a gentle breeze blowing. It was still too early for many animals or bugs to be 
active, so the surrounding park seemed unearthly silent. Multitudes of stars filled the 
sky. The comet would be higher and easier to find just before morning twilight. Since 
we still had a while to wait, I played tour guide by showing my brother some of the 
brighter constellations. My studying had paid off. This was only my second time 
observing under really dark skies, but now the constellations seemed to stand out 
unmistakably from the background stars. I wondered how I had ever found them so 
difficult to see. After a while, I took out my binoculars and started scanning the area to 
the lower left of the teapot shape in Sagittarius. I didn’t have to look for long until a 
fuzzy object came into view. I knew right away that I had found the comet. There 
wasn’t very much detail to see — just a small, blurry cloud, smudged a bit on one side. 
But that didn’t matter. Here was Comet Halley, interplanetary traveller, omen of 
antiquity, the very same comet that my grandmother had witnessed so many years ago. 
I regarded the ancient object with awe and wonder, and felt very privileged to have 
seen it. My brother was somewhat less enthused. He may have been expecting 
something a little more visually impressive, but Ray assured me that he had no regrets 
about missing a night’s sleep. He felt a sense of accomplishment in being one of the 
few people he knew who would get to see Halley’s Comet.

The sky soon started to brighten and we went back to the car. It would be a long 
day at work, but the beautiful colours of the dawn sky, the dreamy, dozy sensation 
from lack of sleep, and the lingering memories of my first comet sighting made for a 
very magical morning.

City of Nepean Lee Macdonald
Streetlighting Policy

On Feb. 25 Arnie Weeks and I attended (on your behalf) the City of Nepean's 
public consultation session concerning streetlighting policy review. We are extremely 
pleased to report that Nepean, while being constrained by the current fiscal situation, 
is "prepared to install flat-glass types of streetlights for marker lighting where normal 
cobrahead streetlights are used." Marker lights are used at school crossings, park or 
pathway and community facilities crossings, bus stops and shelters, supermailbox sites 
and school vehicular access driveways. We learned as well that the section of Baseline 
Road between Pinecrest and the 417 will be lit using sharp cut-off luminaires.
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For Sale
Zoom lens for Minolta camera: 35-200mm f/3.8 with macro. Asking $120. Call Rolf 
Meier at 256-4821.

Telescope for Sale
Celestron 8-inch Schmidt-Cassegrain telescope in like-new condition. Includes sturdy 
metal tripod, right-ascension drive (with cigarette-lighter adapter), Barlow lens, light- 
pollution filter and eyepieces. Asking $1,700. Call Gilbert at 243-6737.

February Observers Group Hilderic Browne

OG Chair Don Fougère opened the second meeting of the year at 8:20 p.m., 
Feb. 7th, in our nearly-new venue of the National Museum of Science and Technology 
auditorium. First up was Paul Comision, whose “Cutting Edge in Astronomy” 
skillfully dissected Clustering Seen from Afar, a news item in the March 1997 
Astronomy magazine. Since the 1980s, we have known something about the large- 
scale organization of the universe into galaxy superclusters, voids, “Great Walls,” and 
the like. The COBE satellite’s measurements of the 2.7°K background radiation show 
that the early universe was very smooth — so when exactly did the lumps form? 
Researchers using the 10-metre Keck telescope have taken spectra of 140 faint 
galaxies from 3 to 6 billion light-years away and classified them by redshift. The latest 
results confirm earlier ones showing that like nearer ones, these distant galaxies aren’t 
uniformly distributed: they cluster around five or six different values. Keck is now 
looking at a nearby field to judge the angular extent of these “walls.” If early bubbles 
are confirmed, it will then be the turn of the cosmologists to explain how this could 
have happened so soon after the Big Bang.

The Solar Co-ordinator (that’s Paul again) cast a little light on “The Sun as a 
Star.” He observed first that many people don’t know it is a star in the first place, let 
alone what kind: to those, saying it is a G2 main sequence dwarf might not mean 
much! Some further facts: it is 866,000 miles in diameter, 91 to 92 million miles 
away, and roughly five billion years old — middle-aged for its type. In fact, stellar 
“life expectancy” goes way down for big stars, so from our perspective being small is 
an asset: it gives a sufficient interval for life to develop, and also decreases the amount 
of ionizing radiation (UV and shorter wavelengths) we have to put up with. On the 
other hand, stars that are too small don’t put out enough heat to fuel biological 
development.

