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Editor’s Message 
This is Mike Earl, winner of 

the 2014 AstroNotes Best 

Article of the Year award.  

In the May 2014 issue, The 

Lunar Eclipse that Nearly 

Got Away described Mike’s 

personal experiences and 

adventures chasing total 

lunar eclipses.  His article 

demonstrates perfectly 

what AstroNotes is 

intended to be: a place for 

RASC Ottawa members to 

share their personal 

experiences as amateur 

astronomers, to find out 

what other Society members are doing, and how to join in.  

Potential authors – look at the happy smile on Mike’s face – this could be you! We’ve had some great 

member articles so far in 2015, and your editor is looking forward to many more.  So remember there’s 

an award and serious bragging rights riding on it, and SUBMIT!  

Announcements 
 Starting in October, we will change our monthly meeting start time to 7:30 pm.  The September 

11 meeting will begin at 8 pm. 

 Our Centre has launched the Ottawa Astronomy Meetup Group on Meetup.com, a service that matches 

individuals with groups that share their hobbies or interests.  We hope to use this tool to announce and 

promote astronomy events in the Ottawa area and to make additional audiences aware of what the 

Centre has to offer.  Feel free to check it out, and join!  In the near future we will be looking for a few 

volunteers to help update and maintain the meetup group.  Anyone interested in helping out please 

contact Oscar Echeverri.   
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Member News 
 Society President James Edgar (left) presented Robert Dick 

with a plaque commemorating his Fellowship award at the 

GA banquet in Halifax.  Congratulations once again, Robert! 

 Also at the GA, Ottawa Centre member Barry Matthews gave 

a very well-received presentation on his remarkable models 

of historical telescopes, entitled “What I do when it’s too 

cloudy, too cold, or my observatory is frozen shut”  Barry has 

kindly provided a written version of his talk which will appear 

in a future issue of AstroNotes.  

 Art and Astronomy – this class will be offered Oct 23 - 25 by Jane Tulloch and Gordon Webster 

at the Ottawa School of Art, Orleans Campus.  See here for details. 

Free to a Good Home  
Save this collection of Astronomy magazines (2007 through 2012) from the recycle bin! Please contact 

Jean Currie 613-233-0538 or bf612@ncf.ca 

National Update 
 As announced on July 2 via email and at the GA, the RASC has purchased SkyNews magazine, 

ensuring this all-Canadian publication will continue to be provided as a membership benefit for 

the foreseeable future.   

 The RASC National website rasc.ca has undergone a facelift.  A few new features are 

incorporated, and the look has been modernized. 

 Ode to Hubble: GA attendees were treated to a viewing of this video by Canadians Halley 

Davies and Martin Hellmich, winners in the under-25 category of a contest to celebrate the 25th 

anniversary of the Hubble telescope. 

 Wild weather apparently featured at several Canadian star parties this year, but there were 

undeniable hot times on Mt. Kobau!  In western Canada the Mt. Kobau Star Party, held at the 

site of the never-completed QEII telescope, is a summer highlight.  But this year’s event was 

abruptly interrupted when the mountain had to be evacuated due to a large wildfire.  See 

photos on the MKSP Facebook page, including some dramatic shots by former Ottawa Centre 

members Debra and Peter Ceravolo. 

  

Photo by Robyn Foret 

https://artottawa.ca/register-for-a-class/?campus=Orleans&focus=General+Interest&semester=Fall&category=
mailto:bf612@ncf.ca
http://www.rasc.ca/
https://youtu.be/iuvG8LaJDy8
http://www.mksp.ca/index.html
https://www.facebook.com/mtkobausp
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SmartScope Dome Drive Saga Update 
By Stephen Nourse 

Late this spring while travelling I was informed by Jim Maxwell that the two dome rotation drives had 

failed at SmartScope.  This caused me some personal concern since only last October I had repaired the 

transmissions on them when the drive sprocket attachments had failed.  Although relieved to find out 

that the current failure was not related; this time both original 15-year-old motors had died, the 

problem remained. 

