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00:00:00 Victoria Fisher  

I’m the assistant curator of UTSIC, which includes the astronomy instruments. So 

we’ve been working with Lee Robbins [head librarian of the UofT Astronomy and 

Astrophysics Library] on that, as you probably know. 

 

00:00:12 John Percy 

So UTSIC is separate from your PhD work? Is that right? 

 

00:00:17 Victoria 

 Yeah, they overlap. So my work looks at the history of physics in collections at 

departments of physics across Canada, which in some cases includes some 

astronomical objects. So the physical sciences, usually, is where I spend my time. 

I was the person who did most of the cataloguing for the astronomy project. But 

I’m not an astronomer. 

 

00:00:45 John 

 Okay. Well I remember back when it was Paul [Greenham] and Erich. 

 

00:00:48 Victoria 

 Right. Yes, I now work with Erich, who’s still the curator at the collection. So I’m 

his second-in-command, as it were. He’s in France right now. 

 

00:01:04 John 

 And Risa, you’re a librarian slash student, right? 

 

00:01:07 Risa de Rege 

 Yes, that’s right. I’m a student at the Faculty of Information, and I work at the St. 

Michael’s College library. I don’t do much to do with science or astronomy in my 

work but it’s something I’m interested in. 

 

00:01:23 John 

 And I see you’re involved in musical groups on campus, which ones? 

 

00:01:27 Risa 

 Yes, not really anymore, not this year obviously, but I sang with the Vic Chorus at 

Victoria College, and the Hart House Chorus, and I played in the symphonic band 

at Hart House for several years as an undergrad. 

 

00:01:44 John 

 Okay, that’s great! And what kind of animals do you rescue? 
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00:01:47 Risa 

 I rescue cats. I foster kittens when there’s a need, which is a lot of the time. 

 

00:01:57 John 

 Okay, through one of the organizations like Annex Cat Rescue? 

 

00:02:00 Risa 

 Yeah, I’m with Team Cat Rescue but I have volunteered with Annex Cat Rescue 

in the past. 

 

00:02:06 John 

 Okay, so does my daughter. She has two Annex Cat Rescue ferals from oh, 12, 

13 years ago, they’re still hanging in there! 

 

00:02:20 Risa  

 Oh yeah, that’s great! I have one who’s my cat but I had to shut her out because 

she was being disruptive. 

 

00:02:29 John 

 Yeah, well my daughter’s cats appear in many of her lectures. 

 

00:02:33 Risa 

 Yes. Oh, and I know of you from a lecture you gave online sometime last year 

about misconceptions about astronomy and space. That was a lot of fun. 

 

00:02:45 John 

 Oh, yeah I’ve got one on archeoastronomy coming up in a week or two. It’s kind of 

fun to take everything virtual and we’re actually vamping our virtual program right 

now and really professionalizing it up and so forth. 

 

00:03:05 Risa 

 Great, it’s easier in some ways. 

 

00:03:08 Victoria 

The ability to attend things all over the world is really quite amazing. To be able to 

go and see things that otherwise you would not be able. 

 

00:03:21 John 

 Yeah. And you were involved in medieval studies as well? Is that right? 

 

00:03:23 Risa 

 Yes, I did a minor in medieval studies. 
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00:03:27 John 

 Okay. Yeah, my daughter was involved in that, many decades ago, so still knows 

all the people. 

 

00:03:35 Risa 

 Great, yeah, it’s a lot of the same people from when I studied there to now when I 

work there. 

 

00:03:40 John 

 Do either of you run into Randall Rosenfeld? 

 

00:03:45 Victoria 

 The name sounds familiar, but I’m… 

 

00:03:47 John 

 Okay, he’s the archivist from the Royal Astronomical Society of Canada. His 

background was in medieval studies. He was at the institute, that’s where he did 

his graduate work. But now he’s a really important person in terms of archival 

material in astronomy. He works with Lee Robbins, and various other people, and 

looks after the collection at the RASC, which is out at Dundas and Islington. So 

very much involved in astronomy archival material at a professional level. 

 

00:04:28 Victoria 

 Okay, that’s good, I’ve Googled him. I’m not sure I’ve met him, but Lee’s probably 

talked about him. We’ve been doing this project for a couple of years now, so he’s 

almost certainly come up.  

