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Ottawa Centre Meeting Report - April 3, 2009
Recorder’s Notes by Estelle Rother

Meeting chair Attilla Danko opened the April meeting. Stephen 
McIntyre began with the regular Ottawa Skies segment. He focused 
on what could be seen using a small telescope, binoculars and the 
unaided eye. If you are just learning the constellations, Stephen 
recommended going out an hour after sunset, when only a small 
selection of bright stars would be visible. Then as night progresses, 
more stars would become visible. The winter hexagon consisting of 
Capella, Altair, Sirius, Rigel, Procyon and Pollux can be seen in the 
west. At magnitude -1.4, Sirius is the brightest star in the sky. In the 
south, Saturn passes below the constellation Leo. Arcturus and 
Bootes are rising in the east and Ursa Major is high overhead. Use 
the Big Dipper in Ursa Major to find Polaris, the north star. April is 
the last chance to see M42, the Orion Nebula. You start to see the 
nebula in binoculars and in a small scope you ca see the 4 bright stars 
known as the Trapezium. To the left is the constellation Cancer with 
M44, the Beehive Cluster. M67, another fairly bright open cluster, is 
also found in Cancer. Binoculars will show a compact fuzzy spot 
with a bright central star. Looking north, spiral M81 and spindle 
shaped M82 are a pair of galaxies above Ursa Major. Even at a dark 
site, they are challenging objects to find with binoculars. Saturn is 
well positioned in the sky and is visible at a reasonable hour. It’s 
rings are tilted by only 3 -4  degrees. This happens twice in Saturn's 
29 1/2 year. And in the evening sky on April 26, Mercury would be 
at its greatest elongation. Look to the west, 13 degrees above the 
horizon. A crescent Moon above Mercury should make it easier to 
find.

Attilla does not use the equinox as the sign of the arrival of spring.
His sign is the date he can get his observatory roof open. Spring is 
also the best time to observe the Virgo and Coma clusters. An 
efficient way to observe galaxies is to observe galaxy clusters. 
Observing Galaxy Clusters was presented by Sanjeev Sivarulrasa. 
He began with the question why observe galaxy clusters. And his 
answer was it is fun and it is a visual treat for the eye and the mind. 
An astronomical observation is a personal experience of reality.
When we observe 2 galaxies side by side, we can see contrasts in
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shape, size, structure, orientation and brightness. You can also 
estimate the size of a galaxy if you know the size of your field of 
view. A group of 3 galaxies, such as the trio in Leo, provides even 
more visual interest. But the ultimate treat for the eyes is a galaxy 
cluster. The Virgo Cluster includes M87, M84, M86, M88, and 
Markarian's Chain. Even better than a galaxy cluster is a distant 
galaxy cluster, such as the Perseus cluster Abell 426. This cluster is 
300 million light years away. It is best seen in the fall but it is visible 
now.

Sanjeev talked about how to observe galaxy clusters. For visual 
observing, he uses a 14 inch dob and Megastar 5 star chart. He 
showed sketches from a tour of the Virgo cluster, made with a red 
flashlight held between his teeth. His circles were drawn using a 2 
inch eyepiece dust cover. Aperture is very important. You do not 
need a huge scope but Sanjeev recommended a minimum aperture of 
12 - 16 inches. A dark sky, good seeing and transparency are also 
important. You want the stars to appear as pinpoints so you can tell 
what is a galaxy. Dark adaptation is critical. And use averted vision. 
Use power wisely. Low power with a medium sized telescope will 
show galaxies with magnitudes between 10 and 12. Use high power 
to see magnitude 13 - 15 galaxies. Wide field eyepieces are also 
recommended. Know your eyepiece field size. Sanjeev says this is 
controversial, but he believes tracking is not necessary. It is a poor 
substitute for good mechanics on a telescope. He also suggests 
leaving the finder scope at home. But you do need a detailed star 
chart.

After discussing how to observe, Sanjeev continued with what to 
observe. First identify the member galaxies. Count the number of 
galaxies in a given field. Estimate the angular size of the cluster 
members. The Virgo cluster, Abell 426, Abell 1656, Abell 2151, 
Abell 1367 and Abell 267 can all be seen a short distance from 
Ottawa and with modest equipment. After Sanjeev's presentation, 
Attilla suggested an easy way to observe galaxy clusters. Go with 
Sanjeev.