Jim and Wolf Lunscher did some initial troubleshooting and research until I got back.  Enough to 

confirm that not only had the 12-volt electric motors failed, they were no longer available from Home 

Dome.  In fact, even the drive arrangement has been superseded and is only available as an expensive 

refit.  This spurred the search for alternate motors.  After some looking and testing it was determined 

that an automotive windshield wiper motor would do nicely.  Upon my return I picked up the dead 

drives and some wiper assemblies that Jim had obtained. 

Initially things looked very good.  Current draw and speeds looked very similar to the original drives 

and it looked simply like a mechanical fit exercise, until I got into the details.  Problem one, the end 

housing and bearing for the motor was an integrated part of the wiper transmission.  Translation, I had 

to use the entire assembly, not just the motor.  OK, doable, but with some extra work.  Second 

problem, could not reverse the motor due to all the integrated wiper controls built into the assembly.  

No big deal, just bypass all that and go direct to the motor.  Well, except for the fact that doing that for 

some obscure reason resulted in different speeds forward and reverse.  When faced with this and the 

still outstanding issue of fitting the replacement drive assemble I decided to take another crack at the 

original motors.  

After some searching, (thank goodness for the Internet) I found out that although the specialty motors 

made for Home Dome were no longer available, there seemed to be a number of potential substitutes 

made by the same manufacturer.   A pair of eligible candidates was obtained, and although they 

required some modification to fit to the original transmissions, the effort was far less than using the 

wiper drives.  So now we have two serviceable drive assemblies that are working fine on the bench.  

However, the proof is in the final installation.  That will be done this Sunday, Aug 23, so hopefully by 

the time you read this everything will be back to normal! 
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The Great Atacama Adventure 
By John Thompson; Photos by the author 

Just about a year ago, I received, out of the blue, an invitation to join a small group going down to view 

the fabled skies of northern Chile for a 12 day expedition.  The organizer, affiliated with the North York 

Astronomical Society, promised that it would be “The Trip of a Lifetime”.  After experiencing the 2010 

solar eclipse on Easter Island I had doubts that could be topped, but in hindsight, this trip at least 

equaled, if not exceeded it.  Malcolm Park had made all the arrangements for the flights, 

accommodations, and side trips himself, so the cost was surprisingly low for such a vacation. 

The trip started out poorly, when a severe blizzard required last minute changes in my travel plans in 

order to get to Toronto for the 10-hour “red-eye” flight to Santiago.  Arriving early the next morning, it 

would be around 9 pm before we made it to our final destination, as there was another two-hour flight 

to catch north to the city of Calama, an hour's hassle trying to straighten out the bungled vehicle 

rentals when most of us had very little Spanish (I had taken a few lessons, but it was woefully 

inadequate), shopping for a week's worth of groceries, then a 90 minute trek through desert terrain to 

reach our final destination, arriving in the dark.  We were all wiped, but not enough to wish to get a 

brief introduction to the southern skies after unpacking and before hitting the sack. 

My lodge-mate was a medical doctor from 

small-town New York, whom I knew from 

another astronomical event.  He set up his 

80mm scope, which he had brought to do 

some of the Astronomical League's 

certificate lists, while I got my Skalnate Pleso 

charts and binoculars ready.  We had chaise-

lounges out back of the small patio behind 

our lodge and settled in to start our viewing. 

I have been in the southern hemisphere a 

few times in the past, but due to light-

pollution, clouds or a poor viewing site, had 

never really seen the southern skies properly.  Here, to say we were gob-smacked would be putting it 

mildly. I felt like I was 14 again, going out to learn the sky for the very first time, or perhaps on another 

planet, seeing alien skies.  Luckily we would have 10 nights and our package included five night's rental 

of a 17” Dobsonian with a set of Ethos eyepieces (and we later chipped in some more pesos to get a 

few more nights with it).   
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At this time of year (end of March), the 