 

Great! So shall we get started? I don’t know if Risa was recording already. 

 

00:04:49 Risa 

 I started recording, but maybe we can start again. 

 

00:05:02 John 

 Sorry to bring up the biographical stuff, but it’s sort of nice if I know who you are 

as well as that you know who I am. 

 

00:05:05 Risa 

 Oh yeah, definitely. 

 

00:05:06 Victoria 

 Yeah, of course! No, it’s only fair. 

 

00:05:14 John 
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 So I have your list of questions in front of me, so if you want to start with that, that’s 

great. 

 

00:05:19 Victoria 

 Yes, I have these introductory questions just to get a sense, for the record, of who 

you are and your work and dates and things like that. And then we can talk about 

your questions, which I’ve printed out and made a few notes. And then depending 

on time we’ll go back to the more in-depth career questions. But really the purpose 

of this interview is to get a sense of the collection that we’ve got, make sure we’re 

not missing or misinterpreting something, or different names come up and all those 

different things which are really really useful in contextualizing and bringing this 

collection to life. So I’m really hoping we can do that by speaking to you and 

speaking to others who were around at the same time. 

 

00:06:03 John 

 Did you get in touch with Archie de Ridder [former operations manager and 

mechanical staff at the David Dunlap Observatory]? 

 

00:06:05 Victoria 

 Not yet. But it’s definitely on the list of things to do, because he would be an 

incredibly useful person to speak to. I have attempted to reach out, but I haven’t 

heard anything. 

 

00:06:22 John 

 Well he and Ian Shelton would be good, but Archie goes back a few more years. 

He knows about the nuts and bolts stuff of the Dunlap Observatory. 

 

00:06:31 Victoria 

 Yeah, Lee mentioned his name, it must have struck her that he would be a really 

good person. And I understand he’s still active, so hopefully he’ll be able or eager 

to speak to us. 

 

Right, so let’s just get you to introduce yourself and say who you are in relationship 

to the DDO and the Department of Astronomy and Astrophysics at UofT. 

 

00:06:59 John 

 Okay. My name is John Rees Percy, and my connections with DDO and the 

astronomy department go back a long way. I was an undergraduate in the 

astronomy program from ‘58 to ‘62. I was a graduate student in ‘62 to ‘63, and ‘65 

to ‘68. And then starting in ‘67, even before I finished my PhD, I started as a faculty 

member attached to the Mississauga campus, then called Erindale College. 

Technically I retired from there in 2007, and I’m based mainly on the St. George 

campus now, but I’m still on the rolls for UTM. In fact, just a few minutes ago I 

found that’s where I’m going to get my COVID-19 vaccine. 
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00:07:55 Victoria 

 Oh, that’s wonderful! Yeah, I’ve heard about their clinics. We’re actually 

investigating, seeing if we can do some collections from those kind of 

environments, it’s obviously such an important time. 

 

00:08:04 John 

 So yeah, those were my connections with UofT. The two or three years missing 

there I went to teacher’s college, taught high school for a year, and ever since then 

I’ve been very much involved in school astronomy curriculum. I still am, to a lesser 

extent.  

 

So then what roles did I hold during my time? I mentioned that from ‘67 to 2007 I 

was based at UTM, where I did a number of things including associate dean and 

vice principal, blah blah blah. And since 2007 I’ve been based mainly downtown 

as a fairly active professor emeritus. And I’m still core faculty for the [Centre for 

Mathematics, Science and Technology Education], which is based at OISE. The 

role that I currently hold is professor emeritus, bracket “active”, and that’s it! 

 

00:09:07 Victoria 

Splendid. So you started at the university in 1958? 

 

00:09:14 John 

That’s right. By 1960 I more or less had to choose what my major was going to be, 

between astronomy and physics, and actually going on to the next of the career 

questions, the thing that differentiated at that time was that it was a very very 

exciting time for astronomy. There were all sorts of developments, both in space 

exploration and also in fundamental astronomical things like black holes and 

pulsars and cosmology. But the other thing was that the instructors in astronomy 

were much more appealing to me than the ones in physics, who were still stuck in 

the dark ages. So the people I had as my professors as an undergraduate were 

really important in setting me on the track to astronomy, but also influenced what I 

was interested in for my career. Not just research-wise, but also in teaching and 

public outreach. 

