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It's Been a Long Time Since...
by Tim Cole, Editor

One of the downsides to working in the space business is that you lose your 
projects. After months of pouring yourself into a spacecraft, it disappears into 
a packing crate. You hear that it was launched, and that’s the end of it.Unless 
you work on one of the few spacecraft that return to Earth in one piece, you're 
not likely to see it again.
A group of SMARTscope’ers recently visited the Space Surveillance Research 
Laboratory at RMC. Being part of the group, I got to see Hilderic Browne get 
the chance to beat the odds and check in on a long-lost satellite. That satellite 
was Hermes, and Hilderic had been a member of the design team.
Most people have never heard of Hermes, but every time you see a satellite dish 
on a house or a sports bar, you’re seeing its legacy. Launched in January 1976, 
Hermes demonstrated the technologies needed to build practical satellites with 
high-power transmitters. Freed from having to pluck faint signals out of the 
background noise of space, ground receivers for satellite-based communications 
could become fairly inexpensive. Only ground stations serving deep-space 
probes would need massive antennae feeding low-noise receivers so sensitive 
they were cooled with liquid helium.
Hermes has been silent since 1979. To the space surveillance community, it’s 
just another inert spacecraft. As long as it stays out the way of working 
spacecraft, there’s no reason to pay much attention to it. Still, Hermes is in the 
enormous NORAD database. From his lab at RMC, Mike Earl was able to point 
the automated C-14 telescope right at the old satellite. On the CCD image, a 
small streak amidst the star trails revealed Hermes’ presence.
A piece of Canadian history was emerging on the computer monitor, and I felt a 
surge of pride for the accomplishments of our civilization. It wasn’t just that we 
had built and launched a satellite that had revolutionized communications. Over 
30 years later, a group crowded into a small room could see that satellite with 
only a few keystrokes and mouse clicks. Our collective intelligence and 
ingenuity had put that kind of power into commercial equipment available from 
a good store.
It’s not for me to say what Hilderic felt as he looked at Hermes on the monitor. I 
imagined it must have been a good feeling, and for a moment, I thought about 
asking Mike to find a satellite I’d worked on when I had still been an engineer. 
Of course, I didn’t bring it up. It felt quite good enough to be there to watch 
Hilderic see an old friend.

Chris Teron's article on the visit to the Space  Surveillance Research Laboratory at the 
Royal Military College is on Page  4.
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Road Trip to the CASTOR Observatory
by Chris Teron, SMARTScope Team Leader
During a recent visit by a group from the SMARTScope team to the CASTOR 
observatory in Kingston, Ontario, Hilderic Browne asked the question, 
“Whatever happened to...?” about a satellite he had worked on in the 1970’s, the 
Communications Technology Satellite (CTS). Later renamed Hermes, CTS was 
launched in January 1976, and remained in service until October 1979. It is still 
in orbit today as a piece of space junk.
(The engineering m odel of Herm es is on display at the Canada Science and Technology 
Museum. —  Editor)

CASTOR* is the latest observatory in the Space Surveillance Research and 
Analysis Laboratory at the Royal Military College. Its purpose is to track and 
confirm the orbits of satellites to assist in the worldwide effort of collision 
avoidance in our crowded skies. The North American Aerospace Defence

command (NORAD) tracks over 
9,000 objects by radar, primarily in 
low-Earth orbit. CASTOR, an optical 
system, tracks high-orbit satellites, 
particularly Russian Molniya 
communications satellites.
Mike Earl, the senior technician who 
designed and built the observatory, 
was able to immediately answer 
Hilderic by entering the name of the 
satellite into his database. While 
telling us Hermes’ current position in 
its near-geostationary orbit, Mike 

photo courtesy Mike Earl, SSRL/RMC instructed the telescope and dome to
slew to that location. After a 20 second exposure, Mike showed Hilderic a real
time image on the computer monitor. Mike turned off the telescope tracking for 
another exposure; the nearby stars formed trails, while Hermes remained almost 
point-like. Needless to say, Hilderic was impressed and somewhat nostalgic.
The SMARTScope team’s attention was first caught by the article written by 
Mike Earl in the December 2000 issue of the Journal o f the RASC about the 
CASTOR observatory. It uses a slightly older version of our mount (Paramount 
GT1100), the same Apogee AP7 CCD camera, TheSky software, and a 14”
SCT (compared to our 16” SCT) — and the observatory can be remotely 
operated. Being located so close to Ottawa and operational, we asked to visit. 
Mike Earl graciously invited us to his lab.