Milky Way rose vertically from the southern 

horizon, intensely bright with the dark Coal 

Sack prominent.  Particularly memorable 

sights included the bright Eta Carinae 

nebula (looking like the Trifid on steroids) 

the large, bright globular 47 Tucanae 

(which,  despite being the size of the Moon, 

appeared as a star to my eyes) and the 

Large and Small Magellanic Clouds.  The 

Large Cloud (or LMC), although appearing 

an irregular mottled ellipse to the eyes and 

on the charts, exploded into detail in my 

binoculars.  One could spend weeks studying the LMC alone: it contains 318 NGC objects; open and 

globular clusters, diffuse and planetary nebulae; but its outstanding feature is the Tarantula nebula, an 

easy naked-eye object. 

Sagittarius rose in the wee hours of the morning and was high and prominent by dawn, and likewise 

Scorpius, which I hardly recognized due to its height and orientation.  Everything is disorienting down 

there – to the east and west are known constellations like Orion and Cygnus, but tilted at crazy angles, 

making them hard to recognize, and to the north, everything is inverted.  The Big Dipper actually 

looked like a plow, resting on the northern horizon.  Its bowl was the plowshare and the handle the 

plow's handle.  The zodiacal light, Venus and Mercury welcomed the approaching dawn, as we set our 

charts aside to catch a few winks before preparing for the day trips. 

 

I could go on, but I want to leave some things for you to explore and discover for yourselves if you ever 

get a chance to visit the Atacama Lodge, or as it’s called on its brochure, the SPACE Lodge (San Pedro 

de Atacama Celestial Explorations).  The venue is a small facility in Northern Chile, about a 10 minute 
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drive outside the tourist town of San Pedro de Atacama, run by former professional observatory 

engineer Alain Maury and his wife, assisted by two other engineers, one a Canadian from Hamilton.  

Alain builds and maintains the remotely operated or rental observatories and telescopes while his 

Chilean wife, Alejandra, runs the hospitality side of things.   

Cielos despejados! (Clear skies!) 

P.S. I almost forgot to mention the magnitude 7 earthquake the final evening.  The amplitude was 

around a foot, oscillating in an east-west direction with a 2 second period, and lasting for about 3 

minutes.  The swimming pool sounded like a washing machine with the water sloshing around, and it 

lost a foot of water that was splashed up to 10 feet all around its boundaries.  I was inside, hearing the 

rafters creaking but afraid to try to get out of the building, not knowing if I could keep my balance 

under those conditions (the power went out after 15 seconds).  One more event making this a 

memorable trip. 
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My Eyepiece Case  

by Gordon Webster; Photos by the author 

When I bought my first telescope it came with two eyepieces. I had fun exploring the universe at 40× 

and at 100×, and storage was no problem. Then I bought a barlow. And some filters. Christmas came 

and with it two new eyepieces. Of course, then I needed a lens cleaning kit and a light pollution filter, 

moon filters and UHC; but I still couldn't see the Veil Nebula so l had to have an 0III.   

I began to store everything in an old fanny pack that had a few separate compartments so things were 

reasonably well isolated and protected from banging together. It was convenient but not that easy to 

use.  I was always opening the wrong compartment.  It was difficult to know which filter was which and 

protection was insufficient. l needed something better. 

l decided I could use an off- the-shelf tool box and convert it to an eyepiece case that would safely hold 

all my current eyepieces, filters, etc. and have room for the new eyepieces I coveted.  I also wanted an 

interior light and places for other accessories. After some searching I found a tool box that would work. 

It has a section on top that opens for storing filters, lens brush, laser pointer and a few useful tools, 

batteries and lens caps.  Underneath, I used adhesive velcro pads to keep the filter holder in place.  