 

00:10:17 Victoria 

 Is there anybody who stands out from that group of people who were really 

influential in looking more forward-looking to you than the physics was? 

 

00:10:27 John 

 Well, several of them but in different ways. My initial graduate supervisor, Pierre 

Demarque, was a theoretician, but he left and I started working with Don Fernie, 

who’s actually still alive I think. I haven’t seen him for quite a while, and he was 

deteriorating mentally, but he was actually director of the observatory for many 
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years, and chairman of the astronomy department. But the other people, Don 

MacRae was an outstanding teacher, and I think he really mentored me to really 

be as good a teacher as I possibly could. And then there were people like Helen 

Sawyer Hogg who were intensely involved in public outreach, which I still am. So 

again there were strong influences. And then other people like Ruth Northcott and 

Jack Heard were very much involved with the Royal Astronomical Society, which 

had a large component of amateur members. And that got me interested in the 

importance of amateurs and how they could help with both outreach and research. 

So all of them in their different ways were extremely influential. 

 

00:11:43 Victoria 

 It sounds to me like the vibrancy of the department, the outreach elements, was 

something that attracted you to the field? 

 

00:11:53 John 

 It was, but at the same time we had the largest telescope in Canada. And there 

were other people like Sidney van den Bergh doing frontier research. So it wasn’t 

that we were just doing teaching and outreach, it was that aside from the research 

that we all tend to get identified for, teaching and outreach were considered to be 

an important part of what we do.  

 

And the unique thing about astronomy I think is that it does have this appeal to the 

public. And even to those who can do it as a hobby. It’s pretty hard for theoretical 

physics to attract amateurs, and for the public to take too much interest. But they 

are always interested in cosmology. 

 

00:12:45 Victoria 

 Yeah, I think there’s certainly an element of truth in that. When did you first go to 

the Dunlap Observatory? Did you go from the beginning in 1958? 

 

00:12:59 John 

 Really we only went to the observatory in our fourth year. So your courses were 

given there, the weekly colloquia were up there. Because we had a fair number of 

math and physics courses, and a few humanities options, those were all down on 

the main campus. So I don’t actually remember going to the observatory before 

fourth year, though I probably did on a field trip. 

 

00:13:28 Victoria 

 Right, so your experience of the observatory probably begins around 1962? 

 

00:13:32 John 

 ‘61, possibly 1960, 1961. 

 

00:13:43 Victoria 
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 Okay. That’s handy to know, so we know when your reminiscences are beginning. 

So why don’t we go over to your questions and comments and have a look at the 

collection stuff? 

 

00:13:57 John 

 Yeah, I’m looking at this list of career questions, do you want to go through those? 

 

00:14:02 Victoria 

 Sure, if you’d like to go through those now we can come back to the objects. And 

maybe that will give us some context for when we’re talking about them. 

 

00:14:08 John 

 Okay, well as long as you don’t object I’ll just go through those. 

 

00:14:16 Victoria 

 Yeah, of course. We discussed about when you became interested in astronomy. 

So when did you start working at UofT and what role? 

 

00:14:23 John 

 Well, going back one step briefly, unlike some astronomers I didn’t become 

interested in it when I was in public school or high school. I wasn’t an amateur 

astronomer when I was in school. It wasn’t really until university when I first of all 

encountered all the exciting things that were happening in astronomy. Also 

encountered such good instructors in astronomy, so those two things together led 

me to go into astronomy rather than to physics or math or something like that. 

 

I guess the first working that I did at UofT was when I was a master’s student, and 

they gave me a graduate fellowship that required me to do virtually all of the school 

programs of the public programs at DDO. So that was really my first role as a semi-

employed person there. And of course it was something that got me set off on my 

interest in both school astronomy and public outreach.  

 

00:15:32 Victoria 

 Can you tell us about what that entailed? What were the programs? 

 

00:15:37 John 

 Well, there were several aspects. The school programs were during the daytime, 

so there wasn’t the option of looking through the telescope, but there was the 

option of looking at the telescope and showing how it moved and I assume that 

maybe you have been to the observatory; if you see the dome and the telescope 

move it’s really quite an experience. You’ve got this huge piece of machinery like 

that. And then the rest of the time was spent in the auditorium at the observatory. 

