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Winnicentrics 
The Newsletter of the Winnipeg Centre of the Royal Astronomical Society of Canada  

Upcoming Events 
 
Next meeting 
March 10, 2017 
 
Members’ Observing Night 
March 11 (weather permitting) 
 
Daylight Saving Time Begins 
March 12, 2am 
 
Oak Hammock Marsh  
Astronomy Night 
7:00pm to 9:00pm 
March 16 
 
U of M Open House 
6:30 pm 
394 University College 
March 22 
  
Earth Hour 
8:30pm to 9:30pm 
March 25 
 
New Moon 
March 28 
 
 
 

 

        FebFebFeMarchMarch 2017 

 
 

 
7:00 pm: Beginner’s Session:  Being New to the RASC 
7:30 pm: Regular session: 

   Announcements 
   What’s Up? – upcoming events in the sky 
   What’s New? – new discoveries in astronomy 
 

8:30 pm: Break for coffee and refreshments  
                  (donations gratefully accepted) 
 
9:00 pm: Feature Presentation: Pluto Revealed!  Results from NASA’s New  

Horizons Mission 
 
The New Horizons encounter with the Pluto-Charon system in July, 2015, 
provided many scientific surprises. Foremost were the diversity, complex-
ity, and ongoing nature of Pluto’s geology. This includes evidence for pre-
sent and past glacial activity, major young cryovolcanic constructs, and a 
most unusual solid state tectonic regime in a thick layer of volatile ices 
trapped within major structural basin. Even Charon, half the size of Pluto, 
revealed itself to have had a spectacular geologic past (and a somewhat 
puzzling present). Pluto’s atmosphere is thinner and less distended, with 
an escape rate 2 orders of magnitude less, than had been assumed for 
decades – yet it is an atmosphere with extensive haze layers. The orbital 
architecture of the Kuiper belt all but demands an epoch of unstable 
planetary migration. Do New Horizons results inform or constrain such 
models? And is a “giant impact” still implicated in the formation of the 
Pluto-Charon binary? 
 
Speaker Bio 
William B. McKinnon teaches in the Department of Earth and Planetary Sci-
ences at Washington University in St. Louis. His research focuses on the 
structure, origin, evolution, tectonics, and bombardment histories of outer 
planet satellites and icy bodies in Kuiper belt, as well as fundamentals of im-
pact cratering throughout the Solar System. He is a Science Team member on 
NASA’s New Horizons mission to Pluto and the Kuiper belt, where he serves 
as a Deputy Lead for the Geology and Geophysics/Imaging Theme Team. He is 
also a science team member for ESA’s upcoming Jupiter Icy Moons Ex-
plorer mission and NASA’s upcoming Europa mission. 
 
 

Regular meetings of the Winnipeg Centre are held in the Robert B. Schultz lecture thea-
tre in St. John’s College at the University of Manitoba. The theatre is on the lower 
(basement) floor of the College. Meetings are usually held on the second Friday of each 
month from 7 p.m. to 10 p.m. After the meetings, members who wish to do so usually 
retire for pizza and more conversation about astronomical subjects. The June meeting is 
not held at St. John’s College but is instead a barbeque at either a member’s house or at 
Glenlea. 
 
Meeting dates and meeting places may be adjusted during exam times and during 
Bomber home games or stadium events. 

March Meeting Schedule 
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Executive Council 
 
Winnipeg Centre Officers 

& Volunteers 
 
President:   
Brenden Petracek 
 
Vice-President:   
Bryan Stach 
 
Secretary:  
Vacant 
 
Treasurer:  
Stan Runge 
 
Past President:  
Jay Anderson 
 
Councillors: 
Kevin Galka 
Ralph Croning 
Meghan Ostrum 
Mick Rice 
Paul Paradis 
 
National Representative: 
Rolando Martin 
Dennis Lyons 
 
SWSP Organizer: 
Silvia Graca 
 
Webmaster: 
Julius Lopez-Garcia 
 
Winnicentrics Editor: 
Mike Karakas 
mkarakas@mts.net 
 
Winnicentrics is published 
10 times each year by the 
Winnipeg Centre, RASC. 
Winnicentrics is produced 
by and for the members of 
the Winnipeg Centre. Any 
opinions expressed are 
those of the author. If you 
have comments, questions, 
o r  c o n c e r n s  a b o u t 
Winnicentrics, you can con-
tact any of the councillors 
above, or write to: 
 

RASC, Winnipeg Centre, 
Box 2694,  

Winnipeg, MB, R3C 4B3. 