C A ST O R : Canadian Automated Sm all Telescope for Orbital Research  —  Editor
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Mike patiently spent the evening with Pat Browne, Hilderic Browne, Jeff Cavill, 
Tim Cole, John Douglas, Debra Tigner, Jenn Tigner, and me, answering our 
endless questions. We toured the rooftop observatory studying the building, 
dome and telescope, then went one story down to the control room to see the

software in operation. We were impressed with 
the ease and simplicity with which Mike used 
TheSky to locate any object we wanted, slewed 
the telescope and dome, and operated the CCD 
camera. In just a few minutes, we had a tour of 
such classic deep sky objects as the Whirlpool 
Galaxy, Owl Nebula, the Leo Triplets and M67. 
This would be typical of the deep sky tours we 
Left: M51, imaged with CASTOR

Below: The CASTOR C-14 on its mount and pier
Photos Courtesy Mike Earl, SSRL/RMC

intend for our own public outreach 
and education programs. It was 
reassuring to see that high quality 
images could be achieved in 
suburban skies with short exposures 
and minimal image processing.
Mike was enthusiastic about the 
image quality, and set out to show us 
what he could do with short 
exposure of the Horsehead Nebula.
He slewed to it, made an exposure, 
and — nothing! He went to a nearby 
star and found — nothing. Checking 
the monitor for the video camera 
inside the dome, we saw no stars at 
all through the dome’s slit. A final 
view outside the office window with 
human eyes confirmed that a cloud
bank had ended our evening viewing. Not even technology can solve that 
recurring curse for astronomers.

Postscript: Happily for us, Mike Earl is just moving from Kingston to Ottawa 
to work on the world’s first satellite based system to track other satellites for 
collision avoidance. We look forward to Mike joining the Ottawa Centre and 
SMARTScope team. Hopefully, he’ll give a presentation at a monthly meeting.
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RASC National Council Meeting Notes
by Robert Dick, National Representative

The RASC’s National Council Meeting that was held on 10 March 10 2001 was 
to be relatively straight forward. Or so it seemed after I read the agenda and 
committee reports that were e-mailed to the Centre representatives. These are 
eventually made available to members on the RASC web site. But as usual, 
there were impediments to this expectation. Beneath the misty view of the 
meeting’s sanitized reports were currents of change. This is exactly what I like 
about attending these meetings. The unexpected makes the meetings exciting 
and entertaining on the technical and interpersonal levels.
The meeting began on time at 10:00 AM in the posh offices of Smith and Lyons 
in Toronto. The venue alone is reason enough to be a Centre representative. 
From the 62nd floor we can see to the misty horizon towards Hamilton and 
across Lake Ontario towards the State of New York. There were in excess of 
twenty in attendance, representing a good cross section of our Society: 
geographically and in opinion. Indeed, our Society grew by another Centre at 
this meeting with the voting-in of the Prince George Centre. The RASC is now a 
gathering of 24 Centres across Canada with about 4,400 members. Of these, 
about 580 are Unattached and do not belong to Centres. More about these later.
Executive Secretary
Bonnie Bird, our Executive Secretary, reported on activities in the National 
Office. The new office software system (MPA system) is making the processing 
of new memberships and renewals much easier (and faster) and mailings are 
made within weeks instead of months! The initial cost of the system 
(approximately $35,000) and its maintenance cost (less than $6,000 per year) 
has made it possible for our two employees to handle the higher Society 
membership and at the same time improving our service to members. When you 
call the National Office, “it kind of makes you feel like a somebody.”
The information on the Society’s web page has resulted in a significant decrease 
in the request for information about our Society and membership. This has not 
inhibited our membership from growing. An interesting statistic is the number 
of non-renewals. At the national level, the percentage of non-renewals is about 
15%. So, with a net increase in the Society of about 10% per year, we have 
successfully attracted about 1000 new members in the past year.
Treasurer's Report
Treasurer Mike Watson followed Bonnie. One thing you can count on at a 
Council Meeting: if something interesting is going to happen it will probably be 
in finance! After being carefully guided through the financial statements for our 
Society, many Centre Representatives and members of the Society executive
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showed concern over the trends behind the numbers. Although the budget for 
2001 contained a modest surplus, the foundation for the surplus is not very firm. 
After a lengthy debate in which all Centre representatives had the opportunity to 
voice their views, it was proposed that an increase in RASC membership fees be 
considered by the membership at the General Assembly in London this summer. 
It was a narrow vote! This is only the second time I have witnessed a vote that 
required the President to break the tie!
The argument for the proposed fee increase contained several important items:
1. The revenues for the RASC Observers Handbook were beginning to show 