Traditionally I’d show a wonderful half-hour film called Universe [1960, dir. Roman 

Kroitor and Colin Low], made by the National Film Board, which is a really really 
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important contribution to astronomy understanding in Canada. It won all kinds of 

awards. And that plus a talk plus lots of questions and answers, that was good for 

both the school kids and for the general public as well. They all like to ask 

questions. 

 

00:16:39 Victoria 

 That’s funny, I was just mentioning that documentary to Risa just before you 

arrived because some of your comments made me think of the scenes you see in 

that film. Which is really an amazing film, and I’ll send it to Risa because she hasn’t 

seen that context. 

 

00:17:04 John 

 Yeah, it’s freely available online. 

 

00:17:07 Victoria 

 Yes, it’s on YouTube and it’s on the CBC. It’s called Universe. It’s directed by 

Kroitor, I think. 

 

00:17:18 John 

 Yes, it had some small role in starting IMAX and some small role in 2001: A Space 

Odyssey.  

 

00:17:31 Victoria 

 Yes, it’s a wonderful film and I’m hoping I can ask you a few questions about that. 

Maybe we’ll come back because I wanted to ask you about some of the clocks in 

some of the scenes, but let’s loop back to that. 
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Don MacRae in Universe (1960), dir. Roman Kroitor and Colin Low, National Film Board of Canada. 

 

00:17:44 John 

 Well, the star of that of course was Don MacRae, who I mentioned as one of my 

prime mentors as a teacher. And the quirky thing about that is you’ll notice he’s 

actually wearing a jacket and tie, or at least he’s wearing a tie. Maybe it was done 

in those days when they were actually operating the telescope, but I think it was 

just done for the film. 

 

00:18:10 Victoria 

 I did notice that. I actually have it opened here at the moment. There’s one thing 

we can talk about right now because we do have an artifact in the collection which 

is a fake award for Don MacRae. Did you see that when you were looking through? 

It was given by the department, hold on a second… 

 

00:18:49 John 

 That’s the sort of Oscar? 

 

00:18:50 Victoria 

 Yes, the fake Oscar. 
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Left: “Oscar” statuette given to Dr. Don MacRae by the DDO for his appearance in the 1960 film Universe, UTSIC 

Accession Number: 2019.ast.230. Right: Don MacRae with the “Oscar” statuette, from the Department of Astronomy 

and Astrophysics webpage page “Donald Alexander MacRae (1916-2006)”, 

http://www.astro.utoronto.ca/about/history/donald-alexander-macrae/, accessed July 18, 2021. 

 

00:18:53 John 

 Okay. I wrote a short article in the RASC Journal about Don MacRae because I 

felt he was under-known among people in Canada. And I included a picture of him 

receiving that quasi-Oscar.  

 

00:19:20 Victoria 

 It must have been just before your time? 

 

00:19:24 John 

 I don’t remember, but it would have depended on when it was presented. Whether 

it was an occasion where the students were around or whether it was just 

something that was done at the observatory that was done by the resident staff 

there. 

 

00:19:38 Victoria 

 I remember seeing that fake award. Was it on display somewhere or was it 

something that Don MacRae had in his office? 

 

00:19:47 John 

 It was in his office, as I remember. 

http://www.astro.utoronto.ca/about/history/donald-alexander-macrae/
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00:19:49 Victoria 

 Okay, well that’s good to know cause that gives us some context about that. 

Fantastic, alright. So we’ve covered when you started working. You started 

working during your master’s, and then presumably continued during your PhD? 

 

00:20:03 John  

 In 1967 I started for real as a faculty member. Some of my teaching was at UTM 

and some was downtown. 

 

00:20:15 Victoria 

 What teaching was there at UTM at that time? 

 

00:20:20 John 

 For a year or two it was just me, I was the only astronomer there, and so I can’t 

remember. We certainly would have taught introductory astronomy for non-

specialists. Then a couple of years later we got a second astronomer, and there 

were two astronomers there until 2007 when I retired. And believe it or not we’re 

only just now looking for a replacement, 14 years later! 

 

00:20:51 Victoria 

 Wow. Yeah, these things turn over slow. 

 

00:20:52 John 

 There’s a fourth-year/graduate course on astrophysics. That was my downtown 

teaching.  

 

00:21:03 Victoria 

 Okay, and at Erindale it must have been undergraduate? And then if students 

wanted to go on they would come downtown. 