Glenn LeDrew gave a three-part presentation, beginning with prospects and a 
computer-generated observing guide for Comet Hale-Bopp. Recent accounts, possibly 
exaggerated but certainly from dark-sky locations, were already reporting a tail of up 
to 15°! Whatever the truth of these, the comet definitely has a very bright coma and 
pseudonucleus and is easy to find in binoculars.
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In Part Two, Glenn showed an instrument he built from commercially available 
optics for Paul Comision: a pair of 5"-aperture f/5 binoculars. No hand-helds these: the 
assembly, in a plywood box, weighs nearly 28 lb; and even more with big Nagler 
eyepieces. The objectives are mounted in a front plate made from ¼-inch aluminum 
plate; the eyepieces, mounted at 90° to these, look down and forward via two sets of 
diagonals glued to their respective mountings with “RTV” compound; their 
interpupillary distance is fixed. To simplify collimation, the three adjusting screws are 
arranged in a right triangle rather than the customary equilateral pattern. The field of 
view ranges from 4¼° at 16x to ½° at 132x, depending on the eyepieces in use.

In Part Three, Glenn gave an introduction to Weather-Watching on the Web, 
using any of several available sources of satellite imagery. This is a useful skill since 
weather forecasters have a looser idea of what “clear skies” means than astronomers. 
In infra-red images, bright areas are associated with high cirrus cloud: ice is brighter. 
It’s best to use the IR and visible images together to get more information. In larger- 
scale NOAA images (preferable to GOES hemisphere views), you can look for river 
rapids or big bodies of water like Lake Ontario that don’t freeze over; if you can see 
these dark areas, it means it’s clear overhead.

Caroline Connolly is a fairly recent member of the Ottawa Centre. With a little 
encouragement, she related her experiences in getting (re)involved in astronomy since 
moving to Ottawa from Sarnia. Caroline stumbled across the RASC by chance, right 
next to the Royal Bank of Canada* in the telephone book. Thanks to voice-mail, the 
prompt and friendly response of Gary Boyle, and the experience of an OG meeting, 
she was hooked.

Caroline’s confidences brought out a flood of reminiscences from other members 
on the origins of their involvement with astronomy. Perhaps not surprisingly, many of 
us trace it back to childhood. Gary Susick remembered learning to identify some stars 
at age six or seven from a navigator friend of his father, then moving on to use optical 
assistance — a telescopic sight from one of his father’s rifles. The rings of Saturn 
really impressed him, and now he has 10 or 15 telescopes! Gary Boyle got his start 
from library books (he remembers being wowed by how big the Sun was compared to 
the Earth) and from watching the stars overhead at drive-in movies. Sharon Johnson 
knit a sweater with a starry design 17 years ago, and only much later discovered her 
interest in religions and sky mythology extended to actual observing. Rob Dick started 
with a 1½X transit telescope from his grandfather, but was hooked into the RASC via 
Sea Cadets and a lecture on meteor observing. (He recalled sitting next to “a weirdo 
hippie-type” at an early meeting who these many years later is host of Cosmic 
Highway on the Discovery Channel: Ken Hewitt-White.) Peter Ceravolo described 
how astronomy changed his life when he was in high school: he was showing his 
father the constellations one night and pointed out the Pleiades, calling them a fuzz

*Purveyor of bricks in support of the Canadian Olympic Team, in case you were 
wandering!
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ball. “You mean those seven stars?” Turned out he needed glasses! Don Fougère 
recollected a run-in with his father over television; the 6-year old could be forbidden to 
watch Star Trek but refused to surrender over the Apollo 11 moon shot: “this was 
important!” A few years on, an 11-year old friend bought a Celestron C8 (!) the first 
telescope Don had ever looked through, and which gave him a view of M22 that had to 
last him 20 years until the people here in the Ottawa Centre invited him out observing.

Two months ago Rob Dick showed some slides of the Leonid shower. Tonight he 
was back with a reprise, a scanned image with added graphics tracing back the paths 
of the meteors to their radiant, plus constellation lines and abbreviations, etc. He 
wanted to show that astrophotography results don’t have to end with a slide. This kind 
of thing is great especially for public education, where the lack of labels in the sky can 
be unenlightening to the uninformed!

Don Fougère wrapped up by introducing the OG co-ordinators, particularly for 
the benefit of newcomers who were interested in particular aspects of astronomy or 
observing but didn’t know who to approach. He also conducted a short poll to find out 
how to shape Observers Group meetings to the needs and desires of the audience. 
Almost everyone agreed it would be worthwhile to have one major, but relatively 
introductory talk per meeting. Finally, he announced that, weather permitting (as it 
did) there would be observing in the parking lot after the meeting. In addition, the 15" 
refractor in the Helen Sawyer Hogg Observatory would be open, thanks to Mary 
Henderson. And as usual, Anne and Art Fraser provided the ever-welcome 
sustenance for the “inner observer.”
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