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Homegrown Astrocafé  Brian McCullough
Every once in a while something special comes along that makes an already 

satisfying hobby of backyard astronomy that much more pleasurable. It might be a 
personal discovery (or even news of a discovery), or it could be a person who brings a 
fresh perspective for us to ponder. It could simply be a service or product that adds 
something wonderful to the equipment bag or bookshelf.

From a consumer’s standpoint, exploring the world of products and services 
usually entails nothing more difficult than stepping into the global astrocafé of 
magazines and websites and contentedly browsing the advertisers’ wares. Click and 
choose. Even when “that something wonderful” comes along, rarely do we take notice 
of the behind-the-scenes work involved in developing a concept into a marketable 
commodity.

The much-anticipated release of the Cyanogen Productions Inc. video, “Comet 
Odyssey” is one of those products where “the making o f" is as engaging as the subject 
matter — in this case, the time-lapse photography of last year’s great Comet 
Hyakutake. The result is a wonderful mix of travelogue, science and hi-tech 
software/video production, a story that has something for every astronomy enthusiast. 
As reviewer Gary Susick writes in this issue of AstroNotes, the co-operative effort of 
Peter Ceravolo, Doug George, Paul Boltwood and Glenn LeDrew “brings the dynamics 
of a comet’s motion into a stunning astronomical time-lapse movie.”

This video is definitely taking worth a look at. Not because the players are 
members of the Ottawa Centre, but because of the remarkable views of Comet 
Hyakutake they have produced. That the faces in the video are recognizable on the 
homegrown astrocafé scene just makes the video that much more appealing.

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.

Our Cover
It would have been nice if comets Hyakutake and Hale-Bopp had timed their arrivals a 
bit closer together, because as Doug Luoma describes in his article on page 8, the two 
comets will end up having passed through the same half degree of sky almost exactly 
one year apart. Doug produced this image with Deep Space software.
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Product Review:

Comet Odyssey Video Gary Susick
“Comet Odyssey” is a 45-minute colour hi-fi stereo VHS production. This 

impressive video made the dream of Peter Ceravolo a reality. It chronicles the real-life 
adventure of how Comet Hyakutake was brought to life through time-lapse 
photography.

The project has four key players. Peter Ceravolo (a professional optician), Glenn 
LeDrew (an amateur astronomer specializing in astrophotography), Doug George 
(computer/engineering specialist) and Paul Boltwood (amateur astronomer 
specializing in CCD imaging). Their co-operative effort brings the dynamics of a 
comet’s motion into a stunning astronomical time-lapse movie.

The story begins with what seems an insurmountable list of logistical problems — 
design a custom astrophotography system, utilize an autoguider with comet-specific 
guiding software, locate an observing site with consistently clear skies, utilize a 
custom CCD camera/telescope combination to image the comet’s nucleus, and use 
custom computer software to reduce the raw data to bring the project to life. Each of 
these difficulties is described and solved with great ingenuity.

Peter Ceravolo and Glenn LeDrew journey to the mountains of Arizona. They set 
up their astrophotography systems night after night and image the comet over nine 
hundred times. Meanwhile, Paul Boltwood remains in Canada, using a 7-inch 
refractor and custom-built CCD camera to image the comet’s nucleus over three 
consecutive nights.

The raw data is digitally scanned, placed on CD-ROM and magically enhanced 
using Doug George’s computer wizardry. The result — two absolutely amazing film 
clips, first, a dynamic movie of Comet Hyakutake’s tail from Peter’s astrophotos and 
then a high-power movie of the comet’s nuclear jets from Paul’s CCD images. The 
aesthetic beauty of cometary motion also provides valuable scientific analysis to 
professional astronomers.

I thoroughly enjoyed the video. I was so caught up in the excitement of “Comet 
Odyssey” that after viewing it earlier in the day, I went out and viewed this year’s 
bright comet (Hale-Bopp). I showed several friends the comet’s beauty in binoculars in 
the early evening, then managed several hours sleep before journeying into -20°C 
weather to set up my astrophotography camera system and shoot 20 exposures over a 
two-hour period before sunrise.