 

00:21:11 John 

 Yeah, that’s right.  

 

00:21:15 Victoria 

 Alright, so that was your first job and then you continued in that job. Were there 

any shifts or changes in the course of your career that stand out? 

 

00:21:26 John 

 Well, the only thing is that in the last ten years or so that I was at UTM they 

developed an undergraduate science education program. It was a program that 

science students could take along with whatever their major was. That was actually 

quite successful; the only reason it wasn’t continued after I retired is that the 

administration - well, I was going to say they made a foolish mistake - what they 
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did was invested heavily in a concurrent teacher education program, which 

eventually died because there wasn’t any demand for schoolteachers anymore. 

So sadly that program died, even though it was quite popular for students who 

were in the sciences. 

 

00:22:17 Risa 

 So that program would have been to train science teachers? 

 

00:22:21 John 

 Well, it was on the grounds that virtually every science graduate has to do some 

form of education, no matter what they’re doing, whether they’re in industry or 

whether they’re actually employed in formal education or whether they want to 

become a researched but have to deal with the public and the media and so forth. 

That was the philosophy. My students have gone on to a wide variety of different 

careers from that particular program. 

 

00:22:54 Victoria 

 So that was a program that you could major or minor in? 

 

00:22:58 John 

 It was just a minor program; I was the only person who was doing the core courses, 

of which there were two, and then there were other courses that we already had 

there that students could take as part of the program. 

 

00:23:13 Victoria 

 Right, and then you must have attracted people from outside the minor, taking just 

one or two courses? 

 

00:23:19 John 

 Yes, quite a variety of people. 

 

00:23:22 Victoria 

 Cool, that sounds like a very interesting program to be honest. So that would be 

one of the projects that you worked on in your time at UofT; are there any other 

projects, whether they’re research or teaching? 

 

00:23:35 John 

 Let me deal with the four questions there more or less at the same time, because 

they’re interrelated. All of my research work right from the beginning has been the 

study of stellar evolution, using what are called variable stars: stars that actually 

vary in brightness because they’re doing things like pulsating or exploding or 

whatever. So initially that research was done with computers, and I actually wrote 

an interesting thing for the RASC journal on how computing has evolved since 
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1962 to the present. Initially we were using a mainframe that took up a whole room 

on campus.  

 

Then at the same time I started developing an interest in observation, partly 

because of Don Fernie who was basically an observer. I started using the 19-inch 

telescope at DDO, which is the one made by professor R. [Reynold] K. Young 

before the DDO actually opened. And since then I’ve continued doing variable 

stars and stellar evolution.  

 

For quite a while I would go to Arizona to use a small telescope at the Kitt Peak 

National Observatory, outside of Tucson, Arizona. Then I started using various 

robotic telescopes. They became a big thing in the 1980s when computers and 

other electronics became quite simple and even amateur astronomers were 

operating these. And in one way or another I continued to use this kind of facility; 

I’m using it even today, mostly for a large professional project with telescopes 

around the world. 

 

But the other thing I’ve really made a lot of use of in my research is work 

contributed by skilled amateur astronomers through an organization called the 

American Association of Variable Star Observers [AAVSO], based in Cambridge, 

Massachusetts. They were founded in 1911. So they have this incredible century-

long archive of measurements of variable stars, which I and my students have 

continued to use for something like 40 years now. So that’s more or less what my 

research has been all about. But otherwise I have these interests in public outreach 

astronomy, and I’m a great shill for organizations. Any time I encounter an 

organization that’s doing things that I’m interested in, I not only join but I try and 

become very active so I’ve actually served in leadership roles in all kinds of 

scientific education organizations, so I get to travel a lot (or at least I did get to 

travel a lot before I retired), and it was encountering people like myself in all 

different parts of the world, including the developing world as well as the more 

developed locations, and so forth. So that’s always been a big part of what I’m 

doing, is trying to provide support and leadership for worthwhile organizations. 

Whether it’s the RASC or the AAVSO any of half a dozen organizations. 

 

For six years I was vice-chair of the board of the Ontario Science Centre; spent a 

fair amount of time there in a voluntary role. The Science Teachers’ Association, 

which is for a school science teachers as well. So this is a fun part of my career. I 

don’t do so much of that now; I’m still involved with the RASC and the AAVSO, but 

in a much smaller way. 

