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Stars “on Ice” Brian McCullough
Any way you sliced it, Ice Storm ’98 left its mark on the local astronomical 
community. Most noticeably, last month’s Observers Group meeting was cancelled, 
and I can’t remember the last time that happened. But that was the least of the worries 
for many of us. Some of our members were without power for “the duration.” The big 
disappointment, however, was that we had virtually no clear skies for observing while 
the power was off...

Which reminds me of a blackout we had in Kanata one night back in the summer of 
1984. It was early June, beastly hot, and my wife Bridget and I had gone to bed 
anxiously awaiting the imminent arrival of our first child, Emily. Around 1:30 in the 
morning I woke up to find Bridget fully occupied timing her contractions on her 
wristwatch by the glow of a flashlight. It slowly dawned on my sleep-fuzzed brain that 
(A) we had no hydro, and (B) I had better get my rear in gear.

As we headed toward the Queensway we could see that the power was out all across 
Kanata — even the streetlights were dark. And it was perfectly clear. Talk about a 
good omen. It seemed as if every star in the heavens had turned out to greet our soon- 
to-be-bom daughter. Minutes later, as I shifted the car into low-Earth orbit, we came 
over the rise from Kanata to see all of Nepean and Ottawa laid out before us, bathed in 
the green and orange glow of a fully functioning power grid. It was a wondrous sight, 
and we flew down into it, eager to begin our grand adventure as a family of three.

Astro Ad
Small quantity of mirror-grinding material (abrasives, pitch, optical flats and other 
glass, etc.) available free of charge to anyone interested in grinding their own mirror. 
Please contact............SORRY — ITEMS GONE.

Cover Photo
This electronic CCD image o f the faint 13th- 
magnitude galaxy Leo III (also known as Leo 
A) was made by Paul Boltwood last Dec. 28. 
North is to the left in the image, with west up. 
The relatively intense light o f the foreground 
star has “spilled over” to create the vertical 
line. The nearly 4-hour exposure spans 
6.5'x9.8'.
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IRO After the Ice Storm Al Seaman
Observatory Committee Chair

Saturday, Jan. 10 , 1998
Today is the first day that has been half decent after the recent bout of freezing 

rain, so I went out to check on the state of IRO.

The gate is solidly locked in ice, and I have not tried to remove that.

The first half of the road in is obstructed by large numbers of small trees which 
have been bent and broken by the ice. The second half of the road through the pine 
grove is not too bad, with only a few downed trees. After the ice melts a bit, will 
organize a clean-up party to clear the road.

Right now, the snow and ice are too deep to drive a vehicle through, and with the 
downed trees it is not too good for walking in the dark.

The observatory and warm-up hut have a good layer of ice on the roofs, but no 
apparent signs of distress. The roof rails were well coated with ice, but since it was 
mild, that was easy to knock off.

The power to the site is off. The fuse on the feeder line from Concession 8 that 
serves the Lumsden farm and IRO has popped for unknown reasons. Will check with 
Ontario Hydro on this.

One of the two unused radio telescopes has been badly damaged by the ice load. 
The other seems to be intact. Maybe this is a good time to consider removing this 
unused equipment.

It is recommended that no one try using the site at this time. As conditions 
change, I will provide a further update.

W ednesday, Jan. 14
Thanks to Rob Relyea for doing some tree clearing yesterday, and for helping me 

finish the clearing and some other tasks today. The observatory is now substantially 
operational.

The gate has been chipped out of the ice that locked it solidly. A large mound of 
ice and snow at the gate left by the township snowplough still remains. It is not clear 
whether or not it is possible to drive on top of the ice layer on the access road without 
getting stuck. Options for getting rid of the ice mound, and for driving and/or snow 
removal on the road will be looked into.

All trees that were obstructing the access road have now been cleared away, and 
the road is fine for walking-in.

A ton or more of ice has been removed from the observatory roll-off roof. 
Fortunately, there was a layer of granular snow under the ice, and once the ice was 
cracked, it slid off easily without damaging the roof. The roof now rolls off OK.
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The ice remains on the warm-up hut roof. It is a bit too high up to remove easily, 
and seems to be causing no problems. It will self clear in the first mild weather — just 
don't stand under the eave when it warms up.

The power to the site is now back on, and everything (heater in hut, lights, 
telescope drive) seems to be working OK.

The site is now operational and ready for use by anyone prepared to walk in. The 
ice crust is solid and easy to walk on. Good luck!

The Road to IRO
The Ottawa Centre maintains its Indian River Observatory (IRO) near the Mill of 

Kintail just outside Almonte. The observatory features a 16-inch newtonian telescope, 
but don’t go looking for a Mt. Palomar-style dome. Our modest structure has a roll-off 
roof. The site also holds two smaller observatory buildings for other telescopes.

