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Report of Council Brian McCullough
The Ottawa Centre’s Executive Council convened at 7:30 p.m., just prior to the 

opening of proceedings for the April Observers Group meeting.

[This arrangement of having Council meet for 30-45 minutes before the OG 
meeting worked very well for Council members, as most people are already available 
for the OG meeting dates. Although this only allows for fairly short meetings, 
members will tend to come right to the point with their discussions. A major 
advantage to holding monthly Council meetings is that new business items won’t 
likely stack up and become backlogged.]

The full Executive Council was in attendance at the April 3rd meeting to discuss 
preliminary budget and financial issues. As things stand, the Centre has major 
monetary assets of approximately $3000 (cash) and $13,000 (GICs, deposits, etc.). The 
treasurer will soon be moving $5545.32 coming due from GICs into a money market 
account for a better return.

On other fronts, Council will seek the advice of Annual Dinner Meeting co
ordinator Gary Mussar and others regarding ADM attendance in recent years, and 
whether the existing arrangements at Algonquin College are suitable for this type of 
event.

Remember, your Council exists to represent your interests in the operation of the 
Ottawa Centre of the RASC, and in its association with National Office. Make your 
views known to us. Council members are quite approachable and would welcome 
hearing from you. While we might not be able to tackle everything immediately, You 
will probably find the process in general to be responsive to your needs.

On this note, one new member e-mailed me to ask whether a more sophisticated, 
more professional looking Centre crest could be designed. Although there are a 
number of more pressing issues to deal with first, look for this item to be debated by 
Council in the coming months.

A Cure for Comet Withdrawal
What’s this? Springtime...and NO comet!

Well, not to worry. Thanks once again to 
the astrophotographic efforts of Peter and 
Jaye Williams, we can hearken back to 
April 10, 1997 when the great Comet 
Hale-Bopp was gracing our skies.

Hard to believe, but this huge solar 
system “iceberg” was about 40 km in 
diameter — around the same size as the 
National Capital Region!
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Peter WilliamsAstronomy Week
Whew! Other than a few tense hours on Saturday morning, April 25th waiting for 

the demonstration telescopes to arrive, the Astronomy Week exhibit at the Museum of 
Science and Technology went off without a serious hitch. I just hope this is not the lull 
before the storm with next week’s Astronomy Day event still to come.

How did it go? The record will have to speak for itself, but in my opinion the 
events went well and the efforts of all involved were rewarded by an almost continuous 
stream of visitors to the displays and lots of explanations for our help at the stand to 
give out. As time is very short before our AstroNotes editor must get this issue to print, 
I will keep this report very short and will follow up in more detail later. However, I 
would like to thank all of the members who helped make this event a great success. As 
I left the star party last night there were more than 15 telescopes, all the way up to a 
16” Dobsonian available for the public to use. Well done everyone.

Astronomy Day 1998
Please make a note in your diary about our International Astronomy Day event 

being held on May 2 at St. Laurent Shopping Centre during the day, and the Star Party 
at Pinhey Point in Kanata in the evening. Please come along to see our exhibits. 
Needless to say, we can use all the help we can get. We are especially interested in 
signing up a few more volunteers to help out with the children’s crafts and to staff the 
information booths. If you would like to participate, please contact me at 
peter@cygnus.ca or 223-1057.

ASTRONOMY DAY May 2nd 1998
RASC- Ottawa Centre

Food Court 
on upper level

St. Laurent Mall - Ground floor plan

4 AstroNotes May 1998

mailto:peter@cygnus.ca


May 1998 AstroNotes 5



Computer Astronomy George Glass
I live in a condo looking northeast over the city lights and northwest toward 

Aylmer. Last night (April 18) at 1:44 a.m., using my 7x binoculars, I saw Vega, Altair 
and Deneb, and low in the southeast, the waning Moon. This morning, using David 
Lane’s CD-ROM disc, Earth Centred Universe, I checked the sky at that time over 
Ottawa and saw the three stars and the Moon. When I clicked on the Moon, I found 
out that it had risen at 12:15 a.m. and at 1:44 a.m. was at azimuth 133, altitude +11, 
was 66% illuminated and was the waning gibbous Moon 26 days old! The graphic 
shows the Moon, some planets and the Sun at 5:00 this morning. It is easy to see why, 
as the Moon sets, Venus and Jupiter come into view just before the Sun rises!