Editor’s Message 
 
Welcome to the March issue of Winnicentrics. 
 
In this issue: 
 
Abdul Al Manni continues his column “This Month in History”. 
 
Gerry Smerchanski explores the impressive line of telescopes produced by Japan 
Special Optics (JSO) in our Classical Glass column. 
 
Kevin Galka discusses dispelling some imaging anxiety in his Digital Journey’s col-
umn. 
 
Also included is a primer for doing your own Messier Marathon.   If you are more 
interested in doing urban backyard astronomy, there’s an article for that too! 
 

WHO, WHERE, WHEN? 

Music and Messier 
 

A few RASC members and I were listening to music the other day and we started 
talking about the upcoming Messier Marathon (see page 4 for an intro to doing your 
own marathon). 
 
When pulling this all-nighter, many marathoners enjoy listening to music to accom-
pany their journey through the cosmos.   A number of songs came to mind, but we 
thought it would be interesting for our members to email me with their favourite 
observing music.   I then will email this list before the end of March and will also 
publish these songs in the April issue so that those interested can compile them for 
their own observing pleasure.    These selections might also make good theme music 
for our Spruce Woods Star Party! 
 
Send your favourite selections to me at mkarakas@mts.net. 
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This Month in History 
Abdul Al Manni 

 
105 Years Ago -- 1912 
March 23: Dr. Wernher von Braun born, Wirsitz, Germany (now Part of Poland). 
 
80 Years Ago -- 1937 
March 6: Valentina Nikolayevna Tereshkova born, Maslennikovo, Yaroslavl Region, USSR. First woman in space 
aboard Vostok 6, June 16, 1963. 
 
70 Years Ago -- 1947 
March 7: First photograph taken from space from a V2 rocket 100 miles above White Sands, New Mexico. 
 
65 Years Ago – 1952 
March 22: Colliers magazine published its first space symposium under title: "Man Will Conquer Space Soon." 
March 23: Science fiction writer Kim Stanley Robinson born. Known for his “Red Mars”, Blue Mars”, and Green Mars” 
trilogy. 
 
55 Years Ago – 1962 
March 7: OSO 1 launched Thor Delta, 11:06 a.m., EST, Cape Canaveral, Fla. 
March 16: Cosmos 1 launched by Cosmos rocket, 1200 UTC, Kapustin Yar, USSR. 
 
50 Years Ago – 1967 
March 8: OSO 3 launched by Delta, 11:12 a.m., EST, Cape Canaveral, Fla. 
March 22: Cosmos 150 launched by Voskhod, 1243 UTC, Plesetsk, USSR. 
March 23: Intelsat II F-3 launched by Delta, 8:30 p.m., EST, Cape Canaveral, Fla. 
 
45 Years Ago – 1972 
March 2: Pioneer 10 launched by Atlas Centaur, 8:49 p.m., EST, Cape Canaveral, Fla. 
March 11: TD-1A launched by Delta for ESRO, 8:55 p.m., EST, Vandenberg AFB. 
March 27: Venus 8 (Venera 8) launched by Modified SS-6 (Sapwood) or Molniya, 0415 UTC, Baikonur, USSR. 
 
40 Years Ago – 1977 
March 10: Uranus rings discovered. 
March 10: Palapa 2 launched by Delta, 6:16 p.m., EST, Cape Canaveral, Fla. 
 
35 Years Ago – 1982 
March 4: Intelsat V F-4 launched by Atlas Centaur, 7:24 p.m., EST, Cape Canaveral, Fla. 
March 22: STS-3 (Space Shuttle Columbia) launched, 11:00 a.m., EST, KSC. Crew: Jack R. Lousma and C. Gordon Fuller-
ton. Continued testing of Space Shuttle systems for qualification for operational flights. 
Landed March 30, 11:05 a.m., EST, White Sands, N.M. Mission Duration: 8 days, 4 minutes  
 
30 Years Ago – 1987 
March 20: Palapa B 2P Comsat launched by Delta, 5:22 p.m., EST, Cape Canaveral, Fla. Owned by Republic of Indone-
sia. 
March 31: USSR launches space station module Kvant-1 (Quantum) aboard a Proton K rocket from Baikonur. Docked 
with space station Mir on April 9.  
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This Month in History 
Abdul Al Manni 

 
25 Years Ago – 1992 
March 14: Galaxy 5, a commercial communications spacecraft, was launched from Cape Canaveral by an Atlas 1 
rocket. 
 