There are a number of observing programs in the RASC that 
acknowledge people who complete these programs. Many Centre

AstroNotes May 2009 Page 4



members have received these certificates.. The RASC has now 
created Explore the Universe and Messier pins. Centre recipients are 
Larry Burnett, Brian McCullough, John Douglas, Cathy Hall, Chris 
Teron, Dale Armstrong, Donald Dunn, Geoff Meek, Howard 
Sinkover, Jenn Tigner, Mathew Weeks, Mike Earl, Pat Brown, Peter 
Ceravolo, Paul Sheppard, Richard Taylor and Roland Prevost.

To celebrate the 100 Hours of Astronomy, the Museum of Science 
and Technology had planned a star party and observing at the Helen 
Sawyer Hog observatory. They ordered 24 hours of clear skies but 
rain was delivered instead. So the observatory was open for people to 
observe the telescope instead of observe with it. And there were a 
number of displays in the museum lobby. Ken Whitnall brought a 
demo of high end hydrogen alpha solar observing gear. John 
Thompson and Bryan Black set up a telescope display. And Barry 
Mathews offered to help people with their telescopes.

The program continued after an intermission and the distribution of 
door prizes. Bill and John’s Excellent Tololo Adventure was a
travelogue presented by Bill Wagstaff and John Sullivan. They 
recently spent 3 weeks in Chile. Most of the time, they did the usual 
tourist things. But they also headed north to a well-known 
observatory. After a short flight to Toronto and a 10-hour plane ride 
from Toronto, they arrived. Santiago is an old metropolitan city with 
a population of 700 million in the center of the country. A 4-hour 
drive up the coast brought them to La Serena where they stopped at 
the university for the permits allowing them to visit the observatory. 
From there they headed east to Vicuna and finally to the Cerro Tololo 
Inter American Observatory. After a stop to check permits, they 
continued up the steep road to the observatory. The Toyota in front of 
them took off in a hurry and quickly ended up in a ditch.

The first telescope on the tour was 1 of the 4 operated by the 
SMARTS consortium, a group of universities that remotely access 
these scopes from sites in the U.S. The largest instrument is a 1.5 
meter telescope. There are also 1.3, 1.0 and 0.9 meter telescopes. The 
1.5 meter scope is a conventional open frame Ritchie-Chretian (RC) 
design. Like most other professional telescopes, the mirror is covered 
when it is not in use. It is liquid hydrogen cooled. Cameras and
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spectrometers are mounted on the scope. The largest telescope on the 
hill is the 4 meter Victor M Blanco scope, commissioned in 1974 and 
used for wide field imaging. It is a near twin to the scope on Kitt 
Peak. There is also equipment on site for washing and aluminizing 
the mirrors. The PROMPT system is designed to hunt for gamma ray 
burst afterglows. A bank of 6 telescopes can rapidly be slewed to the 
desired position. Each is a 0.41 meter RC system and each one 
images at a different wavelength.

Cerro Pachon on the next peak is part of the same complex with 2 
more domes. The smaller dome houses the 4.1 meter SOAR 
telescope with a very thin mirror and adaptive optics. Next to it is the 
8.1 meter Gemini South telescope. This scope is match by its twin in 
Hawaii. Instead of aluminum coating on the mirror, a silver coating 
with a higher reflectivity, especially in the infrared, is used. It uses a 
laser guide star and adaptive optics.