weakness. This has been anticipated for some time. With the number of 
software-based “Handbooks” increasing, some customers may prefer a 
computer program over a physical book. The Society’s financial well being 
depends on Handbook sales.

2. The projected surplus in 2001 budget really just pays back the deficit we 
have experienced in the previous two years (-$42,000).

3. Could we not draw upon the Society cash reserves? Yes and no. Most of 
this money is in the “Special Projects Fund” for Centre projects ($299k). 
Only that which is not limited by our Bylaws can be used (about $82k). It is 
prudent, however, to keep this asset intact for use when a large expenditure 
is required. This was the case for our new office MPA system. We would 
not have been able to afford this system without this money in the bank.

4. It is expected that the cost of some services that our membership have 
enjoyed in the past will increase in a year or so. To maintain these services, 
we will require additional income.

5. Our membership is increasing quickly. It seems like a bit of a paradox but, 
with every new member we lose money! This is because the cost of service 
(in particular publications) is greater than the portion of the fees that goes 
to National Office. The last increase went a long way to closing this gap, 
but another increase is needed to close it.

6. With the increase in membership, we may need the staff in the National 
Office to work longer hours or we may need another part-time employee. 
The ramifications of these suggestions are obvious.

The concept of a fee increase was accepted by most Centre Representatives. 
Several Centre representatives remarked that with this increase, membership in 
the RASC was “still a deal.” The matter of when the fees should be increased 
was not so clear. It was the argument by Rajiv Gupta, our second Vice President, 
that I believe swayed those at the table. Change in the RASC is very slow. It 
takes one or two years for a fee increase to fully benefit our operations. Yet the 
affect of lost sales revenue is immediate. Therefore, although the vote was very
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close, National Council will ask the membership to consider a fee increase. If 
approved, it will take effect after 31 August 2001. It was proposed that the 
increase will result in the following fee schedule: Students -  $27.50, Regular -  
$44 and Life -  $880.
It is crucial to note that National office receives only 60% of these fees. The rest 
remains with the Centres. So the Centres will benefit from this increase. Centres 
that are sensitive to fee increases and have a surcharge for their members may 
lower their surcharges thereby protecting their members from the Centre portion 
of the increase. Those without a surcharge may apply a “negative surcharge,” 
thereby reducing the net fees charged to their members.
Then, just as we thought the most contentious topic was behind us, an issue 
from a previous Council Meeting rose up again: the decoupling of the National 
and Centre fees. Our bylaws dictate that 60% of the student and regular fees be 
sent to National Office and the remaining 40% goes to the Centres. So, even if a 
Centre may not need a fee increase, when National raises the fees they have one 
anyway because of this legal link.
But does it have to be this way? Last year, Centre Representatives were asked to 
get feedback from their membership about the idea of decoupling these fees so 
that when National needed a raise, the Centre fees would not be affected. A few 
Centre Reps reported on their membership’s opinions, concerns, and ideas.
One problem was how to deal with Unattached members. They do not benefit 
from Centre affiliation, yet they pay the full membership fee. In principle this 
does not seem fair. However, if they paid only the 60% portion, attached 
members may leave the Centres to save money. It was expressed that more 
discussion was necessary. There was a suggestion to defer any action on this 