March 17: Russia launches Soyuz TM-14 to space station Mir from Baikonur. Cosmonauts: Aleksandr S. Viktorenko; 
Aleksandr Y. Kaleri and Klaus-Dietrich Flade (Germany). 
 
March 24: STS-45 (Space Shuttle Atlantis) launched March 24 at 8:13 a.m. EST, KSC. Crew: Charles F. Bolden, Brian 
Duffy,Kathryn D. Sullivan, David C. Leestma, C. Michael Foale, Byron K. Lichtenberg, and Dirk D. Frimout (Belgium). 
Carried first Atmospheric Laboratory for Applications and Science (ATLAS-1) on Spacelab pallets mounted in orbiter's  
cargo bay. Landed April 2, 6:23 a.m., EST, KSC. Mission Duration: 8 days, 22 hours, 9 minutes.  
 
15 Years Ago – 2002 
March 1: STS-109 (Space Shuttle Columbia) launched at 6:22 a.m. EST, KSC. Crew: Scott D. Altman, Duane G. Carey, 
John M. Grunsfeld, Nancy J. Currie, James H. Newman, Richard M. Linnehan, and Michael J. Massimino. This is the 
fourth servicing mission to the Hubble Space Telescope. Landed March 12, 2002, 4:32 a.m., EST at KSC. Mission Dura-
tion: 10 days, 22 hours, 11 minutes.  
 
March 1: ENVISAT 1, a European Space Agency (ESA) environmental remote-sensing spacecraft was launched by an 
Ariane 5 rocket from Kourou, French Guiana at 01:07 UTC. Reported to be the most massive and expensive of the 
European satellites, it carried ten sensors to monitor global warming, the ozone hole and desertification. 
 
March 17: GRACE 1 and GRACE 2 (Gravity Recovery And Climate Experiment nick-named Tom and Jerry) are a pair of 
American-German, identical, satellites that were launched by a Rockot booster from Plesetsk at 09:21 UTC. They aim 
to map the local gravitational mini-variations caused by sea-level changes, glacial motions, and seasonal melting/
freezing of ice sheets. 
 
March 25: Shenzhou 3 (Divine Vessel 3), a Chinese (PRC) "unmanned spaceship, launched by a Long 
 
March 2F rocket from Jiquan Space Launch Center in the northwestern Gobi desert at 14:00 UTC. It consisted of three 
modules: a propulsion section, a conical re-entry capsule, and an orbiter. The capsule was equipped with all that 
would be needed for a  anned flight. 
 
10 Years Ago – 2007 
March 9: FalconSat 3, an American military (DARPA) picosatellite, was one of six DARPA military satellites launched by 
an Atlas 5 rocket from Cape Canaveral at 03:10 UTC. Built by USAF Academy cadets, it monitored the ambient 
plasma, and tested a micropropulsion attitude control system.   
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March has always been synonymous with the Messier Marathon to me.   For those of you who haven’t heard of the 
Messier Marathon before, it’s an event when you observe all 110 Messier objects throughout the night, starting at sun-
set and continuing on until dawn.   
 
Due to their celestial positions, the best time to do this marathon is from mid-March to mid-April.  This year with the 
new moon occurring on March 28, the best weekend would be March 24 to 26, with your back up date be-
ing March 31 to April 2.    
 
Seeing all 110 objects is quite a feat and a number of our Winnipeg RASC members have done this over the years.  Still, 
even if you see only half of them, that’s still pretty impressive for a night’s viewing!   Either way, you will come away 
with a feeling of accomplishment and a much better understanding of the night sky. 
 
Here are a few pointers for those wishing to give it a try: 
 
.1 Be prepared.  Know your equipment and where to start looking well before your observing session.   Ensure 

your telescope is collimated and is in good working order.  The better prepared you are, the better your 
chances of completing your list. 