The last stop on the trip was at a tourist observatory. If the 
observatory would be here, the Ottawa Centre would run it. The 
difference is that we do public astronomy for free while in Chile they 
do it for money. The Observatorio del Pangue houses a 16 inch 
Meade SC telescope. The 2 1/2 hour observing session cost 18,000 
pesos or $38 Canadian for 3 people. Here on a bad year, there are 300 
clear nights. Bill and John saw constellations that cannot be seen 
from Ottawa. Also Orion was upside down. There is no equivalent of 
Polaris in the southern hemisphere so the constellation Crux (the 
Southern Cross) is used. Vela is often mistaken for Crux, which leads 
to many navigation problems. It's a good thing Bill and John had a 
map because they were following Vela. Of the 88 known 
constellations, Crux is the smallest. But 8 to 10 countries have flags 
based on the Southern Cross. Other interesting objects included the 
Coalsack Nebula, the Large (LMC) and Small (SMC) Magellanic 
Clouds and the Tarantula Nebula. The LMC was initially a barred 
galaxy. Omega Centauri is the largest and brightest globular cluster 
in the sky. There was so much to see and the guides were excellent. 
They also had their own binoculars. Bill and John ended their talk by 
distributing some door prizes.
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The final segment of the meeting was devoted to Observation 
Reports. Rolf Meier showed images of M81 and M82. Both were 
taken using a 6 inch refractor and a Canon 40D. Paul Comision 
selected images of things you do not usually see. Arp 278 in Pegasus 
is 2 interacting galaxies. The other objects are also located in 
Pegasus. NGC 7741 is an odd barred galaxy. And NGC 7479 is also 
a barred spiral. Paul also announced that as of April 1, 2009 the sun 
has been in the deepest solar minimum in almost a century. There had 
been 25 consecutive days with no sunspots. Doug Luoma next 
showed an image of sundogs, one of the most common halo features 
seen around the sun. He suggested wearing sunglasses to see the 
rainbow type colors. Sundogs are caused by light refracting through 
ice crystals high in the atmosphere. Doug George began with the 
theory that it rains when you buy a new telescope. Well, he was lucky 
and had a clear sky for his 30 centimetre Ceravolo astrograph. He 
showed images of the Eskimo Nebula; M82; M65 and M66 (2 of the 
Leo trio); M 13; M97 (the Owl Nebula) and M 1 (the Crab supernova 
remnant)

April Observing Challenges:
Deep Sky: Rolf's Pick- Count the number of galaxies you can 
observe in the Virgo Cluster in the area of M86 and M84. Visual 
observers will need at least a 12 inch scope and dark skies. Center 
either M86 or M84 in your eye piece and count how many other 
galaxies you detect in the field.

Lunar: Brian's and Murray's Pick - This is Isabel Williamson item 
#36. Find and observe Lacus Mortis, located above Mare Serenitatis. 
Observe at different times during the month since shadows coming 
from different directions highlight different features. See Rukl chart 
14.

Thanks to Ann and Art Fraser for the after meeting refreshments.

Mountain of Fire: The Story of Mount Stromlo
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By Roman Dzioba

In the southern hemisphere there is the constellation Fornax, the 
Furnace. In 2003, the furnace’s fires burned on Earth and consumed 
one of the great astronomical institutions of our time. More than that, 
the fires threatened the very city that housed this great observatory. I 
recently made a sort of pilgrimage to Mt. Stromlo outside Canberra to 
see firsthand the devastation of 6 years ago and how if it had been 
repaired. I hoped that I might find Mt. Stromlo as it was before the 
fires.

History
Canberra was chosen as the capital of Australia in 1911 and plans 
were made to move important institutions there. Canberra was fully 
operational in 1923 and the following year the Commonwealth Solar 
Observatory was built on Mt. Stromlo, although the site had been 
used for astronomical observation since 1911; a 23cm Oddie 
Refractor was the first scope on Mt. Stromlo. Although it conducted 
mainly atmospheric and solar observing, in World War 2 the Mt. 
Stromlo Observatory produced gun sights. It was after the war when 
Mt. Stromlo switched to stellar observing and the construction of 
several observatories that Mt. Stromlo came into its own.

Starting in the early 1950s, telescopes began to be moved to Mt. 
Stromlo, some of these being the largest of their kind in the southern 
hemisphere. In 1952, the 66cm Yale-Columbia Refractor was moved 
to Mt. Stromlo from Johannesburg where it was used for photography, 
parallax measurements and the study of the Jovian moons. Its last use 
was in 1994 when it filmed the impact of Shoemaker-Levy 9 on 
Jupiter. 1956 saw the completion of construction of a Grubb-Parsons 
188cm Newtonian Reflector, later modified to a Coudé Reflector. 
When first operational, this was the largest telescope in the Southern 
Hemisphere and it was used for spectroscopy and CCD imaging. The 
127cm Great Melbourne Telescope, once the world’s largest fully- 
steerable telescope, was also rebuilt on Mt. Stromlo and used for 
photometry, spectroscopy, the MaCHO Project and the search for 
trans-Neptunian bodies. Nine telescopes were in use at various times 
as well as other important facilities such as a design workshop,
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academic facilities and living quarters. All that came to an end on 
January 18th, 2003.

The Firestorm
Bushfires are a common feature of the Australian landscape and in 
many ways are necessary for its well-being; the indigenous people 
practiced controlled burning. Bushfires caused by lightning had been 
burning well west of Canberra for many days but posed no threat as 
they were generally small. The situation seemed under control until a 
warm change happened on the 17th. On that day, the leading edge of a 
hot weather system moved in, combined with high winds, it fanned 
the flames of the simmering inferno.