The gate leading to the site is secured with a combination lock. Access to the 
grounds is restricted to members and their guests. Keys are required for access to the 
clubhouse and 16-inch telescope. The combination and keys may be obtained from 
Observatory Committee chairman Al Seaman (there is an annual fee of $35 for keys).

Directions to the 
Indian River Observatory

- Take Hwy 417 West from Ottawa, becomes Hwy 17
- Turn LEFT at Highway 44, to Almonte
- Pass through Almonte, turn RIGHT at 2nd lights (Hwy 15)
- Go 3 km to Clayton Road (well marked), turn LEFT
- Turn RIGHT on Ramsay Conc. 8 (first right just 
? past top of hill).
• Cross bridge, road turns to gravel
• Turn RIGHT at STOP sign, then go about 100 metres
- Go through gate on right marked IRO: driveway is 300 metres 

on right

Contributions to AstroNotes
Submissions to AstroNotes are encouraged and gratefully accepted. Articles, sketches, 
photos, observing reports, For Sale notices, announcements - all are welcome. An 
electronic version of your text would be appreciated. Please send all submissions to 
either of my editorial mail addresses at the top of page 2. - Brian McCullough, Editor

February 1998 AstroNotes 5



Robert DickLight Pollution 
Abatement Program

The second installment on our Light Pollution Abatement Program has been 
published in the RASC Journal for October. The first installment was printed in the 
August Journal. I have received very favourable comments on these articles from 
members of the RASC and we are handling questions from other Centres to assist 
them in their local programs.

The information booklet we give out to municipalities has been converted to 
HTML so that it can be accessed from our Centre web page by everyone. This will save 
our Centre a lot of money for printing, binding and shipping the package across the 
country and abroad.

Lee Macdonald has told me that the street lights along Carling Avenue west of 
Lincoln Heights Galleria are being replaced with flat glass fixtures. This upgrade, as 
part of the infrastructure renewal for the city, will reduce the amount of light pollution 
in the west end of the city.

Arnie Weeks is keeping in contact with the provincial government. We are 
providing information to support their policy to reduce pollution all forms in the 
province.

Some of you will recall our update on the Hunt Club Road lighting. Many 
luminaires have failed and were being temporarily replaced with more polluting types. 
New improved models were to be installed by the end of 1997, but as many of you who 
use the western extension to Hunt Club Road have noticed, the “temporary” lights are 
still up. We suspect that the fix for the lights is taking longer than expected.

Errata: OOPS! I feel it is necessary to amend our last article. The lights in the 
Urbandale development will have pedestrian-way lights, but Lee Macdonald tells me 
they will be considerably less polluting than those specified in the original design.
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(Something of a “Looking Back” Page)

“This photograph of Comet Hale- 
Bopp was digitized through a video 
camera and is not of the best 
quality. It was taken on April 10, 
1997 on Fuji 1600 print film, 50mm 
lens, f/1.4 and 2-minute ex-posure 
using a bam door mount, with 
(daughter) Jaye at the wheel.”

-  Peter Williams

Fall ’97 Robert Dick
Rideau Ferry Open House

The autumn open house at my observatory was very successful last year. Thirty 
people visited the site on the Saturday night and twenty joined us for dinner at the 
Roclyn Steak House in Smiths Falls.

As usual, the Hamilton Centre and the Hamilton Astronomical Association were 
well represented. Two arrived early on Thursday afternoon. The weather prognosis 
was not good for the week end so they arrived with a portable 18” reflecting telescope. 
Thursday night did not prove to be conducive to observing, but Friday was a beautiful 
day. So, beautiful was it that they raked my half-acre lawn!

The rest of the visitors arrived on Friday evening, including Paul Boltwood of our 
Centre. The oil heater in the cottage kept them all from freezing during their visit. 
Friday and Saturday nights had clear skies for part of the night and the last quarter 
Moon gave strong hints for people to retire for a good night’s sleep.

On Saturday evening we were joined by the Seamans, Jon Buchanan, Mike Casey, 
Atilla Danko, Geoff Meek and several locals who we will try to conscript into our 
Light Pollution Abatement Committee to help work on the local light pollution (hint).

Everyone packed up and left on Sunday afternoon. Several drove off to visit a 
local mica mine and Paul lingered to help me with some programming problems. In 
the evening, I drained the water pipes in my cottage and powered down the building 
— and none too soon. That night brought the first blizzard of the autumn! Although 
the snow didn’t last, it did issue a wake-up call — winter was on the way.