 
.2 Get a Messier Marathon guide book.   Alternatively, here’s a link to a great little online planner.  Just enter your 

observing location and a few other parameters and it will automatically generate a list for you to print off and 
take into the field:  http://calgary.rasc.ca/darksky/messierplanner.htm  

  
.3 Have a good star chart that you can reference with your online generated list (mentioned above). 
 
.4 Be aware that a Messier Marathon is a major observational effort.  Rest up a few days before, because it will 
be  a loooong night! 
 
.5 Unless you are in a warm, southern location, it will be cold.  Observing is not an aerobic activity.  Get equipped 
 with appropriate warm clothing, hot beverages and something to eat.   
 
.6 Have access to a warm room to shake off the cold (highly recommended!).  If it has a bed, so much the better.
 At sometime during the night, you will have seen every Messier object possible and can take a break until more 
 rise.  Just remember to bring an alarm clock so you don’t sleep the night away! 
 
.7 In addition to your telescope, have a pair of binoculars handy.  They are an invaluable tool and every amateur 
 astronomer should own a pair. 
 
.8 Don’t forget your red flashlight and have a spare set of batteries.  Batteries tend to wear down faster in cold 
 temperatures. 
 
.9 Select a good site with an open horizon, especially to the west and to the southeast.  An open, clear horizon 
 may be  the difference in seeing several Messier objects or not.   
  
.10 Doing the Messier Marathon is more of an observing challenge than a race, and there is no need to consider it 
 a competition.  There will be opportunities to take a break and enjoy some conversation with other observers. 
 Have fun! 
 
 

March = Messier Marathon 
Mike Karakas 
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Classical Glass 
 

JSO Telescopes - Lost Gems 
Gerry Smerchanski  

 
Over the decades, a lot of small telescope makers have come and gone.  Some have faded into obscurity and some 
have become legendary myths.  Perhaps no other telescope manufacturer has been the subject of more speculation 
and unknowns than the small company making exquisite little gems for all too brief a time known as Japan Special 
Optics or simply, JSO.  In the 1980’s with Halley’s comet coming the JSO telescopes appeared on our shores.  There 
was little information about them and to this day the story is far from complete.   
 
A survey of the sources has the company established  in the 1970’s with ads appearing in Sky & Telescope in 1983.  
They were sold under the JSO name in the US and usually had the familiar Canary yellow color.  In Canada they came 
with the curious nameplate of “Halley’s Royal” and were mostly a light blue in color. 

 

                 
The Popular ones 
The most popular telescope they offered and the one that made their reputation is their 5 inch Schmidt Cassegrain 
NSC-12B.  They were invariably held in high esteem and many extravagant claims for their performance were made.  
Some say they were among the best SCT’s ever made showing great consistency.  Optician Mike Palermitti told me 
that the ones he tested all were diffraction limited which he said was rare for any line of SCT’s.  And anyone who ever 
got to spend time with one commented on its buttery smooth focuser and their solid build.   
 
I have evaluated this most well-known model on several occasions and those reviews can be checked out online at: 
http://www.cloudynights.com/page/articles/cat/user-reviews/telescopes/classic-telescopes/jso-japan-special-optics-
sct-r1527 

And my exploration of some of the myths around them here: 
http://adsabs.harvard.edu/full/2010JRASC.104...36S 

So here the focus will be on other models that came from this same company that you might stumble upon.  I have 
found upon a few of them right here in Manitoba as they were imported to and sold in Winnipeg along with other 
places. 
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The Rarer Ones 
JSO also made some professional instruments that were of unusual design.  Some of these were small enough to be 
affordable by amateurs.  One odd JSO that does show up on rare occasions is their Schmidt camera the NPT-16.  This 
telescope is strictly for imaging - capable of very fast exposure times due to its f/2.5 focal ratio. 
 
Their NPT-16 (160mm clear aperture) is a classic Schmidt camera with corrector plate up front and fast mirror at the 
rear and a curved film holder found in between.  This allowed a super fast f/2.5 imaging system.  
 

 

The second most common model from JSO has to be the 4 inch SCT – a smaller version of their 5 inch-with a unique 
helical focuser.  It had a clear 100mm aperture with a focal length of 1000mm making it a straight f/10. 