That’s one way I use my computer, but from my condo, since I only see a limited 
area and even then only the brightest objects, I mostly use my computer to show me 
astronomical events, past, present and future. For instance, I simulated the recent solar 
eclipse as seen in Aruba, and sure enough, right on time the Moon encroached on the 
Sun, then reached totality and finally eased off. Then I “went” to Barbados where one 
of my sisters was and there the eclipse was almost total, and finally I “came back” to 
Ottawa where the Moon just took a little nick out of the Sun.

Remember last December 27 just after sunset when five planets were visible in the 
southwest? Well I couldn’t see them because my condo faces the other way, but on my 
computer I brought up the sky over Ottawa at that time and there they were, all nicely 
lined up along the ecliptic. And on January 1, 2000, at noon, they will all be lined up 
again, Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, Uranus, Neptune then the Sun and on the other side 
Mercury. Of course at noon they will not be visible, but I looked down from 12,735 
kilometres above the North Pole and there they were, all in their orbits in the same 
general area.

The big advantage of using the computer is that you can see the sky at any time, 
from any place on Earth or above the Earth, and you can do so night or day, whether 
the sky is cloudy or clear!

Which programs do I use? My favourite is David Lane’s ECU. I can find things 
easier on it, probably because I use it most of the time. Expert Astronomer was the 
least costly, about $25, and is also easy to use. Red Shift 2 and Distant Suns I find are 
the most complicated, but have a lot of fancy stuff on them like photo galleries and 
movies. Jack Newton’s (another Canadian astronomer at Sooke, B.C.) Ultimate 
Collection contains a collection of his astrophotos of nebulae, galaxies, planets and 
stars. The Hubble Library o f Electronic Picture Books contains a fine collection of 
shots from the telescope and a lot of other interesting material. Galaxy Guide is mis
named because instead of galaxies, it has to do with the constellations, collected by the 
seasons, with a description of each one and the Grecian myths about them; quite 
interesting.

Perhaps some of you are wondering why, if I am that keen on astronomy, I don’t 
get out and look at the real thing. Well, I’ll tell you. I am 87 years old and prowling
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about outside at night, in the dark, in the cold, to set up a telescope and look at a 
bright spot in the sky just doesn't appeal to me. Instead, I prefer to do my stargazing 
from the comfort of my condo, looking out the window or at the computer. Clear skies 
to you all.

Books and Magazines Rob McCallum
As I don’t expect to be at the next two meetings, members who wish to put in 

subscriptions for Sky and Telescope and Astronomy_m agazines at the club’s discount 
rate ($54 and $52, respectively) will have to get their notice to me at my home. Give 
me a call to make arrangements — my number is 225-3167, and my address is 2125 
Navaho Drive, Ottawa, K2C 0V3. The cost varies with the exchange rate, so be sure to 
give me a call before you send me anything.

A reminder: it takes a long time to process renewals — people report getting 
notices up to two months after they hand in their notice — so don’t let it go too close 
to the expiry date. If you’re not certain if the renewal has been received, both mags 
have 1-800 numbers you can phone, listed inside.

I plan to put in a book order for the library, probably around the end of May, 
certainly to Sky, and probably also to Cambridge (we get discounts from both). Call 
me if you’re interested in anything they publish.