February 1998 AstroNotes 7

Comet Flashback



January 1998! Robert Dick
(or “Ice Storm: The Motion Picture” -  Ed.)

I am used to having 
freezing rain at my 
observatory. Indeed, it helps 
the healthy trees give up old 
branches, making way for 
new growth. Occasionally, 
when an old tree comes down 
there is sadness only in 
losing a photogenic 
foreground object. The tree 
would have had a long life. 
But in the first week of 
January — Oh my! It was 
supposed to be the week for 
my monthly observing 
session. Regular maintenance 
and repairs to the telescope 
and observatory were needed. 
I had to test my film and 

cameras for the solar eclipse in February and start designing an equatorial mount to 
carry them. Not so!

For readers far from eastern Ontario and western Quebec I should mention that 
this area of the country was dealt a triple whammy by winter — three ice storms in 
rapid succession. The build-up of ice on trees, electricity and telephone lines pulled 
down human-engineered and natural structures alike, often one bringing down the 
other. I had never witnessed such destruction and seen a way of life so threatened. This 
article is a brief report on how the storm of January 1998 affected me.

I will start by being up-beat. For the last ten years, during visits to my observatory, 
many of you have watched a tree just north of my observatory grow from being a 
convenient shield against the curiousity of motorists to compromising my northern 
sky. Indeed, I could no longer see Polaris. Well, I will now be able to see the North 
Star, and much more. Trees and bushes that shielded my observatory from 
neighbouring lights lie twisted and broken and encased in a crystal cocoon literally 
frozen in time.

The impact of the storm on a fragile city was exciting. That was because Jeanette, 
Jonathan and I spent the night at Doug George’s house — deciding not to drive back 
to my home at Rideau Ferry until the storm had passed. In the warmth of Doug’s 
house, the storm was just a curiosity to be watched on the weather network. Then, in 
the middle of the night we were startled by two flashes of blue light that burned
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through our eyelids. A nearby hydro substation failed and the neighbourhood went 
dark — as did Doug’s computer. There was no more heat either, but due to a well 
insulated home the falling temperature was hardly noticeable by the time power was 
restored at dawn. Other families were not so fortunate.

The weakened power grid resulted from the build-up of ice from two storms. A 
third was on the way so we decided to drive to Toronto before it hit so Jeanette could 
get to work. And, I wanted to inspect my property and observatory. The first storm had 
cut power to my observatory a day earlier, while the house was left in good shape. But 
the impact of a second storm would be cumulative. As we drove south to Rideau Ferry, 
I grew more worried.

Along the highway, trees were snapped. Road crews had cleared the debris from 
the roadway but a warning was there for all to see — travel at your own risk. The first 
town we reached was North Gower — no electricity. At Smiths Falls all was dark. The 
roads were clear of ice but hydro wires barred our way south to Rideau Ferry. We 
drove over to Port Elmsley. We almost drove by it because the darkened homes 
blended in with the shadows of collapsed and encrusted trees. A line of hydro poles 
pulled their wires across the road, blocking that path. We carried on to Perth to find it 
blacked out as well. The main street, usually brilliantly lit by sodium vapour lights, 
was as dark as a broad path through a quiet forest. Turning east we made toward 
Rideau Ferry. Its road was partially blocked by a sign warning that only local traffic 
was permitted.

Now, again returning to astronomy. One would think that a dedicated observer 
like myself should look forward to skies unpolluted by light. Well, my observatory 
depends on electricity. But, even with that, the sombre scene of darkened cities and 
towns fills one with dread. What would the world be like after a comet impact? 
Perhaps like what we experienced that week in January but far worse. When we did 
see house lights, our spirits were raised. But these lights were rarely seen.

“Oh no,” I muttered as we turned down the road leading to the observatory.

It had been a pretty road with trees and bushes lining each side. So beautiful in 
summer with many shades of green. In winter, the branches quivered with the breeze. 
But now they bowed down over the road. The thin branches were encrusted in two 
inches of ice. They banged and shattered as I slowly drove through the thick icy veil. It 
reminded me of the scene from Sleeping Beauty as the Prince made his way toward the 
castle to awaken his princess. But there was no such welcome down this road. We 
parked at the top of the hill above my home. A bit of wet snow roughened the ice so I 
could walk down.

It was an obstacle course. Everywhere were fallen branches and trees. It looked 
like impenetrable brush where before was a shaded lawn. One large oak tree was 
down. A birch tree near the waterfront had snapped at its base and lay out over the 
frozen lake. Several large limbs from three trees pulled down the hydro and telephone
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wires. As I rushed down to the building, trees were cracking all about me and crashing 
to the ground.