There are a few yellow US models out there but this model was sold under other names besides the JSO brand; most 
notably as the Parks Jovian 4.  It had a rather steep price for such a small scope, but it was a very competent little SCT.  
The unique helical focuser however was not as satisfying as the micrometer-like action on its bigger brother. Mine was 
rather stiff and yet had some free play.  But otherwise, these were fine little scopes that could be used easily due to 
their mounting foot which takes regular tripod ¼-20 thread screws. 
 
In Canada it can be found under the “Halley’s Royal” name.  The Canadian version was again light blue.  My own ver-
sion was quite scratched so I repainted it with some metallic blue paint I had on hand.  I got rid of the stiffness in the 
helical focuser but the free play is still there.  At 1.75kg it makes for an easy, convenient and powerful guide scope.  

The NPT-16.   
 
Note the round access hole for 
installing the film which had to 
be done in the dark. 
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This scope was very desirable back in the days of film, but in the digital age, this scope is essentially obsolete and of 
little use.  The problem comes from the film holder which is curved (Schmidt cameras produce a curved image plane). 
They were awkward to use but did serve as a cutting edge instrument in that era.  There is no easy way to substitute a 
digital sensor instead of the film holder.  It would require a focal plane corrector made to compensate.   These might 
exist for the Celestron Schmidt camera but not the rare JSO.   So this scope is for collectors or those nostalgic for film 
astrophotography. 
 
Another professional style small scope was the JSO Wright Newtonian.  Their NCT-12 is a most unique instrument.  It is 
a convertible telescope of 125mm of clear aperture that can be either a  940mm focal length (f/7.5) Newtonian or you 
can swap out the mirror (it comes with two mirrors) and make it into a 475mm (f/3.8) Wright Newtonian astrograph.   

 
 
 
 

Never heard of Wright Newtonian?  They are quite rare.  They use a Schmidt style corrector plate and a main mirror 
that has an oblate spheroidal shaped main mirror (difficult to manufacture).  This system makes for an essentially, 
totally corrected image over the size of a SLR film frame or full sized DSLR sensor, yielding a well corrected wide field of 
view.  The design is much shorter than a regular Schmidt camera but at the expense of more astigmatism.  But it also 
has a flat image plane so it makes for an excellent astrograph and at f/3.8 a rather fast one.  
 

 

Because the Wright Newtonian version can be made so that the best image is some distance surrounding the center of 
the field of view, the photographic field can be better controlled than in an ordinary Newtonian where the sweet spot 
is dead center.  Schmidt cameras can be designed similarly.     

This photo shows how the scope comes with 
two such identical mirror cells each with a 
different mirror.  The outer screws secure the 
mirror cell to the heavy telescope tube while 
the inner ones are a concentric set of screws 
that are used to adjust collimation. These are 
very high precision machined pieces that can 
be interchanged and hold collimation.   

Wright Newtonian configuration of the NCT-
12 with the camera T-adaptor rather than 
the focuser and the hyperboloid main mir-
ror. 
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 Unlike the Schmidt cameras, these scopes have their focal point outside the tube and can easily be used with DSLR 
cameras and other imagers, and they can take some very satisfying images of professional quality.   
 
One Austrian astrophotographer has many wide field images taken with his JSO LS-12 Wright Newtonian (the non con-
vertible version of the NCT-12).     http://www.nightsky.at/Photo/SNR/ 

The convertible NCT-12 can also be used visually with a focuser installed instead of the T-fitting.  They are very precise 
all-metal instruments that weigh more than their size would suggest, but represent a telescope with few compromises 
except for light gathering ability being a 125mm objective. 
 
The Forgotten Ones 
There were also other JSO telescopes sold for general consumption such as refractors and standard Newtonian reflec-
tors.  It is hard to know for sure that some of these are even of JSO origins but there are clues.  In Canada they are 
most likely to be found under the “Halley’s Royal” badge.   Here is one that I found in Winnipeg that is a gem of an ex-
ample of these modest scopes.  It has the Halley’s royal badge and the usual blue paint.  It has very nice robust con-
struction and is a treat to use on its lightweight equatorial mount.   
 