item to a future date. Mike Watson commented on the broad implications of the 
decoupling and mentioned that there was a way to solve them.
As a result of this and a strong desire to move ahead on this issue for the benefit 
of the Centres, the Constitution Committee was directed to propose 
amendments to the National Bylaws that would address the issue. In this way, 
concrete action may finally be taken by the membership on or before the 2002 
General Assembly. The vote was relatively close as National Council votes go: 
15 for and 9 against.
The meeting was not over. Indeed, we were only through 30% of the agenda and 
it was already 2:00 PM! The reports on our publications (the Journal,
Observer’s Handbook, Beginners Observing Guide and the RASC Calendar) 
demonstrated that the Society’s “other income” from the total sales of our 
publications was strong. In particular the Beginners Observing Guide (BOG) 
was selling very well at about 1000 copies per year. This is primarily due to the
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efforts of Leo Enright. (He and his wife now share the name of an asteroid!) 
Also, the RASC Calendar is selling well, returning $53k to the Society. It is the 
most important income to the Society after the Observers Handbook and the 
membership fees (in that order). Another RASC publication is Looking Up: A 
History o f the RASC, by Peter Broughton. Initially, sales were very low but this 
is changing dramatically. There were more sales in the last few months than in 
the previous years following its publication. The reason may be its higher 
visibility. With the RASC E-Store now up and running, it is getting more 
exposure than our previous commercial distributor was able to provide. Sales in 
the E-Store were over $1100 to over $1600 per month in January and February, 
2001!
This raises the question: are we an Astronomical Society or a business? I think 
we are both and we have to be. The quality of our publications is among the 
best in the world. But, we have international competition. We offer books and 
specialised resources to a niche market. The preparation, printing, and 
distribution of these items cost a lot of money. This now comes from our 
membership and the sale of more popular items. The RASC has to be run like a 
business or our future in promoting astronomy and allied sciences will be short 
and our role will be taken up by other non-Canadian organizations.
Reports of Special Committees
There were reports from three committees.
The Light Pollution Abatement Committee proposed that the City of Oshawa be 
awarded the Society’s LPA Certificate at the 2001 General Assembly. The 
Committee will now work with the GA Organisation to promote the award 
ceremony.
A new Observing Certificate Program is close to being ready. A draft was 
presented at this meeting and a report on the final program will be presented for 
acceptance at the 2001 GA.
The Public Education Committee is a relatively new initiative for the RASC. It 
is a focus for members to work with teachers and educators. Contacts have been 
made with teachers’ associations and school boards across Canada. The goal is 
for the RASC to be a resource for educators that teach astronomy.
The last major report was from the 2001 General Assembly Committee. By the 
time this article is read, the GA may be all over but the shouting. Anything I 
write may be obsolete by the time you read this unless you read your Journal 
earlier than I do. So, check out the GA web site at: www.rasc.ca/ga2001.
By the way, the GA2002 will be in Montreal, and in 2003 it may be held in 
Vancouver. I look forward to seeing everyone there!
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The Building the Dob Blues
by Paul DesRosiers

There are equipment makers out there who seem to be able to build fabulous 
gear out of $100 worth of junk in the basement. Then there’s the rest of us.
Paul DesRosiers’ cautionary tale is for the rest of us. Some names have been 
changed to protect the guilty. —  Editor.