AstroAd
For Sale: Meade 10" Schmidt-Cassegrain (model 2120), year 1987, in excellent 
condition, with an 80-mm finder scope with cross-hair illuminated eyepiece, an 
electric focuser, two 2" wide-angle eye pieces (11-mm TeleVue Nagler and 56-mm 
Super Plössl), Thousand Oaks solar filter, T-adapter for camera (Spotmatic F, screw 
mount) and Meade tripod, hand-held controller, etc. Asking $2700. Includes weight 
kit, dew cap, carrying case, tool boxes and so forth. Call JP Leduc at 258-1965.
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Robert DickOpen House May 22-23:
Rideau Ferry Observatory

It’s spring at Rideau Ferry...and that means it’s time for an open house at my 
observatory. The clans will be arriving around dusk on Friday, May 22 for two nights 
of great observing (we hope). While there is some space to pitch a tent, most Ottawa 
visitors return to the big city to sleep off the night’s observational exertions. By 
tradition, we head into Perth on Saturday night for a restaurant supper before we begin 
observing (please let me know if you intend to join us, as space/food are limited). The 
open house grinds to a halt after the Saturday night session.

Let me know if you plan to attend. You can reach me at the observatory by dialing 
(613) 283-0362, or at the cottage by dialing 283-7815. Save yourself a penny on the 
long-distance charges by accessing Distributel (269-2500) before dialing either of my 
numbers.

If you’re coming...follow the directions on the map. See you there!

[Editor’s Note: If you are ever looking for a good “white knuckle” story about driving 
through the aftermath of the January ice storm, ask Rob Dick about his adventures as 
he drove from Ottawa to Rideau Ferry, then on to Toronto.]
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The Latest IRO Training Session Glenn LeDrew
Interest in obtaining qualification in the operation of the club’s 16-inch telescope 

has been building through the winter months, particularly among our newer members. 
Now that spring had sprung, it was high time to run a training session. At the last 
O.G. meeting eleven people filled up my sign-up sheet. Saturday, April 18 was the 
target date, but as the weather forecast issued the Thursday before promised possible 
showers (which didn't materialize), I called everyone that evening to advise them of 
the change to Sunday the 19th.

The weather was great, and by about 2 p.m. everyone had arrived. We started off 
in the clubhouse, covering the workings of the circuit breakers and heater, and the 
location of the fire extinguisher and first aid kit. After pointing out where the 
observatory keys were kept, we opened up the building. As I turned the winch handle 
to roll off the roof, I thought the cable was too loose, as it was slipping. Then it hit me 
that I’d forgotten to remove the two big C-clamps that anchor the roof! Oh well.

After that I didn’t make too many embarrassing gaffes, and about an hour later 
we’d covered the operation of the telescope. There was one point I did forget to 
mention — one must be careful not to over rotate the mount in right ascension, as the 
various cables will tightly wind up. In particular, the flimsy cables from the position 
encoders to the NGC-Max readout can easily break. So don't rotate the mount more 
than about 180 degrees to the left or right from the stowage position.

Joining the growing cadre of qualified IRO telescope drivers are: Dave Hansen, 
Gaston Lamontagne, Bruce Clarke, Dave Bennett, Dan Guest, Frank Bayerl, Paul 
Miil, Geoff Meek, Michael Boyce, Paul Boltwood and Paul Klauninger. 
Congratulations!

Saskatchewan Summer Star Party 
July 23-26, 1998

The Saskatoon and Regina Centres of the RASC are hosting the 1998 
Saskatchewan Summer Star Party at Cypress Hills Provincial Park in the southwest 
comer of the province. The weekend blow-out features the usual mix of swaps, talks 
and gawks, with observing from “the highest point in mainland Canada between 
Labrador and the Rocky Mountains (1460 metres).” Guest speakers include Alan Dyer 
and Fr. Lucian Kemble. Registration is $15/single, $25/family; BBQ meals extra. The 
park itself has a wide range of facilities and activities.

For details, contact SSSP ’98 registrars Les & Ellen Dickson, Apt. 11-103 Powe 
St., Saskatoon, SK. S7N 1W5. (306) 249-1091 e-mail: dickson@sk.sympatico.ca
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Al SeamanIRO Update
I replaced the lower lag screw on the roof winch support, which was broken and 

continually coming loose, with a permanent bolt through the wall. This should provide 
a permanent fix. I did have to re-adjust the cable tension after rebolting the bracket, 
and it may not be quite right yet. If you find that it is slipping, pushing down on the 
lower wire will give it enough extra tension to get going. Everything else seems to be 
operational a the moment.