I quickly gathered the few essentials we would need for the next week and hurried 
back to the car. Limbs continued to crack and fall as I ran up the slippery stone steps 
to the c a r. We had to leave quickly before one came down to block our only exit.

As we drove out we ran over branches that had just fallen across the road. We felt 
free as we reached the highway. Unfortunately, our departure was not to be that easy.

We drove toward Lombardi and the road south to Hwy. 401 at Kingston. Flashing 
lights ahead of us indicated that our route was blocked. Hydro crews had just arrived to 
clear a string of downed poles and wires that criss-crossed the road. Turing back 
toward Perth, the road to Port Elmsley was still closed. We retraced our path to Smiths 
Falls then south along Hwy. 15. All was fine until Lombardi. Another set of wires was 
down across the highway. A trucker had all his lights flashing and was lighting flares 
to warn motorists of the hazard.

Turning back to Smiths Falls, I remembered a route I took to Hwy. 401 when I 
worked in Montreal. We drove by a new subdivision that stretched from Hwy. 15 over 
to Hwy. 29 that leads to Brockville. They had not been affected by the power outages. 
Their Christmas decorations and street lights were a welcome sight. Then they rapidly 
faded to dark as the neighbourhood succumbed to the storm. At the end of the road 
was a police car with all its lights flashing.

He told me that the road to Brockville was, as far as he knew, clear. Off we went.

The villages long Hwy. 29 were like ghost towns. Frankville, Addison and the 
others. Occasionally, we could see a house with the warm glow of lanterns inside or 
perhaps they had an emergency generator.

After about 45 minutes we arrived at Brockville. Not a light was in sight. Snow 
and rain made the slow drive very tiring. We overshot the ramp to Hwy. 401 because 
everything was too dark and the signs were encrusted with ice and snow.

Once on the highway I gained a few more grey hairs. The road was covered with 
snow and slush with deep ruts. Trucks passed at 120 km/hour. I didn’t know how they 
dared travel so fast in such conditions. Only when we reached Kingston did things 
improve. The regional office for the Ministry of Transport of Ontario is there, so 
westward to Toronto was clear driving!

A trip that usually takes less than four hours took over eight! Curious thing, 
though: Toronto was completely normal. It was as if nothing had happened, that all 
the destruction was only a dream. News reports concentrated on Montreal. Certainly 
more people were affected, but not to the extent of the small communities south and 
east of Ottawa. I guess it was so bad that news reports from our area rarely made it out 
to the media! Unlike a cosmic impact, at least people were listening.

10 AstroNotes February 1998



New Product! Brian McCullough
Kendrick Astronomy Tent
(Introductory price: $540 CDN, plus shipping)

Keep your eye out for the new “Observer” astronomy tent from Jim Kendrick 
Studio in Toronto. This two-room tent, which caught my eye in the March issue of Sky 
& Telescope (p. 77), is 15’ long by 9’ wide and 6’6” high, and features a zip-out roof 
(and bug netting) for convenient and comfortable observing.

This looks like the perfect “portable observatory” to take out camping or to star 
parties near and far. (Heck, why not camp out at ERO after a night’s observing?) There 
is a rain fly, full floor, and the 9’x9’ observing room even has its own entrance (not 
visible to the left in this photo). The material is about as light- and wind-proof as any 
other tent on the market.

The north and south walls of the “Observer” are about 4’6” high, which limits 
how far you can depress a dobsonian-mounted scope, but raising the balance point 
would help. Jim Kendrick, who was very quick to respond to my e-mail request for 
more info, says that he considered having a drop-away flap for the south wall but had 
to let the idea go because it would have made the tent too expensive.

I remember an Observers Group meeting a few years back when Doug Luoma 
showed off his clever and very workable modifications to a fairly inexpensive ice
fishing tent. He couldn’t camp out in it, though, and that’s where the brilliance of the 
Kendrick design comes into its own — a full-size tent with a zip-out roof section and 
enough room to leave equipment set up while you grab a full day’s rest after a night of
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observing. There is no question that the “Observer” also offers something of a security 
factor by keeping your equipment under wraps when you are not using it.

You can check out all the details and lots more photos at the Kendrick website 
(http://www.kendrick-studio.com). The introductory price is good “probably for about 
another 3 to 4 months.”

Next Observers Group Meeting
We look forward to seeing you at our next meeting at 8 p.m. on March 6, 1998. Why 
not bring along your observing notes and sketches for after the meeting over coffee.

Clear Skies

EXECUTIVE SECRETARY, R.A .S. C. 
136 DUPONT ST.
TORONTO ONT.
M5R 1V2 4 C
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