It began innocently enough. When I took early retirement in January 1997, I was 
given a 6" Meade reflector on a German equatorial mount as a retirement gift. 
Now that I didn’t have to get up at 6:00 AM to struggle off to work, I could 
afford to stay up a bit later and learn something about the night sky.
The first night out with the new scope, in a hastily shoveled clearing in the snow 
in our back yard, came in early 1997. I found Orion’s Nebula and was hooked! I 
was a kid again.
Wonderful nights finding tantalizing deep-sky objects, though, were rare and I 
began to think that more light-gathering ability was what I needed. Kriege and 
Berry’s The Dobsonian Telescope convinced me that anyone could build such a 
telescope.
Hunting for suppliers
Using the Web and e-mails, I soon amassed a nice collection of catalogues, with 
prices that for the most part exceeded my meager budget. I saved up and pored 
over the catalogues repeatedly, finally settling on a supplier of a kit for a 12.5" 
f/4 Dob. Delivery was to be in three weeks, since the primary was in stock.The 
kit included a focuser, Rigel Quick Finder, an adjustable spider, secondary 
mirror, side bearings for the tube and Teflon pads for all the bearing surfaces.
Then the waiting began. Weeks drifted by with no sign of my order. While 
waiting, I e-mailed some questions to the supplier so I could start work. I 
decided the cheapest way would be to build a tube-type scope using a sonotube 
and asked him what diameter and length of tube I would need. He replied that 
either a 14" or 16" would work and to please let him know which one I bought 
so he could build the mirror mount and secondary spider accordingly. Excited, I 
found a 14" tube at the local builder’s supply outlet and informed him of the 
fact. I bought some plywood, cut the tube to approximate length and began 
painting it matte black. Another e-mail from the supplier; “What was the inner 
diameter of the tube?” I assured him that a 14" tube was 14" inner diameter. 
More waiting.
In May, a month after the initial order, I asked him whether he had an update on 
the delivery. He replied that he had had to move his workshop and that now that 
that was completed, delivery would be very soon. Another month passed. In
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June, I asked again about delivery, and was 
told that everything would be delivered that 
day.
Two weeks later, I inquired again, only to 
be informed that he had calculated that the 
2.75" secondary mirror he had proposed 
was too small and that a 3.1" mirror would 
be better for the f/4 primary. This would, of 
course, cost more. I checked Kriege and 
Berry and found that to be the case. Why 
had it taken him two months to think of 
this? Resigned, I authorized him to proceed 
when he assured me that all was in stock.
By now, my family was referring to my 
telescope supplier as My Incompetent 
Supplier: “MIS” for short.
Finally, on June 30, the local Postmaster 
called to tell me that a large COD package 

was waiting for me in the village. I rushed over with a certified check and 
collected a large, hand-made plywood crate. The Postmaster was amazed that I 
would order something so expensive sight-unseen. I assured him that it was fine 
when dealing with reputable firms. Words that would haunt me.
Hurrying home, I eagerly unpacked everything. There was no packing list, but I 
was able see that not all the parts were present. Missing were: the secondary 
mirror, the Rigel Quick Finder, the rack and pinion focuser, the side bearings, 
the Teflon pads and the instructions! In addition, the primary mirror’s coating 
was covered with fine scratches. The side bearings were tiny and not even 
round. The spider was flimsy and rather crude looking. The mirror cell used 
tiny, hard-rubber tacks to support the mirror. What a disappointment! To top it 
all off, a 20mm Omcon Plössl eyepiece that I had not ordered was included in 
the package. When I asked MIS about this, he told me that the missing bits 
would be the subject of a second shipment, as soon as he received the secondary 
mirror. As for the primary, he had scratched the surface himself when cleaning it 
for shipment but his coating machine had been broken during the move of his 
shop. He would re-coat the mirror for me in the Fall. Now convinced that I was 
dealing with a hopeless bungler, I turned my thoughts towards assembly.

Paul with his finished Dob.
Photo courtesy Paul DesRochiers

Next Month: Paul starts building his telescope and discovers that his problem s with 
“M IS ” aren't over yet —  Editor
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Ottawa Centre Bulletin Board

Doug George 
Supernova Count

By the time the International Astronomical Union confirmed the discovery, it 
was just a touch too late to make the March edition of AstroNotes. As Doug 
noted, “Supernovas don't work to a schedule.”
Congratulations, Doug! Incidentally, this is the supernova number 11 for 
Ottawa Centre and number 31 for Team Puckett. Not that anyone’s counting — 
except, perhaps Berkeley, wheezing along with that $1M NSF grant!

SUPERNOVA 2001W  IN MCG +07-34-134

T. Puckett, M. Marcus, and D. George, Mountain Town, GA, report the 
discovery of an apparent supernova (mag 17.5) on an unfiltered CCD frame 
(limiting mag 20.5) taken with the Puckett Observatory 0.60-m automated 
supernova patrol telescope on Feb. 26.46 UT. SN 2001W  is located at R.A. = 
16h41m15s.09, Decl. = +39o17'44".5 (equinox 2000.0), which is 0".1 west and 
20" .6 north of the center of MCG +07-34-134.