 
 
Now it is uncertain that this little scope that bears the same badges as the JSO is in fact a JSO made scope.  It does look 
slightly different from the JSO Newtonians I have seen pictures of.  It looks closer to the Mizars that came in the same 
dimensions with 1/8 or 1/20 wave optics - either would be more than acceptable for most uses.  But the other sources 
that might also be behind this little scope are no slouches either.   It could be of Mizar Kenko or other origin that also 
had impressive scopes.  This one even uses the same style of hardware as the Takahashi’s of that era but that still 
doesn’t solve anything.  There is a lot of mystery that still lies behind these scopes.   

Sometime in the early 1990’s JSO was bought out by another Japanese company, Kenko, and they sold some rather 
similar scopes under that name for a short time.  There are rumors that some of the JSO opticians moved on to Taka-
hashi with the demise of JSO.  Pictures show that both prestigious companies used similar hardware back then. There 
are also some tantalizing old ads suggesting that many more telescopes of various designs from JSO are out there 
some place.  It would be a pity to pass these gems by and let them slip into obscurity.  Could such a treasure be as 
close as a local ad ?  

 

 

The JSO classic Newtonian “Halley’s 
Royal”.  130mm aperture, focal length: 
720mm Newtonian. (f/5.5).   
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I was tying to determine what I hope to achieve with this column, if anything, besides just indulging in my enjoyment of 
writing an article the last minute before it’s due.  Ultimately what I hope to do is dispel some anxiety and inspire a new 
imager or two. Last month I talked about how relatively short exposures can be stacked to end up with a nice image.  
 
The topic had come from the fact that currently I’m limited with the data I get because of using online telescopes, but 
even before, when I had my own gear I sometimes would take short exposures.  Most of the times it was deliberate but 
there was one time when I drove an hour to one of our favorite imaging spots only to realize I had forgot an important 
piece of my imaging gear... my laptop.  This basically meant I couldn’t use my autoguider and exposures were limited to 
the maximum time on my camera, 30 seconds.  These were the results of what I ended up with: 

 
 

 
 

 
As you can see, I didn’t need a laptop in the field and I didn’t need an autoguider.  I brought this up because often, po-
tential new astrophotographers face the issue of how expensive this hobby can be… it can be daunting.  When looking 
online you see how you need this and you need that, and it’s very easy to see when you “need” all these things how 
quickly the $$ figure rises. Truth is, to start out, often you don’t need all those things, and it’s more a matter of picking 
your targets.     
 
In the above examples, I used a modest refractor with a good mount.  Although I could have achieved the same results 
with a less expensive mount the cost could still add up to $1,000 or more… and for a possible hobby you may or may 
not enjoy that’s a pretty big commitment!  I myself, have been guilty of saying you need this or that but as with many 
things in life, when you don’t have something, you learn to adapt.   That being said, these last few months have been a 
learning curve for me. 
 
You may have noticed that I’ve been repeating myself about short exposures, and there’s a big reason for this.  The 
longer the exposure the greater chance of errors/issues showing up, thusly the reverse is true (to an extent).  The big-
gest “problem” with astrophotography is trying to match the rotation of the earth... this is what all those mounts that 
track try and do.  Since no mount is perfect, this is where other equipment like autoguiders come into play.  However, 
by taking short exposures you can start eliminating certain pieces of equipment… go with a wider field as well and now 
you can eliminate even more equipment, and the less equipment you need the cheaper it is to start. 
 

Digital Journeys 
Kevin Galka  
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We’ve all seen beautiful aurora shots 
from local members (one in particular 
really enjoys them!) and great shots of 
the moon… that is astrophotography and 
it’s a great place to start.   
 
But surprisingly you can also get some 
nice deep sky images with only a camera 
and a tripod.    
 
For this photo, the camera used was an 
XSi, IS0 800 and a 15second exposure.  
 

This image, while the result of being 
stacked and processed, was obtained by 
32 x 10 seconds exposures from a camera 
on a tripod.  No tracking, or anything else, 
just short exposures and a wide field. 

Alas, you do need a computer and software to process the final result, but as many of us already have a computer that 
just leaves the software.  There are many ways to spend lots of money with the software, but there are a few inexpen-
sive solutions too.  For $10/month you can get a subscription to Adobe Cloud (and can cancel anytime), that gives you 
access to both Photoshop and Lightroom.  
 