By the 18th, daytime 
highs of 40°C and 
cyclonic winds were 
forecast. With this 
combination, the fires 
burst out of control and 
engulfed the western 
edges of the Australian 
Capital Territory. It 
must be understood that 
Canberra, whose 
population in only about 
350 000, is a small city 
surrounded by parkland 
and native bush. Years 
of fire control had 
allowed fuel to build up 
and eucalyptus trees, 
whose oil secretions are 
flammable, proved only 
too easy to bum. Once 
the bushfires got hold, 
they quickly
amalgamated into a firestorm the likes of which no major Australian 
city had ever witnessed so close.
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Mt. Stromlo was right in the path of the firestorm. The area was 
evacuated and everything was left to fate. The firestorm roared up 
Mt. Stromlo and one could only watch the ensuing devastation. Of 
the telescopes all but one were completely destroyed; the ones I listed 
earlier were all damaged beyond repair. So too were the archives, the 
library, the administrative buildings, the Director’s house, the design 
studios and all the workshops; essentially, all of the major buildings 
of the complex. Fortunately, the offices, computer labs and lecture 
halls survived the fire, as did everyone connected with the site. But it 
was clear that the Mt. Stromlo Complex would not be able to operate 
as before. The AUS$75 million insurance payout is the single largest 
in Australia’s history. Mt. Stromlo had been swept clean by a wind of 
fire, leaving only magnificent desolation in its wake.

The firestorm, meanwhile, continued on to Canberra and burned for 
another 3 days before it was put out. It killed four people, destroyed 
500 homes, burned well into the city and threatened Canberra’s 
existence. Eyewitness I spoke to said that the sky was black with 
smoke all day, so that even the sun did not shine.

Mt. Stromlo 
Today
Mt. Stromlo lies 
off a road not often 
travelled, only 10 
kilometres outside 
Canberra. Biking 
to Mt. Stromlo 
today, it’s so 
peaceful you 
wouldn’t guess 
that something so 
traumatic had ever 

happened, unless you knew how to look. The area around Mt.
Stromlo is grassland while other areas around Canberra are heavily 
forested. You can even see the complex from the city, which was not 
possible before.
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On the way, I stopped at a 
memorial to the bushfire, 
comprising of a small 
amphitheatre and a water 
feature. It had a wall made 
partially with melted glass 
from the telescope lenses 
of Mt. Stromlo. Outside 
Questacon in Canberra, a 
museum much like the 
Canada Science and 
Technology, there is a statue called The Astronomer which has been 
fashioned from the Yale-Columbia Refractor. I hiked up Mt. Stromlo, 
passing still black trees, before reaching a quiet, and clearly ruined, 
summit.

Although it’s been more 
than six years since the 
firestorm, the Mt. Stromlo 
Complex is still being 
cleaned. As I walked 
through the burned-out 
observatories, it felt sort of 
like walking through 
Pompeii the day after the 
eruption. The Mt. Stromlo 
Complex was an important 
scientific and cultural 

institution and here it was almost completely obliterated. I had 
expected that it would have been cleared by now, but not even the 
visitors’ centre is open. I think for any astronomer, walking through 
the ruins of Mt. Stromlo would be a very moving experience.

However, not there are signs of a possible renewal of activity on Mt. 
Stromlo. In 2004, the Australian government opened a satellite
tracking observatory and since most of the academic facilities were 
left intact, some teaching does go on.
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I think it’s unlikely, though, that Mt. Stromlo will ever return to its 
former stature or activity. To do so would require a wholesale 
reconstruction of the site and if it still hasn’t been cleared, then I 
doubt there is the will on the part of the Australian National 
University or the government to get it fully operational. It’s all the 
more unfortunate because Mt. Stromlo still had years of use left in it, 
unfortunately, not even the greatest institutions are free from the 
capriciousness of nature.