(From Circular No. 7590, of the Central Bureau for Astronomical Telegrams for the IAU)

Observers Wanted for the Texas Star Party
Last year, three intrepid amateur astronomers from the Ottawa Centre ventured 
to the wilds of the West Texas desert seeking some of the darkest skies in North 
America. At the Texas Star Party, we and 23 other lucky people had the 
unprecedented opportunity to visually observe through the 82" reflector on 
Mount Locke from sun-down to sun-up.
Well, the McDonald Observatory is offering that opportunity again this year 
(although it ends at 3:00 AM due to moonrise). We have a “motel” room 
booked on the grounds of the Prude Ranch which will accommodate four 
people, but it is only half-filled so far. We are looking for one or two more 
people to share the room so we can split the cost three or four ways. (82" 
observing costs $75 extra). If interested, contact Attilla Danko or John 
Thompson. ( a t t i l l a .danko@sympatico.ca or thom psjm @ intranet.ca)

Notes for one of John's observations with the 82" at Mount Locke.
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Wanted: Newtonian Reflector

8" or larger Newtonian reflector in good condition with German equatorial 
mount, tripod, etc. Contact Gerald at (613) 823-7119 or via e-mail at 
noordhog@magma.ca.
For Sale: Meade 8" SCT with Accessories.
• Blue Meade LX-10 8" deluxe SCT, f/10 focal ratio, exact same optical tube 
assembly as Meade LX-50 and LX-200, Super Multi-Coating (EMC), regular 
sidereal motion for fully automatic tracking
• Meade Magellan I telescope computer system with a catalogue of 12,218 
celestial objects. Optical encoders are already installed on both axes. Also 
included are: hand controller/display unit with red-backlit LCD display, buttons, 
RS232 serial interface, two-star alignment; all connection cords.
• Meade 8" rigid dew shield
• JMI EZAlign for easy polar alignment. (Specs at www.jim sm ob ile .com)
• Meade heavy-duty adjustable tripod, with equatorial wedge and wedge latitude 
adjuster bar
• Meade Declination motor with error correction at 2X speed, with controller
• Orion Sirius 26mm Plössl eyepiece (instead of original 26mm MA)
• Meade eyepiece holder, complete with diagonal prism (1.25")
• Meade 8X50mm finder (instead of standard 6X30mm finder)
• Meade counterweight track with one weight for scope balancing
• Meade piggy-back camera bracket
• Custom-made case with separate compartments for securing telescope and 
accessories. This case protects against any shifting of contents during 
transportation.
• Hardwood custom-made Alt-azimuth bracket for tripod, for land viewing.
I have all the original manuals. You can price all the above items right here in 
Ottawa at Focus Scientific on Merivale Road, or at other vendors. $4500.00 
approximate value, including taxes and shipping.
Offered only as a package. Firm asking price: $2500.00
Call Rock Mallin at (613) 728-9197 between 7:00 AM and 4:00 PM, Tuesday 
to Friday. You can also see this package at 395 Richmond Rd Ottawa.
For Sale: Slide Projector
Kodak Carousel 4200 slide projector with 5½-ft high by 5-ft wide viewing 
screen; asking $280. Call Serge at (613) 834-0379.
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For Sale: Magazines
150 magazines, mostly Sky and Telescope, several complete years; 1979 to 
1991. $75 or best offer for all -  no reasonable offer refused. Call Terrance at 
(613) 820-7583.
Optiks
Do you get a headache while using your favourite binoculars? Did you drop 
them in the water, and now you cannot see through them? Do you hear 
something rattle when you shake the binoculars?
If you can answer yes! to any of these questions, or have questions about 
binoculars, telescopes or any other optical instrument, call OPTIKS (Barry 
Matthews) at (613) 829-5251 for fast and reasonable repairs done locally.
For Sale: Atlas of Finest NGC Objects, Messier Atlas
Atlas of Finest NGC Objects covers 110 FNGC objects and over 130 other 
NGC objects on 107 charts. Charts are 3 x 4 degrees with limiting magnitude of 
12.4. Info on objects is summarized at the bottom of each page. Includes 26- 
page, mag. 7.3 Star Atlas. 145 pages. Messier Atlas covers all Messier objects; 
same format as FNGC Atlas. 140 pages. Both atlases available in “Correct 
Image” and “Mirror E/W” formats. Prices are $20.00 each atlas or both for 
$35.00. For more information, call Harry Adams at (613) 584-4804 or e-mail 
far.star@sympatico.ca