To hold the eyepieces I used 1 1/4" and 2" hole saws to cut holes in a piece of 1/4” thick MDF.  I then 

carefully fit the eyepiece shelf into the box so that the eyepieces would not touch the bottom of the 

box when sitting in the holder.  It took a little sanding and filing to make it fit snuggly.  I painted the 

underside and the edges of the holes white and the topside flat black.  I lined the bottom of the box 

with white nonskid foam shelf liner from the Dollar Store.   
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To have the box light up so I could see where things should go, I took a 

clue from my fridge.  I found a switch in the electrical department at 

Rona that is "on" until the button is pushed. I connected a 12 volt red 

light to it and mounted it under the eyepiece shelf.  To power it I use a 

9 volt battery wired into the circuit.  There was no edge on the lid that 

would make contact with the switch no matter where I mounted it so I 

glued an old Pink Pearl eraser to the edge of the lid and mounted the 

switch directly under it. 

Now when I open the case the 

light comes on and illuminates 

the holes for the eyepieces.  In 

the bottom of the case there’s 

room for a magnifying glass 

(for reading the star chart), and I also placed a silica desiccant 

pack there to take care of any excess moisture. 

The cost to build, including the case, MDF, switch, battery, light and hole saws, was well under $50.  

The most difficult part was figuring out the size of the shelf and that only took about 20 minutes to get 

the cardboard template right.  This is a project you could complete easily over a weekend and most 

likely in an evening. 

I have used this case for 

more than 6 years now 

and it has been great. It is 

plastic so there are no 

corrosion issues.  It holds 

all my eyepieces and 

filters in one convenient 

case where everything is 

safely protected and 

easily accessible.  I can’t 

imagine being without it. 
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RASC Observing Certificate Program 

By Bill Wagstaff 

Astronomy is all about looking up and observing what you see.  The RASC offers an observing 

certificate program designed to encourage the advancement of observing skills in members by 

providing focus to observers of various levels.  The program is administered by the RASC Observing 

Committee.  

A number of certificates are available, ranging in difficulty from the Explore the Universe Certificate, 

which directs you to easily observable constellations, stars, deep sky objects and lunar features, to the 

Deep-Sky Gems or Deep-Sky Challenge Certificates which encompass a list of extremely challenging 

objects.  An observer of any level can find interest, learning and challenge while working their way 

through one of these programs. Observing guides and checklists of objects can be downloaded from 

the RASC website. Observing notes should be kept in your own log book. 

A simple set of rules apply to the application for any certificate: 

 You must find and describe all of the objects listed yourself.  

 You must not use a computerized ‘go-to’ telescope to meet the requirements outlined in the 

program. 

 You must complete the required number of observations for each section of the program. 

The exclusion of computerized ‘go-to’ telescopes explicitly requires observers to find each object by 

the practice of ‘star-hopping’; that is, proceeding from a known object or star to the desired object, 

using a star chart as a guide. Star-hopping is thus deemed to be an essential skill of visual observing. 

However, as of the 2015 RASC General Assembly, the star-hopping requirement is dropped for the 

Deep-Sky Gems and Deep-Sky Challenge certificates.  The rationale for this change is that the objects 

on these lists are challenging enough that, even with a telescope already directed to the correct 

position, it is necessary to star-hop within the field of view to find and observe the object.  As a 

consequence these two certificates have very rarely been issued.   

Here are brief descriptions of each certificate, as they appear on the rasc.ca website.  For more details 

click on the links below.  

 Explore the Universe Certificate – A program for the new astronomer covering all major 

astronomical objects, including constellations, bright stars, the Moon, deep-sky objects, and 

double stars. Suitable for both binoculars and telescopes. 

 Messier Certificate – Take a stroll through astronomical history as you follow Charles Messier's 

18th-century journey through the northern skies. His famous list of 110 "not comets" includes 

some of the most spectacular objects in the Northern Hemisphere. 

http://rasc.ca/certificate-programs
http://rasc.ca/certificate-programs
http://rasc.ca/observing-committee
http://rasc.ca/observing-committee
http://rasc.ca/explore-universe
http://rasc.ca/observing/messier-certificate
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 Finest NGC Certificate – A slightly more difficult list for the experienced observer, developed 

by SkyNews Magazine Associate Editor Alan Dyer. The Finest NGC list includes a further 110 

objects, mainly from the New General Catalogue. 