Satellite Tracking Observatory -  Mt. Stromlo
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Notes from the March 2009 Meeting
By John Douglas

Brian McCullough: Ottawa Skies

Zodiacal light in the west 
Comet Lulin in Gemini
Asteroid 1 Ceres in Leo/Leo Minor. 1.5 AU, closest since 1857 
March 17/18 Moon/Antares conjunction 
March 20 Spring equinox
March 27/28 Titans shadow on Saturn (3/28 4:25am)

Richard McDonald: Tidal Forces

Tidal forces affect oceans, moons, galaxies, black holes, and comets

Oceans: tides rise/fall twice per day 
Moon: always same face toward earth. Volcanism on Io 
Galaxies: disruption when two galaxies pass by or orbit each other 
(eg: the Mice)
Comet: disruption of Shoemaker-Levy 9 after passing Jupiter

Tides arise from gravitational interaction of two or more objects of 
similar size

P2 = [ 4pi2 / G(ml+m2) ] a2

where a is distance; p is speed; and m is mass

This applies to points in space, not large bodies. There is a larger 
gravitational force on the near sides of the bodies, and a smaller one 
on the far sides, than at the centre. This gives rise to a tidal bulge in a 
planetary body.

Earth's tidal bulge leads the Earth-Moon line as the moon orbits. Due 
to conservation of angular momentum, the moon is moving away 
from Earth, and Earth's rotation is slowing down (0.005s/year2).

All large moons in the solar system are tidally locked (i.e. same face
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always towards the parent planet). Mercury is tidally locked to sun in 
a 3:2 resonance.

The Roche limit is the distance from a planet where tidal forces equal 
the gravitational cohesion of an orbiting or passing body. It is 
approximately 2.5 planet radii in distance. Inside this limit, a moon or 
comet cannot form or remain intact. All big moons are outside this 
limit. All ring systems are inside it. SL-9 passed inside Jupiter’s 
Roche limit on its last pass. The Roche limit only applies to objects 
held together by gravity.

Tidal bulges moving through lunar and planetary crusts causes 
friction, and thus heating. Seen on Io, Europa, Ganymede, Calisto, 
and Titan.

Joe Silverman: Preparing an observing session using a star catalogue

Joe over viewed the various star atlases, object catalogues (Messier, 
finest NGC, Herschel 400, etc.), and the classification systems for 
galaxies, open clusters and globular clusters. Considerations for an 
observing list include aperture of scope, quality of sky, observing 
seasons, and types of objects of interest.

Mike Moghadan: IYA activities

100 hours of astronomy:
CSTM public star party Apr 3,
Solar and evening stargazing at Pinecrest Chapter’s Apr 4

International Astronomy Day May 2
Galileo Lecture June 6
40th anniversary Apollo 11 July 20
www.astronomy2009.ca

Sanjeev Sirarubasa (sp?): Deep sky Challenge

Hickson 56 in Ursae Major.
Find NGC3718
1/2 deg south @ high power (200 to 300x)
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Hickson 56 is a tight chain of 5 galaxies mag 14 to 16 
Try to detect three members or at least 2 clumps.
Min. aperture approx 12"

Door prizes
Bino tripod mount, sky shed CD plans, astronomy inspired music CD. 

Observations

• Sanjeev Sivarulrasa: Comet Lulin, Leo Trio, Orion Nebula
• Attilla Danko: Moon and Venus, winter Milky Way, 

Barnard's loop, Canis Major, Hyades and Pleides, Comet 
Lulin, Milky Way core, All from lat 24.65 deg N

• Paul Comision: NGC 5907 (Splinter galaxy), NGC 5981, 
5982, 5985

• Gary Boyle: Comet Lulin, Rimae Petavius, Mare Crisium, 
Phases of Venus Dec 25, Feb 16 Mar 12

• Gordon Webster: Asteroid 1 Ceres
• Hugo Lama: Sun pillar
• Robin Woods: Venus
• Rick Wagner: Attempt at Comet Beothen (has gone missing), 

Comets Cardinal, Comet Broughton, Comet Kushida,
• Comet Lulin, Comet Wild 4
• Rolf Meier: Comet Lulin, Orion, NGC 3077, 3 day old moon 

with earthshine, with detail on sunlit side (!).
• Brian McCullough: Comet Lulin, Asteriod 1 Ceres, (both 

sketches from 10x50 binos), photos of his daughter, Emily, at 
Eureka, Ellesmere Island

Lunar Challenge: Aristarchus plateau and Vallis Schroteri, Rukl 
chart 18

Public outreach reports
Brian McCullough and Richard McDonald - Dr. S. E. McDowell 
Elementary School, Shawville.