A quote from the February 1997 issue of Sky & Telescope conveys the essence of 
this video. “Never before have the dynamics of a comet been captured so 
spectacularly.” This video is a definite must for your astronomical library!

[“Comet Odyssey” is available from Cyanogen Productions Inc., 25 Conover Street, 
Nepean, Ont. K2G 4C3. Tel. (613) 225-2732; Fax: (613) 225-9688. — Ed.]
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C y an o g en
P r o d u c t i o n s  I n c .

Canadian Order Form
1. Ordered by:

Name
Address

Zap/ P o s t a l  C o d e

Phone #  ______________________________________________________

2. Items Ordered (all prices are in Canadian dollars): 

Item Description

Comet Odyssey Video

Comet Explorer CD-Rom

Shipping for two (2) units or less______

Shipping for quantity three (3) or more: 
Please add $2.50 per additional unit.

_______________ Sub-total_________________

Add GST (7% of Sub-total)_________

Ontario Residents add PST (8% of Sub-total) 

Total

3. Please send cheque or money order in Canadian dollars, payable to Cyanogen Productions 
Inc. Please allow 2 to 3 weeks for cheque clearance before orders are shipped.

4. For immediate deliver), we only accept VISA credit card orders

VISA Credit 
Card No.

Expiry Date
Name of 

Cardholder
Signature of 
Cardholder

25 Conover Street, Nepean, Ontario, Canada. K2G 4C3 Phone (613) 225-2732 Fax (613)225-9688
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RASC Ottawa Centre — A pril 1997

SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY

*Unless otherwise noted, all meetings are held in the Auditorium o f the National Museum o f Science and Technology, 
1867 St. Laurent Blvd., Ottawa. Doors open at 7:30; meetings start at 8:00. Non-members always welcome.

■ Next Observers Group meeting May 2,1997.



Déjà View Doug Luoma
A few weeks ago, I tried photographing Comet Hale-Bopp for the first time. The 

following day I took the film in to be processed, along with a roll of exposed film that 
had been hiding in my fridge for so long I had no idea what was on it. When I picked 
up the prints, to my surprise, the first picture I looked at was not of Hale-Bopp, but of 
last year’s bright comet —  Hyakutake. Last April I had gone down to Britannia beach 
and taken a few tripod shots with the city lights across the bay reflected in the water’s 
surface. Comet Hyakutake was situated at the foot of the constellation Perseus at the 
time.

I recalled that Comet Hale-Bopp was supposed to be in the same vicinity this 
coming spring. Using the computer program Deep Space, I was amazed to find that 
the two comet paths intersect near the star Algol almost a year apart to the day. As you 
can see on the chart on the cover of this issue of AstroNotes, the plotted positions of 
Hyakutake and Hale-Bopp on April 10, 1996 and April 9, 1997 are less than half a 
degree apart.

Imagine if both comets had arrived there at the same time! Wouldn’t that have 
been a sight. There would never have been a chance of them colliding, though. When 
Hale-Bopp nears Algol it will be approximately 1.4 astronomical units away (i.e. 1.4 
times the Earth-Sun distance), almost 2½ times farther than Hyakutake was when it 
passed by the same area last year.

This April I’ll have to take another photograph of Perseus with it’s new cometary 
visitor, shooting from the exact location as my other shot and using the same camera, 
lens and film. If successful, It’ll be interesting to view the almost twin photos side by 
side.

March Observers Group Meeting Hilderic Browne
At the outset of the March 7th meeting, Don Fougère advised (even encouraged) 

that those who preferred to observe than meet could recess to the Centre’s Indian River 
Observatory where Lee McDonald was taking advantage of the clear skies and 
recently-ploughed road. This is intended to be an ongoing alternative, at least for 
moonless meeting weekends.