 Isabel Williamson Lunar Certificate – The RASC's lunar-observing certificate program. It includes 

a comprehensive list of the best features visible on the surface of the Moon and detailed 

observing notes and explanations that will guide you through a complete tour of the amazing 

surface of our nearest neighbour in space. 

 Deep-Sky Gems – A lengthy list containing many interesting, plus a few challenging, objects for 

all observers. 

 Deep-Sky Challenge – These 45 objects challenge even experienced observers and require the 

use of both small wide-field instruments as well as large aperture to complete. 

The following table illustrates both numbers of each certificate awarded across the Society, and to 

members of the Ottawa Centre. 

Certificate Inception Total Awarded Ottawa Centre 

Explore the Universe 2002 122 4 

Messier Certificate 1981 317 20 

Finest NGC Certificate 1995 112 5 

IW Lunar Certificate 2006 14 0 

Deep-Sky Gems 2012 1 0 

Deep-Sky Challenge 2008 6 0 

 

The RASC Observing Certificate program is a resource available to members. By providing a structure to 

observing sessions, members may find that they see more during their nights under the stars. The 

certificate is a nice reminder of your observing efforts and the rewards of truly seeing what is out 

there. I urge members to take advantage of this resource, get out there, and observe! 

Next Meeting 
All meetings are held on Friday evenings at 8:00 PM (7:30 pm starting in October!), at the Canada 

Aviation and Space Museum (directions). Note there is a $3 parking fee for museum parking. 

Part I:  Historical Figures in Astronomy - Gerard Kuiper  
Presented by Carmen Rush 

 When many people think of Gerard Kuiper (1905-1973), the Kuiper belt 
immediately comes to mind.  This region, far out in our solar system, 
containing 100s of thousands of small bodies composed of volatile. Its 
existence was hypothesized by Kuiper well before its discovery in 1992. But 
Gerard Kuiper is much more than the Kuiper belt.  He lived a fascinating life.   

http://rasc.ca/observing/finest-ngc-observing-certificate
http://rasc.ca/observing/williamson-lunar-observing-certificate
http://rasc.ca/observing/deep-sky-gems
http://rasc.ca/observing/deep-sky-challenge-observing-program
http://casmuseum.techno-science.ca/en/visit/directions.php


AstroNotes  Newsletter of the Ottawa Centre, RASC   Volume 54 No 7 September 2015   

All copyright including the photographs belongs directly to the authors. No reprints without permission. 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

11 

Here to tell his story is Carmen Rush, widely known in the Ottawa RASC for her well-researched and 
riveting accounts of historical figures in astronomy.  

Part II: A Canadian Crater Odyssey  
Presented by Chuck O'Dale.  

Geologists claim that there are over 300 
undiscovered meteorite impact craters on 
Earth. On a recent trip across Canada, Chuck 
and Gillian passed by many of these impact 
craters. They hope to give you an 
impression on how many times that the 
earth has been blasted from outer space in 
the past.  

 

 

Centre Information 
General enquiries: contact@ottawa-rasc.ca 

The Ottawa Centre 2015 Council 

President: Gordon Webster (president@ottawa-rasc.ca) 

Vice President: Tim Cole 

Secretary: Chris Teron 

Treasurer: Oscar Echeverri 

Centre Meeting Chair: Mike Moghadam 

Councilors: Yves Demers, Stephen Nourse, Carmen Rush  

Past President: Gary Boyle 

2015 Appointed Positions 

Membership: Art Fraser  

Fred Lossing Observatory Director: Ron St. Martin 

Smart Scope Director: Jim Maxwell 

Hospitality: Art & Anne Fraser 

Stan Mott Library: Estelle Rother 

Ted Bean Telescope Library: Al Scott 

Webmaster: Chuck O’Dale (webmaster@ottawa-rasc.ca) 

AstroNotes Editor: Karen Finstad (astronotes@ottawa-rasc.ca)   

mailto:contact@ottawa-rasc.ca
mailto:president@ottawa-rasc.ca
mailto:webmaster@ottawa-rasc.ca
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