Brian and Richard visited 24 Grade 4 students, who were ages 10 to 
11. This entailed much preparation, including obtaining photo 
permissions from parents ( I opted out). Brian got the kids to throw 
marbles into plates of flour to simulate the creation of craters
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The outdoor program featured H alpha solar observing. Three 
students observed at a time with teacher helper. Tips: Never leave 
solar scope unattended, double secure filter (screws and tape). Big 
picture of sun was on hand to show the students what to look for.

Other Reports
Mike Moghadan presented pictures from Tafelmusik concert at 
Dominion-Chalmer’s United Church.

Ken Whitnall presented pictures from Solar observing at Pinhey's 
Point.

Final stuff

Galileo Scopes: very inexpensive refractors similar to Galileo’s, about 
$20 each. These scopes are meant to be given away as kits.
Ottawa Centre would like to buy some, through cost savings from 
converting Astronotes to a online publication (i.e. saving printing and 
postage costs). Attendance 118+/- 1

Tom Thomson -  Artist and Astronomer?
By Paul R. Sheppard
During this past March Break, my wife and I went to Mississauga to 
visit one of our daughters and our son-in-law, and to help with some 
babysitting of our grandsons. While we were there, my son-in-law 
invited me to one of a series of U of T-sponsored talks he was 
attending. It was given at the Oakville Public Library by Dr. Phil 
Chadwick. Chadwick, trained as a nuclear physicist, is a 
meteorologist specializing in storms, and has been a researcher, 
forecaster, and teacher. He was genial by temperament, and a good 
speaker. His talk was titled "Tom Thomson was a Weatherman

In a presentation assisted by power-point, he led us through a number 
of Thomson's paintings and had us note the artist's interest in sky and 
cloud formations. Pointing out things most of us would easily 
overlook, Chadwick played Sherlock Holmes with these clouds and 
colours to show us how Thomson's attention to smaller points as well

(complete with toy dinosaur extinctions), sundials, and meteorites.

AstroNotes May 2009 Page 16



as large, coupled with his artistic skill, reveal all sorts of facts about 
where we’re located and the direction in which we're looking, the time 
of year, the temperature of the upper and lower air and the ground, 
wind-and weather patterns not only at the moment (you can see that 
from the waves) but what they have been earlier and how they will 
presently develop -  the list goes on.

Chadwick is an admirer of Thomson, and no mean painter himself. 
You can see a lot of his art on various websites, especially a Website 
at http://philipchadwick.homestead.com/. Thomson's influence on his 
work is clear, yet certainly he is his own man as well.

Northern Lights by Tom Thomson -  constellation Cassiopeia circled

In addition to daytime paintings, Chadwick highlighted a few done at 
night. For example, in "Northern Lights" we see the Lights, but also 
the constellation Cassiopeia, inserted quite accurately as to shape.
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The Zeppelins by Tom Thomson

There was another painting, entitled "The Zeppelins". This one shows 
a huge cloud front bursting through other fronts, like zeppelins 
plowing through the sky. The painting was done in 1915, when such 
airships were one everyone's minds. He said that the light on the bank 
of clouds near the horizon would be produced by a full or nearly-full 
moon, just rising. "So we're looking southerly," he noted. He called 
our attention to a bright white dot near the top, about two-thirds of the 
way to the right. "That's too bright a glow for a star," he said; "stars 
twinkle, planets shine steadily. So that would be a planet. If we knew 
what planet was in that position at the time of the painting, it would 
shed some interesting light on the picture and the time it portrays."
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When the lecture was finished, there was a question-period. I put up 
my hand: "The only planets bright enough to shine like that, 
especially in a partially obscured sky," I observed, "would be Venus, 
Jupiter, or very occasionally, Mars. But Thomson would never paint 
Mars as white, and Venus could never appear in a sky that dark, and 
that close to the south. So this leaves Jupiter. If someone were to look 
in some astronomy software and set the sky as it then appeared in 
Algonquin Park, and find when Jupiter shone in that position, you 
could date the picture." This observation aroused some audience 
interest, and Chadwick and I exchanged one or two more remarks, 
and then the topic shifted.

When I got home, I checked my Starry Night. I found that Jupiter 
only shone in that place during 1915 in December -  an unlikely 
setting for Thomson’s painting, despite the fact that from other details 
the month is pretty indeterminate.

