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In Grade 3, I discovered the only children’s book on astronomy in my school library. It was the first time I had ever 
encountered any real facts about the stars and planets, and I devoured the book. I had always had an urge to know what 
was out there, and so I was able to find answers for some of my questions.  
 
The most amazing thing the book disclosed was that stars are suns, like our Sun, radiating their own heat and light. Some 
of them could have planets, like those in our solar system. This was such a powerful idea to me that I immediately shared 
it with my teacher, who seemed markedly less enchanted than I was with the profound implications. Nevertheless, I 
couldn’t wait for the next clear night when I could gaze at those remote suns, knowing their real nature for the first time. 
From then on, I was hooked.  
 
Two years later, in 1955, I was still blathering about astronomy so my father decided that a field trip might work off some 
of my youthful enthusiasm. He took me to the David Dunlap Observatory which even then, more than half a century ago, 
opened its big 74-inch telescope to public viewing on Saturday evenings from April to October. 
 
It was a glorious summer evening. The Milky Way was a powdery ribbon arching above the huge observatory dome. As 
we climbed the stairs to the observing level I was awestruck—the giant domed ceiling’s supporting ribs rose overhead as if 
reaching to infinity. And there at the centre of it all was a telescope as big as a school bus. 
 
Motors whirred, the lights dimmed, and two great shutters rumbled open, exposing the starry vault to the giant telescope. 
The astronomer on duty that night described how the telescope’s wagon-wheel-sized mirror collected starlight and 
reflected it to another mirror at the top of the tube, which then focused it into a concentrated cone at the telescope base. 
 
There, an eyepiece could be inserted to allow us to look at the celestial object whose light had taken thousands of years to 
reach Earth. When it was my turn, I climbed the ladder and peered into the eyepiece. At first, I could see nothing but 
darkness. Then I saw it. Swimming in the black abyss was a swarm of stars, like a pouch of diamonds dumped onto black 
velvet. This was a cluster of 100,000 stars, the astronomer explained, 30,000 light-years away. 
 
We looked at only one object that night at the observatory. But I was not about to leave without talking to the observatory 
director, the late Jack Heard. He was a kind and gentle man who patiently answered my questions about how big and how 
far. My father almost had to drag me away.  
 
The epilogue to this little story is that at an RASC meeting 12 years later, Dr. Heard introduced me to Henry King, the 
newly appointed director of the McLaughlin Planetarium, then under construction at the Royal Ontario Museum. Shortly 
thereafter, I was working full time at the planetarium. 

Terence Dickinson
 
Terence Dickinson is the author of 14 astronomy boo ks, and editor of SkyNews  magazine. H e has been a Member 
of the Order of Canada since 1995. He joined the RA SC Toronto Centre in 1958. 

Holiday Observing at the DDO December 2009  
Many people have been asking, and we plan to run a few (chilly) winter viewing nights at the David Dunlap 
Observatory. Come see the night sky through the largest optical telescope in Canada!  We'll be able to show many of 
the wonderful winter objects visible in the sky. We will be open for 3 evenings (weather dependent of course) for your 
viewing pleasure. The observatory will be open between 7-10pm on the dates below. You don't have to arrive at a 
specific time as these are "drop in" events. There is limited parking space. Roads and walkways on the property can be 
slippery and icy so we encourage everyone to be cautious when driving and walking on the property. Check our website 
on the day you're planning to stop by and look for the Go / NoGo decision  posted here.  We will only be open if the 
sky is clear  on these nights:  
 

Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday December 28, 29 and 3 0: 7pm-10pm 
 

Cost :  $5 for Adults, free for children 7-17.   No reservations required, just drop in. Visitors from the summer programs 
who were rained out, please bring your tickets to use these as rain check nights. Remember to dress as warmly  as if 
you were standing outside at night. There is no heat  in the observatory. 

 

 



For the holiday season, here's our guide to astronom ical gifts! 
 
The easiest pick of observing gear is a good pair of 
field, binoculars are useful in bird-watching or sports. Only the largest binoculars look out
of-place to the un-initiated.  
�
Ask for a sturdy pair of BAK-4 binoculars, because each side of the instrument is an 
independent optical system that has to be held parallel to the other side. Flimsy binoculars 
can lose their alignment too easily. Remember that larger binoculars are only better while 
they remain comfortable. Image-stabilized binoculars have become available in the last few 
years, but cost hundreds more. 

  

 

The best recommendation to anyone choosing their introductory telescope is to 
look for the largest instrument that is convenient. Convenience has a 
meaning for some than it does for others. Telescopes for the cottage or the 
countryside can get quite large, in order to ta
something that will not just fit in the car, but something that one person 
�
Newtonian
“largest convenient telescope” for a new astronomer with a car or a big backyard, 
producing the best results at the eye
are still econom
not optimal for terrestrial uses because they produce an image that is upside
down. 
�
Judge the difference between a cabinet
equatorial mount: we think t

 
If your cabin needs a telescope for spotting deer or loons down the lake, look for a 
refractor instead. Visitors to telescope stores are often drawn to refracting telescopes, as 
they have that classic “telescope shape”. However, it’s easy to walk away with an inferior 
instrument if there is uncertainty about what is “good”. 
 