The road in is now dry and in good shape. Thanks to Rob Relyea putting some 
stone chips in the worst low spot, the road is now in better shape than ever. The 8th 
Concession and Bennies Comer road have improved a lot, although both are still a bit 
rough. Good observing!

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

Star Night, May 23rd Linda Meier
The West-Carleton Township Library has asked that we hold a public star night 

the evening of Saturday, May 23. All members are welcome to attend and bring along 
equipment they wish to share with the public. To get there, take Hwy. 417W to the 
Carp Rd. exit. Turn right and go along Carp Rd. to the stop sign, continue on to next 
stop sign and go straight ahead up the hill. On the left-hand side look for sign saying, 
"Diefenbunker," or "West-Carleton Township Library." Turn in and go through the 
fence. Remember, if you come late, dim your lights if possible or turn them off. Call 
me at 256-4821 if you have any questions.
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Seven-year-old “space artist” Nathan McCullough submits this highly 
detailed rendering of an Apollo lunar landing mission from the early 
1970s (before he was born). Note the two-stage lunar module, complete 
with door, ladder, landing gear footpads and high-gain antenna. The 
helmeted astronaut (not to scale) even has his personal life-support 
system (PLSS) backpack as he traverses the lunar surface with a partial- 
phase Earth overhead. Although Apollo 13 is one of Nathan’s favourite 
videos, he was inspired to draw this picture after viewing an Apollo 16 
mission video borrowed from Glenn LeDrew.
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April’s Observers Group Meeting Jaye Williams
(With technical support from Dad)

The Observer Group (“OG”) Chair, Gary Boyle opened this month’s meeting just 
after 8 o’clock, welcoming everyone. The month had been poor for observing. The 
planned Messier Marathon (Saturday 28th March) had to be canceled (frustration after 
the clear blue skies all day!). The change to Daylight Savings Time is 4th April — 
more time to tinker in the garden and less time for the night skies! Gary asked the 
audience for reports of any observations; one member reported seeing two Messier 
objects between the clouds on the 28th March and Paul Comision reported a short 
break in the clouds today. Another star party will be held at the Carp Library on May 
23rd. Information for this year’s GA is now available.

Paul Comision, OG Solar Co-ordinator, this month’s first speaker, talked about 
the article, Triangulating the Galactic Center which appeared in the May edition o f  
Sky and Telescope page 24. The article describes how early measurements, using 
globular clusters deduced that the Galactic Centre was 43,000 l.y.’s from Earth in the 
direction of Sagittarius. Since then many astronomers have used many methods to find 
the Galactic Centre but the estimates are varied and do not agree. The present estimate 
is between 15,000 and 25,000 l.y.’s. Recent attempts to improve this measurement 
have been done using radio astronomy observations — a “Very Large Baseline Array” 
(radio antennas separated by thousands of miles ) has been used. The targets for the 
reference observations have been quasars. The radio source, Sagittarius A*, is believed 
to be at the galactic centre. Observing these radio sources is possible through the 
obscuring dust clouds which prevent visual observation. Once these measurements are 
completed the distance to the centre will be more accurately known and this will also 
help to verify the size and shape of the Milky Way. Paul also reported the untimely 
death of Dr. David Schramm.