Starry Night -  Sky for Algonquin Park March 1915

I contacted Chadwick via his website and told him this. "However," I 
continued, "there's another theory that's equally interesting. There are 
more dots in the picture than that one white one. Note these others." I 
attached to my e-mail a copy of the painting, with four dots circled. 
And I continued: "At first I thought probably Thomson was seeing
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Betelgeuse, Rigel, Sirius and Procyon, but now I note that Sirius is 
somewhat out of place. Either Thomson moved it, which is unlikely, 
or it could simply be obscured by the clouds at lower left."

Chadwick was quite interested. He asked if he could include such 
detail in future talks, and name me as the one who had noted the extra 
white dots and hence star-formations. Apparently, Thomson did 
indeed go north to paint in March 1915. At first we thought it might 
have been some night around mid-month, but suddenly to my chagrin 
I realised that I had forgotten to include a full moon. So I checked 
again, and found there were two full moons that month: one at the 
start of the month, the other at the end. We settled on a date at or near 
the end of March as being the most likely, since by then the weather 
would be more livable and the days longer.

I then thought I should check my facts with someone with plenty of 
sky and computer-knowledge, so I contacted Attilla Danko. Attilla 
corroborated the basics of my findings. As for my concern about 
Sirius seeming out of place, he observed with tongue-in-cheek, "That 
painting must have taken many hours to paint. If Thompson did not 
mark the position of all four stars on his canvas at the same time, one 
or more of them could be significantly out of position. Clearly he 
should have used an equatorially mounted easel!"

So there you have it; a lecture which turned for me, into a sort of 
"Galileo Moment". Chadwick is a knowledgeable and entertaining 
speaker, and his friendly receptivity to my input I found stimulating 
and enjoyable. Perhaps too, the story may even be a sequel, or at least 
an epilogue: Chadwick plans to check with author Roy MacGgregor 
for more details into Tom’s travels that year, so we may be able to 
fine-tune the picture’s date even a little further.
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Rideau Ferry Observatory - May 22 Weekend
By Robert Dick (rdick@carleton.ca)

This Spring's star weekend will be on the May weekend of 22-24. The 
Observatory has a 24 inch Newtonian/ Cassigrain telescope with 
plenty of space to set up your own scope if you like. I should be there 
by 7 pm on Friday evening for a night of observing.

The Observatory is about 1 
1/4 hour south of Ottawa 
near the hamlet of Rideau 
Ferry. You may Google it.
If you need a map to the 
building, just ask (via 
email) and I will send it 
out to you.

For those wishing to camp, 
there are 38 acres 
available, and one out
house.

We go for dinner in Perth 
late Saturday afternoon. If 
you would like to join us, 
let me know so I can get a 
head count for the 
restaurant or you will be sitting on the floor. We return to the 
Observatory before 8 pm for another night of observing.

If it is cloudy on either night there will be a gabfest instead of 
observing. Sorry, there is no rain date.

I am renewing my list of emails for the Open House. If you would 
like to receive emailed notices of these events (twice a year) send me 
an email and I will add it to my new list.
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RASC History Committee is Collecting Images 
of Personal Observatories
The history committee is assembling pictures on CD's by centre's 
of personal and private observatories. These will become part of 
the National office archives. Barry Matthews is asking for pictures 
and a brief description of how it was built, and what it contains, 
name of the observatory i.e. Starbase 101, LAT.& LONG. DO 
NOT GIVE AN ADDRESS! You can send any pictures and other 
information you wish to Barry at opticks@sympatico.ca The 
History committee will provide an copy of the CD for the centre's 
own library.

Starlight Theatre
Are you on the road to learning the night Sky? You will find our 
Celestial Sphere videotape and Star Maps perfect for people 
starting in astronomy. See us after the monthly meetings to talk 
astronomy or about reducing light pollution. (Yes, I do that too.)
We also have products for educators and more advanced observers. 
You may also contact us at: www.starlight-theatre.ca, 1-800-278- 
2032, slt@starlight-theatre.ca

Meteorites and Tektites For Sale
This is your opportunity to acquire genuine rocks from space. A 
good assortment of stone and nickel-iron meteorites are available. 
Also available: impact specimens from Sudbury shattercones, 
breccia, etc. Contact: Ron at 842-9125 evenings after 6:30pm or 
email any time at spacerocks@rogers.com.
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Southern Horizon -  Robert Dick from his observatory site

NGC 7479 -  by Paul Comision
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Next RASC Ottawa Centre Meetings
Canada Science and Technology Museum 

8:00 PM Friday 5 June 2009
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