Apochromatic refractors  are the choice for astronomers whose favourite targets are 
bright planets and moons, as other types of refract
into the image. An “apo” is expensive (starting over $500 for a small instrument with 
tripod and accessories), and the price increases rapidly as you go to larger apertures. But 
to an aficionado or a photographer, it's worth it. 
 
If apochromatics are out of your price range, avoid cheaper refractors unless you plan for 
a portable telescope to carry in a backpack or on public transit. A 
that's the same price as a cheap refractor will give you far 

Please donate to the Toronto Centre!  You may donate on
PayPal  system. You may donate as much (or as little) as you would like. Every little bit helps! Receipts are issued for 
donations over $10.00. The PayPal system allows you to donate any time, any where. Think of us during a windfall.
You may pay your on-line application by the following me

·  PayPal account (if you have one) 
·  VISA, MasterCard, or AMEX credit card
·  Bank account payment 

You may designate a purpose to a donation. If unspecified, the Toronto Centre Council will ensure your generous 
contribution is used effectively. 
Consider printing a hard copy of your receipt. You should receive an electronic receipt by e
Centre charitable registration number is 889410577.
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Up until now, “you get what you pay for” has been very true with regards to telescopes. If 
you pay very little money, you get very little quality and a frustrating instrument that ends up 
collecting dust in the garage.  
�
However, in honour of the International Year of Astronomy, several manufacturers have 
released affordable beginner telescopes that are of good enough quality to keep you taking 
them outside. These are the Celestron FirstScope , the Skywatcher Heritage 76 , and the 
Orion Funscope . All three are available in stores for under $100.  
�
An even less expensive option is the Galileoscope , designed by astronomers and 
educators and sold through the official International Year of Astronomy website 
(www.galileoscope.org). At $20, Galileoscope is designed to be an educational tool, and it 
comes in kit form so that you can learn about how a telescope is made as you put it 

together. Galileoscopes were made in limited numbers, and are hard to find.  They are usually on back order, so unless 
you find one, don’t count on it arriving in time to turn into a present. Aside from these four, telescopes under $100 are 
generally of very poor quality. 

Finally, don’t rule out purchasing a pre-owned telescope! Many telescope shops buy, sell, and trade used equipment. On 
the internet, you can find used equipment in the classified ads at  www.astrobuysell.com.    
  

Southern Ontario Telescope Shops 
Astro Mechanics Inc.   www.astromechanics.com  
Efstonscience    www.escience.ca  
Khan Scope Centre   www.khanscope.com  
Kitchener-Waterloo Telescope  www.kwtelescope.com  
O’Neil Photo and Optical Ltd.  www.oneilphoto.on.ca  
Perceptor    www.perceptor.ca  
The Scope Store at CamTech  www.camtechphoto.com  

 

 
Often adults with a growing interest in astronomy have an affinity for gadgetry. It 
is possible, for a few thousand dollars, for anyone to acquire a computerized 
telescope  and a camera like those used by expert astro-photographers.  
�
The ultimate dream for many is to have a private remotely operated 
observatory, and innovations such as the SkyShed Pod
(www.skyshedpod.com) backyard dome have made this goal less expensive. 
Unless you already have experience with computerized telescope setups, slow 
down! Remote observatories, even if they are only fifty feet outside, have 
unforeseen quirks such as cord-wrap problems to be overcome. Start small! 
�
A robotic Schmidt-Cassegrain  telescope can be a good basis for visual 
observing for years – and is a popular type for using in remote observatory 
setups if you want to expand into that later on.  

 
Most astronomical cameras are unsuitable for normal use on holidays or at parties. Astro-
photographers who want a camera for everything are best off with a digital SLR (single 
lens reflex) camera .  
�
Like its film ancestor, digital SLR lenses are removable and interchangeable, and the 
photographer has the option of manual control over many parameters, such as exposure 
time, f-stop, and more. Nikon and Canon are still the most popular makers, and therefore 
the accessories are easy to find. To attach a DSLR to a telescope, only the camera body is 
needed: no lenses. You'll need a T-ring and T-adaptor, both of which can be found in any 
good telescope shop. 

 

Did You Know…  
The eyepiece we use on the giant 74-inch 
Telescope at David Dunlap Observatory is a 
rare Masuyama  100mm lens, on loan 
courtesy of Orion Telescopes and 
Binoculars , a telescope manufacturer with 
offices near San Francisco, CA. 

(www.telescope.com) 
Thanks, Orion! 
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