So, if you already own a camera and are interested in trying your hand in astrophotography, get out to a dark sky and 
start taking those exposures!   Just remember that it takes time and practice to get images like the one above, but 
don’t be discouraged… and if your very first attempt at astrophotography turns out like the Orion example… I hate 
you  ;-) 

Clear skies! 

Kevin 
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Winter Observing Projects 
Mike Karakas 

 
How much observing have you been doing this winter?  Not motivated to travel outside the city to see your favorite deep 
sky objects?   Can’t blame you at all.   Most of us go into hibernation mode when the mercury drops below the point of 
personal comfort.   And I hate to state the obvious folks, but we’re not getting any younger.   As we age, our motivation 
seems to take a nose-drive.  Well take heart - winter is almost over and the temperatures are on the rise again.  
 
If you’re not into doing a Messier Marathon, here are some ideas to get you observing without any travel at all.  All are ac-
cessible from your backyard, balcony and some may even be visible from your living room window!  
 
Lunar Observing 
Personally, I have yet to become tired of observing the Moon.  It’s visible on most nights and you just can’t find a more ac-
cessible object in the night sky.  Seeing the progression of highlights and shadows along the terminator yield an ever 
changing landscape that never fails to impress even the most dedicated deep sky observer.  If you happen to own a pair of 
binoviewers, you owe it to yourself to try them on the moon - lunar features appear 3 dimensional!   
 
For those of us just starting off or looking for a more introductory lunar observing program, the National RASC offers a 
newly introduced Explore the Moon Observing Program.   This telescope program is based on the 94 lunar features listed 
and charted in the RASC Observer's Handbook, originally selected by Roy Bishop, who was Handbook editor for 19 
years. There is also a binocular program consisting of a reduced set of 40 features, so there’s something for everyone. 
 
For the serious lunar observer, the Isabel Williamson Lunar Observing Program, also offered by the RASC, is an incredibly 
well put together observing list dedicated to visual lunar discovery.  Since it’s inception in 2006, a mere 17 people across 
Canada have achieved this certificate, including only one from Manitoba.  I won’t want to embarrass this Manitoba RASC 
member by revealing his identity but his initials are Mike Stephans - congrats Mike!  Take a bow! 
 
I would certainly recommend that everyone take the opportunity to visit the National site and explore the details of these 
interesting programs to find one which best fits your observing goals. 
 
Winter Double Stars 
Double stars are a wonderful urban astronomy project at any time of the year, and there are numerous ones to choose 
from to suit your particular size of telescope.  The larger your telescope, the greater its resolving power, which means the 
closer a separation of double stars - all things being equal.   For example, double stars of equal brightness can be more eas-
ily split than ones with drastic magnitude differences, such as discussed below using Sirius.   I have found that an easy way 
to identify suitable double stars is by using a planetarium program.   For example, Sky Safari on your phone or tablet can be 
customised to identify double stars with a circle around them.   From there, it’s a matter of tracking them down.   
 
Before you start your quest, understand the theoretical resolving power of your telescope and choose your targets appro-
priately.   Keep in mind though that theoretical limits very rarely equal reality, but at least you will have a starting point.  
Other variables such as the optical quality of your telescope, how keen your eyesight is, and of course, how steady the see-
ing is will all play a role in how close a double star can be split. 
 
This formula can be used to determine your telescope resolving power (also known as Dawes Limit): 

R = 4.56/D, where “D” is in inches, and “R” in arc seconds 
 
The Sirius B Challenge - The Ultimate Double Star 
With our brightest star being at an elevation of less than 24 degrees above the horizon, it poses a similar challenge to as 
observing Venus which was mentioned in the January issue.  Thanks to this low elevation, it is very susceptible to atmos-
pheric turbulence, which translates to poor seeing.   For you snowbirds, it’s definitely worthwhile to observe it from a 
southern location where it is much higher in the sky. 
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Sirius A (the primary star) shines at a magnitude of –1.46, while our target star, Sirius B, is at magnitude 8.5.   The challenge 
is to spot Sirius B in the glare of its host, which is a full 10 magnitudes brighter.   
 
Sirius B orbits its parent star just over 50 years, and as of 2015, is separated by over 10 arc seconds.  It continues to widen 
it’s separation until 2022 (reaching maximum separation of 11.27”) and then its orbit slowly beings to close the gap.   As of 
2017, it’s separation reaches 10.74”, making a tough target more attainable.    