Pat Browne started her talk by the reference to Carmen Rush’s (OG Historian) 
prior talks about the controversy between the English and French as to the shape of the 
Earth. (Note: this is the point in Pat’s talk where my knowledge and my Dad’s 
technical support crumbled!). Pat described the geometry behind the measurements 
made. They are based on the assumption that the light coming from a star reaches 
Earth in parallel lines when observed from different places. The early explorers 
measured the baseline between two observation points and were able, using basic 
geometry, to accurately determine the distance between these points. From these 
measurements it was determined that the Earth is flatter at the poles. Star fixes use a 
star’s declination (the equivalent to latitude on Earth) on the celestial sphere to 
directly determine one’s latitude when the star crosses the celestial meridian. Pat 
continued the talk by describing the elements required to accurately determine 
measurements on the Earth. Surveyors use different “flattening” models in their 
calculations. This flattening model is determined by the “ellipsoid” and “geoid.” The 
geoid is a physical model of the Earth which is based on the Earth’s density. Using 
this model, which affects the ellipsoid model, surveyors can calculate position
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anywhere on the Earth. Pat also referenced the article in the RASC Journal October 
1997 which described a “low-tech” method for measuring the Earth’s radius using 
standard topographical maps and binoculars. In closing, Pat asked for volunteers to 
help in a new outreach program called “The Heavenly Hosts” where interesting 
articles are recorded onto tape.

Glenn LeDrew, the O.G.’s comet co-ordinator, was our next speaker. He started 
with a short comment about the planned telescope training session as mentioned in the 
March AstroNotes. Glenn’s talk was to expand a theme from a previous study made 
regarding the “Ursa Major Stream” and to focus on another group of stars which have 
velocities of more than 60 km/sec. These stars come from a wider range of the galaxy. 
As background, Glenn described the two basic groups of stars in our galaxy: 
Population one stars are young active stars like the Sun made up of many heavier 
elements, and population two stars are old red stars. Using a list of high proper motion 
stars in Ophiucus, a list of nearby stars and a computer program he wrote himself, 
Glenn took inputs from a star’s position, velocity, distance and relative motion to 
produce an output which shows the star’s true speed and direction of travel. Glenn 
continued by showing a number of charts which have been produced using the outputs 
from the program. They show population one stars moving toward galactic longitude 
90 degrees (as referenced to the galactic centre being longitude zero degrees), and the 
population two stars are moving toward more random points. Further work is being 
done to allow the program to input larger data bases and a further update to this will 
follow later. Glenn finished his talk this evening showing a number of slides produced 
from all-sky photographs taken recently from a site near Mount St. Patrick.

Alan Hildebrand the President of the Ottawa Centre was introduced to speak to 
us on celestial “swastikas. Many of the references have been taken from the Carl 
Sagan book Comet, chapter 10. After promising not to show more slides of Hale Bopp, 
Alan began his talk by referring us also to the excellent work done by Paul Boltwood 
(Ottawa Centre Councilor) and the time lapse sequence contained in the “Comet 
Odyssey” which shows the structure of the gas tail from comet Hyakutake. He 
continued with a series of slides showing the results of simulations of gas tails from 
comets. These showed views of the tail from various positions and clearly shows the 
formation of a number of individual elements to the tail structure. During the last 
century Thomas Wilson was fascinated by this symbol which appeared in many 
ancient cultures as early as 2000 BC. The book Comet puts forward the view that these 
comet structures were the basis for the formation of the swastika symbol. Argument for 
this is based on the hypothesis that the swastika is a complex symbol and would not 
have happened without some external influence. Pictures showing the swastika from 
Troy and other ancient cultures show both three and four arms and also clockwise and 
counterclockwise rotation. Further slides showed more simulations of the effects of 
rotation on four jets of gas coming from a comet — the rotational effects clearly 
showing the swastika symbol being produced. Alan completed his talk with slides 
showing how the Mayan culture of Mexico had used the swastika in many of the 
glyphs used on the building structures.
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The OG’s Lunar and Planetary co-ordinator, Doug Luoma, was up next, first 
describing the close conjunction of the crescent Moon, Venus and Jupiter in the 
eastern horizon at 0500 on April 23. Doug then continued to describe some of the 
photographs taken with a homemade “barn door” tracker. The first slide was also 
displayed as a computer simulation which showed the same area of sky as the 
photograph. Doug invited Glenn to describe the objects that could be seen on the 
photograph. These included the California Nebula, the OB3 association, M34 and 
many other interesting objects that can also be seen through binoculars. Doug 
continued by describing how his first bam door was constructed and the differences 
between it and the new bam door made as a birthday present for Karen Edmonds. 
Both are driven by motors which leave the operator time to enjoy the views of the 
heavens at the same time the photograph is being taken. They both use 120-volt 
synchronous motors and are driven by a commercially available inverters from 
Canadian Tire. The inverter converts 12 volts DC to a 60-hertz, 120-volt supply. 
Materials for the bam door were found at the local hardware, Cohen and Cohen and 
the Camera Exchange. The bam door was finally delivered to Karen on her birthday 
and on the same night Doug proposed (which was accepted!) marriage. 
CONGRATULATIONS TO YOU BOTH. Gary invited them to have the ceremony at 
an OG meeting...