Centre President Rick W agner made several announcements: the Ottawa Centre 
had had no representation at the recent National Council Meeting, owing to sickness; 
apparently nothing of great consequence occurred. Rick had copies of Calgary Centre 
member Don Hladiuk’s “Comet Hale-Bopp Guidebook” for sale, which gave valuable 
information ranging from “what comets are and how to use them” to “what kind of 
sunglasses to wear!”
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National President Doug George confirmed that Hale-Bopp is indeed 
“spectacular.” It’s visible from within the city, and even a small telescope will show 
shells coming off the coma. Also, the first issue in the new format of the RASC 
Journal is back from the printer and in the mail. Doug’s opinion: the editors have 
done a great job!

Paul Comision’s “Cutting Edge” pick of recent news was “Cosmic Rays at the 
Energy Frontier” from Scientific American (January 1997). Beware the misnomer: 
cosmic rays aren’t rays at all, not electromagnetic radiation, but atomic nuclei. They 
can pack a real wallop: they’ve been measured at 1019 ev, millions or billions of times 
greater than the most energetic particles that CERN and Fermilab can produce. The 
true upper limit isn’t known, because no one has satisfactorily explained the 
mechanism behind them and nobody knows where they come from: no particular 
source has been identified. Fortunately they rarely or never penetrate to the Earth’s 
surface: colliding with atoms in the upper atmosphere, the resultant shower of 
secondary (and tertiary and so forth) particles absorbs their energy and reveals the 
existence of the now-defunct intruder to special “Fly’s-Eye” telescopes that watch for 
the scintillation.

In honour of the Vernal Equinox, this year at 13h55 UT on March 20th, Paul 
explained the Meaning of Spring — astronomically, that is. He described the cycle of 
the Sim’s apparent north/south motion and its annual progression eastward around the 
sky from 0h to 23h59m. But the track of the Sun slowly precesses west, which is why 
“the First Point of Aries” is no longer in that constellation.

And finally, Paul made an impassioned plea for “Astronomical Participaction.” 
Don’t just sit there, look at the sky!

Comet co-ordinator Glenn LeDrew presented his impressions of a rather dreadful 
TV program called Asteroid. “No wonder we have a scientifically illiterate public.” He 
moved on to a status update on Hale-Bopp, including a photo by Terry Dickinson 
taken on Feb. 17th with a 155mm lens, but blown up in copying. We’re now starting 
to get a side view of the two tails (that of dust is 4 or 5° long, yellow and diffuse, while 
the other is gas, blue, somewhat longer and with distinct streamers), diverging from 
the coma at a 20° angle. At the beginning of March, the morning view is still better 
(25° up at the onset of twilight), but the comet is starting to gain altitude in the 
evening sky.

Rolf M eier noted that H-B is very yellow in the telescope and much detail can be 
seen in a telescope — though not in R olf's one picture so far, taken, he claimed, 
through a window. This year’s model doesn’t rival 1996’s Hyakutake for tail length 
(another photo, with Venus and Mercury), and because of the light evening sky, the 
comet, doesn’t look much better in the country than in town. His final image was a 
two-day-old Moon with earthshine, approximating what the near-totally eclipsed 
Moon will look like on March 23rd.
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Yves Demers has attended OG meetings only since November, but has a well- 
defined mission: he wants to improve the Centre’s presence on the World Wide Web. 
Yes, there’s something there now, but it’s...umm, unaesthetically presented and sadly 
out of date. He showed examples of home pages from the National Office and other 
centres, ranging from the staid to the flashy. An expanded web site could provide early 
delivery of AstroNotes, accommodate additional material beyond what can be printed, 
maybe even replace paper delivery for Web-enabled members. Members could 
exchange information, techniques, observations, publish ads, or whatever, and the 
potential for reaching and teaching the public should not be ignored. Yves knows that 
putting up something that grabs the attention is a lot of effort, so he’s calling for 
volunteers: photo contributors, writers, editors, HTML experts (or those who would 
like to learn!), and “Home Page Caregivers” of all types are welcome. If you can spare 
an hour per week, contact: d em ersy @i n f o n e t . ca.

Rob Dick gave an update on the work of the Light Pollution Abatement 
Committee. Mentioned in dispatches: at short notice, Lee McDonald and Arnie 
Weekes went to a meeting at Nepean City Hall. Good news! Baseline Road is getting 
sharp-cutoff fixtures, as will “marker lights” at mailboxes and intersections in 
subdivisions. Further, there will be fewer lights than originally intended.