 
When attempting this challenge, try to keep Sirius A slightly out 
of the field of view to minimize it’s glare.  If this proves to be 
insufficient, create an occultation bar on one of your eyepieces 
to block out Sirius A.   Choose a plossl, kelner or orthoscopic, 
but not on one of your fancy 82 degree ones!     The National 
RASC website describes how best to approach observing it, and 
is well worth a try when the seeing conditions permit. 
 
For the imagers in the crowd, try taking a shot to see how dra-
matic the difference is in magnitude between the two, and the 
proximity of Sirius B is to its parent star. 

 
http://www.rasc.ca/sirius-b-observing-challenge 

 
 
 
 

Diagram courtesy of ASSA - SAAO. 
 
Glenlea Observatory 
If you’re craving a deep sky observing fix, then a visit to our observatory is in order.  As a member of our Centre, you are 
entitled to use of our observatory and warm room after an orientation from our Observatory Manager, Bryan Stach. 
 
Glenlea is a valuable resource for us and should be used as often as possible.  Because it is reasonably close to the city, it 
offers the best of both worlds - warmth and convenience, while still giving you the opportunity to observe deep sky targets.  
Contact Bryan to set up an appointment to get trained on the use of our dome, telescope and warm room.   Once the 
weather warms up, our Centre will be hosting regular public observing nights on the Saturday immediately following our 
monthly meeting (weather permitting).  This is an ideal time to meet other members and get some observing in. 
 
Solar Observing 
I would be remised if I didn’t mention solar observing as another enjoyable winter observing pursuit.  This type of observa-
tion is perhaps the most convenient of all during the winter months.  With the sun out, the mid-day temperature will be at 
its warmest - much warmer than on a clear night.   Find a sheltered place in your backyard on a sunny day, and you’ll be 
pleasantly surprised at how much passive solar heat makes solar observing in winter a very fulfilling experience.    On one 
day in January, the outdoor temperature was –15C, my thermometer read only –2C in the sun.   Even my dedicated solar 
telescope with a pressure tuner functioned just fine at those temperatures - another pleasant surprise!       
 
So as you can see, you have still plenty of observing options to get your telescope or binoculars out during the winter 
months.  Because in the end, it doesn’t matter how long it takes to complete a given observing program or even if you do it 
at all.  The important thing is that any observing makes us better at doing what we love to do - all year round. 
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NGC 4192 (M98)  
 
Photo by Kevin Galka 

NGC 4486 (M87): Virgo A with 
its jets 
 
Photo by Kevin Galka  
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The Moon: 
The craters Theophylus, Cyrillus 
and Madler 
 
Sketch by Gerry Smerchanski 

Next Open House: 
 

Wednesday, March 22, 2017 
6:30 pm 

394 University College 
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Finding the Observatory 
 

The Winnipeg Centre maintains 
a working observatory and 
warm room at the University of 
Manitoba’s Research Farm. The 
observatory contains a 30 cm 
Meade telescope on a fork 
mounting. Members of the 
Centre may sign out the use of 
this telescope provided they 
have first taken a short instruc-
tion course on its use.  
 
The Meade provides out-
standing views of the night sky. 
Its large aperture collects more 
than 1800 times as much light 
as the human eye. It is capable 
of magnifying more than 500 
times under favourable condi-
tions.  
 
The warm room provides a con-
venient place for members to 
take refuge from winter tem-
peratures and summer mosqui-
toes, or to wait out a passing 
cloud. The building also pro-
vides desk space and lighting 
for planning a night’s observing 
session. A cement pad in front 
of the warm room and observa-
tory provides a convenient 

space to place members’ telescopes while conducting personal observing programs.  
 
Etiquette requires that you approach the observing site with your headlights off if that’s possible on your model 
of car. Headlights should remain off, but you can still use your parking lights to drive. Proceed slowly, and be 
careful about parked cars along the road, or people walk-
ing. If you cannot turn off your headlights, make a card-
board or garbage bag mask to dim the lights. You might 
wish to turn around at the end of the road so that you are 
facing the direction back toward the highway at the end 
of the evening.  
 
Remember to close the gate if you are the last one to 
leave. 
 
Please contact Bryan Stach for observatory bookings. 