The Ottawa Centre’s web site co-ordinator Yves Demers introduced us to his first 
astrophotography experience. He had wanted to do this for some time and the recent 
partial solar eclipse was a good reason to start. So with a simple home constructed 
Mylar filter for his camera which was piggybacked onto the telescope, the adventure 
started. Yves explained that the standard Blacks 200 ASA print film (which includes 
processing) is normally in the camera and this is what he used. To add some “colour” 
to the presentation Yves mounted the film negatives into the slide mounts for an 
interesting view of the event. The pictures were taken were a 200mm f/2.8 lens at 1/25 
seconds. The first slide showed what appeared to be a great number of sunspots, which 
proved to be dust on the negative or lens! Some of the slides showed a number of real 
sunspots. Yves is now determined to do more and will be going to Turkey in 1999 to 
view the total eclipse. The final part of the presentation was the final half of the 
eclipse, however we now found that Yves was late getting started and only 
photographed the final half of the eclipse and the first slides were shown in reverse 
order! To close, Yves updated us about the web site. Carleton University had evaluated 
our web site, commenting that the site has a good range of information with wide user 
appeal. The content got a 4 out of 5 mark, however the site should be more uniformly 
structured to allow easier access to the information. So if there are any volunteers to 
help with a restructuring of the site it could be started. If you are interested please 
contact Yves. The book library is now on-line, courtesy of Rob Stanfield who said it 
would be a great idea to have the loan library on the site. It was — he got the job! Rob 
was helped by Pat and Hilderic Browne who carried out the inventory. Yves thanked 
all who participated in this exercise.
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Al Seaman, OG’s Observatory Committee Chair, provided his monthly update. 
The recent floods have stayed well clear of the observatory! Following the first snow 
clearing of this year and the extensive use of the site after that the rain started and the 
road had become impassable. However conditions have improved and access is now 
OK. Al mentioned that keys for this new year are available and can be picked up after 
the meeting. Cost is $35 for full access and $25 for the use of the clubhouse only. 
Please return last year’s keys for recycling. A number of people have approached Al 
about the status of the radio telescope. Although there is a great deal of work to be 
done to restore the telescope to operational condition — at least one antenna has to be 
rebuilt — the coax, now 20 years old probably needs replacing and a complete new 
receiver needs to be constructed. Al would be happy to help get any interested parties 
together. If you are interested in radio astronomy, please contact Al .

Gary closed the meeting, reminding people of the after meeting at Kelsey’s. 
Refreshments were served in the museum lobby courtesy of Anne and Art Fraser.

*  * * *  * *

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 the editorial addresses at the top of page 2.

“Enjoyment” Opportunity 
AstroNotes Editor

The RASC Ottawa Centre is seeking a responsible person to assume the 
duties of Editor. This Council-appointed position entails responsibility for 

producing 10 issues of AstroNotes each year, along with occasional 
brochures or certificates as directed by Council. For additional details on 

this rare and wonderful opportunity, please contact:

Brian McCullough 
831-4932

madill.mccullough@sympatico.ca
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Next Observers Group Meeting
We look forward to seeing you at our next Observers Group meeting at 8:00 p.m. 

on Friday, June 5, 1998. Why not drop by a few minutes early to watch the time- 
honoured tradition of the “laying out of the A stro N o tes ." As always, bring along your 
observing notes and sketches for discussion after the meeting over coffee.

Clear Skies
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