Pat Browne presented “A New and Definitive Meta-Cosmology Theory,” a 
diagram by four graduate students from Princeton, illustrating the dark side of 
theoretical astronomy. Run, don’t walk, to:

http://physic7.berkeley.edu/darkmat/flowchart.html.
Karen Edmonds showed an alt-azimuth mount by John Hicks for her 4" refractor 

that can be set up in a fraction of the time it took to assemble and polar align the 
manufacturer-supplied equatorial mount. It consists of a wooden cradle fastened by a 
wing-nut to the top of a fixed-height tripod. The elevation axis is offset far enough 
from the centre of the tripod that the telescope can look straight up; it uses the Teflon 
pads to support large-diameter Dobsonian-style “bearings” fastened to the telescope 
tube. Telescope balance is achieved by a strap-on aerobic weight. Other improvements 
to the scope are a Kendrick dew-removal system and a 2" star diagonal.

Doug Luoma reported on the lunar and planetary situation for March: the rather 
unfavourable opposition of Mars on March 17th; the deep partial eclipse of the Moon 
less than a week later, when Hale-Bopp might temporarily regain prominence in the 
darker sky for viewers with good northern horizons; while near the end of the month 
Jupiter becomes available in the morning sky. (Colour filters often enhance planetary 
views, and many camera stores can supply an inexpensive set of plastic filter samples; 
just hold them over the eyepiece.) One definitely non-telescopic target is available: not 
quite planetary, but planetesimallary (?) in nature, and definitely a denizen of our solar 
system, the Zodiacal Light is easiest to see at this time of year, a tilted cone of light 
running up the ecliptic in the western sky at evening. It is the light of the Sun reflected
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off a myriad of small particles in the ecliptic plane. Doug showed a photo from last 
year, as well as more pictures of earthshine on the young Moon.

Gary Susick described the sport of Messier Marathoning, the attempt to find 
every one of the 110 objects in 18th-century French comet-hunter Charles Messier’s 
catalogue of non-cometary fuzzy objects — clusters, nebulae, galaxies, etc. — in one 
night. Their distribution is such that this feat is at least potentially possible around 
March 21st, though M74 and M77 have a tendency to hide in the evening twilight, 
and M30 is nearly impossible to catch before the morning Sun. But apart from the 
start and end, it isn’t really a race, and you might even have a chance to catch a couple 
of hours’ snooze halfway through...perhaps after working the grueling Coma-Virgo 
galaxies. Keep warm, plan a workable sequence, check your site out ahead of time for 
good horizons (south, east and west), and start looking before it’s technically dark. As 
for equipment: computer-guided telescopes don’t count, and you’d be advised to shun 
even mechanical setting circles in favour of star hopping with a good set of charts, 
preferably plastic-laminated. No telescope? Even binoculars are sufficient for spotting 
a good proportion of M-objects. Pick a moonless night and have fun!

Brian McCullough had put together a slide show for a presentation to Guide 
Leaders. A view of the constellation Orion served as a springboard for discussing the 
variety of stellar distances and luminosities; then he zoomed in to “beauty spots” like 
the Orion Nebula and the famous Horsehead. One observant member of his audience 
had noticed a previously undescribed likeness in the latter; next time you see a high- 
resolution picture of Barnard 33, look for the face of Howdy Doody (or is it Alfred E. 
Newman?) in the neck of the horse.

At a previous meeting, Brian showed slides of the construction of his backyard 
observatory. Tonight, he had the video version, condensed by the editing wizardry of 
Don Fougère into a “Keystone Coppish” 2½ minutes. It seems to have been a busy, 
and exhausting, day!

And “that’s a wrap” for the March 7th meeting: compliments to Chair Don 
Fougère and everyone who contributed. The 120-strong audience (up from 85 in 
February) certainly enjoyed it, and was in no great hurry to leave. Why should we, 
when there’s conversation on topics astronomical and coffee & cookies from Anne 
and A rt Fraser.

Clear S kies!
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