March Ottawa Centre Meeting
by Real Arsenault, Recorder

The Centre Observers Group Chair, Gary Boyle, opened the March Ottawa 
Centre meeting. It seemed that “gremlins” had taken over when the auditorium’s 
audio/video system simply did not want to cooperate. Nevertheless, console 
operator Paul Klauninger managed to get the audience to put away their aspirins 
and anti-nausea pills by using to use a most ingenious ‘freeze-frame’ technique.
With his latest edition of ‘The Cutting edge of Astronomy”, Paul Comision 
gave us the latest on the age of the universe and its cosmo-chronology. Where 
scientists use carbon-14 to date objects on Earth, astronomers use its 
cosmological equivalent, uranium-238, to find out the age of our universe 
through spectrography. Using this technique, they calculated its actual age to be 
12.8 billion years. There again, you’ll see a lot of variations when estimating 
how old our universe is: anywhere from 12.9 to 13.1 billion years old. As Paul 
said, its all about physics, real astrophysics!
Next was our Historian, Carmen Rush, with the second talk in her four-part 
series titled “The Woman in Astronomy.” This presentation included: Mary

14 AstroNotes April 2001

mailto:far.star@sympatico.ca


Somerville (1780-1872), Maria Mitchell (1818-1889), and Sonya Vasilyevna 
Kovalevsky (1850-1891).
Note: see  the Internet version of AstroNotes for the full text of Carm en’s  excellent 
presentation.

Attilla Danko was next at the podium. His presentation included a wide range 
of topics, such as: the locations of nearby planets, sketches from Mr. Provost, 
Jupiter’s nomenclature ( satellites and surface features), and finally, Saturn’s 
moons and the structure of its rings.
The Ottawa Centre’s President, Hilderic Browne, was up next. Every 
November, the Ottawa RASC has an annual dinner, where a guest speaker is 
invited to talk on an astronomical topic. Historically, Algonquin College was 
our place of choice, but the cost was over $30 or more per person. In November 
2000, the dinner was at Pineview Municipal Golf Course, where the cost was a 
more affordable $25. By show of hands, members present voted to have the 
next annual dinner at the same location, Pineview. Also, the President informed 
us that our Centre is in urgent need of an auditor, stating that professional fees 
are much too expensive; any volunteers having any experience in this field are 
welcome to come forward. Finally, the Centre is in need of a librarian; any 
takers were urged to give their name to the council.
Jenn Tigner came forward to talk about a special topic: International 
Astronomy Day. It was originated almost 20 years ago by the Astronomical 
League in the United States as an official day to “bring astronomy to the 
public.” It is held between mid-April and mid-May, on the Saturday closest to 
the first quarter moon of Spring. The idea caught on quickly all over North 
America and has spread to more than a dozen countries. It is now known as 
International Astronomy Day, and supported by many organizations including 
the RASC. This year, the official day is Saturday, 28 April and Astronomy 
Week is from 21 April to the 29 April
One of the Centre’s all around gurus, Glenn LeDrew, gave another excellent 
presentation, this time on the amount of space occupied by stars in our universe. 
There are some 100 billion galaxies, with some 100 billion stars in a galaxy, and 
a lot space in between. The average distance between stars is about 7 light years. 
Therefore, on average, a star is in centered in a sphere 7 light years in radius.
The star itself occupies about 10-22 times that volume. As a matter of fact, if two 
galaxies were to collide, their stars would likely pass each other without 
colliding.
By the end of the evening, the video problem was finally fixed. Were the 
gremlins abducted by aliens? Did our technicians and helpers make a pact with 
them, promising free lessons in astronomy? With luck, folks, we’ll find all this 
out at the April 2001 meeting!
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Next R A SC  Ottawa Centre Meeting

Canada Science and Technology Museum 
8:00 PM Friday 04 May 2001

Clear Skies!
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