 

But, [Question] 5, like, “Can you describe the process of operating these 

instruments” because first of all it’s rather straightforward, but so many of my 

observations come from robotic telescopes or archives or amateur astronomers. I 

really don’t need to know how they were obtained, other than to make sure that 
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there was the quality control that was needed if you’re going to use those for 

scientific purposes. 

 

00:28:20 Victoria 

 So let’s talk about the robotic telescopes. You mean telescopes that can be 

operated remotely? 

 

00:28:29 John 

 That’s right. They set up on a mountaintop and they are completely remotely 

controlled. If they’re smart they know to open up when it’s dark, but not if it’s raining 

out, and things like that. 

 

00:28:42 Victoria 

 So are you operating these at all or are you one step removed from the people 

who are operating them and using them? 

 

00:28:49 John 

 I was one step removed from this. Most of them you paid a small fee to access the 

data, which was fine; I had a research grant from NSERC and so forth. And 

nowadays there are things like this that are totally free. There’s a project that’s 

called Assassin, which has small telescopes on a bunch of places around the 

world, but it is completely funded through foundations, the Science Foundation. 

The data is just sitting there by the gazillion, so my students can just download this 

and analyze it. There’s much more data there than has ever been properly 

analyzed. So it’s a great resource for students and amateur astronomers. 

 

00:28:43 Victoria 

 Yeah, I can imagine the volumes that are out there. So when you are looking at 

variable stars, for the record, what are you looking for? 

 

00:29:54 John 

 For measuring the brightness of them at any one time, relative to some standard 

system of stellar brightnesses. What that normally means is that if there is a 

variable star and a star next to it in the sky that’s not variable, you simply measure 

the difference between the two. So that’s much more accurate to do than trying to 

just measure the variable star relative to some other frame of reference. 

 

00:30:27 Victoria 

 How are you measuring the variable brightness? Is it by eye? 

 

00:30:33 John 

 It’s a skill to do it by eye, and that’s perfectly okay if the variability is large. 

Otherwise you use some kind of electronic device. Back in the 80s it was 

photoelectric photometers, which had light-sensitive photo tubes in them. Now it’s 
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a CCD [charge-coupled device] camera which is more or less like what you’ve got 

on your camera or smartphone. Both professionals and amateurs use them.  

 

One small comment that I would have made about photometers in the early days: 

you couldn’t actually buy a photoelectric photometer commercially. So people like 

Don Fernie basically built their own instruments. So them together with people like 

Archie de Ridder who had good technical skills, they would together build 

instruments. Likewise for the 74-inch at DDO, the spectrograph was built by the 

astronomers and the technicians together as a unique device, not commercially 

purchased. A big change occurred in the 80s because photometers became 

commercially available at a reasonable cost, and so all sorts of skilled amateurs 

got involved in first buying and using them, so one of the things I did was to co-

direct the photoelectric program for the AVSO. And another thing is that some of 

them set up these robotic observatories because they had really good computer 

skills. And so they provide a service to professional astronomers like me. 

 

00:32:18 Victoria 

 Right, and so when you’re using the photometer before the 1980s, this is based 

on looking at photographic plates? 

 

00:32:29 John 

 No, it would have had a light-sensitive photo tube. 

 

00:32:35 Victoria 

 Okay, so it’s directly measuring? 

 

00:32:38 John 

 Yeah, so basically the light falls on a light-sensitive electronic surface, and the 

amount of current that it generates is what you measure. One of the things that 

might be in the instrument collection is a chart recorder. Back in the 60s that’s 

basically what you would use. You would record the signal as the deflection on a 

chart recorder, and then you’d literally measure that with a ruler. 

 

00:33:09 Victoria 

 This is a linear chart recorder, with a line? 

 

00:33:14 John 

 Yeah. And then shortly after that there were electronic devices that could simply 

read the current for you, and you would copy down a bunch of numbers. So you’d 

measure the variable star, you’d measure the non-variable star next to it, and from 

the relative signals you’d figure out the brightness of the variable star relative to 

the other one. 

 

00:33:44 Victoria 
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 Right, and what’s the end goal of looking at all these variable stars? 

 

00:33:46 John 

 The goal is that a star that is varying in brightness tells you a lot more about itself 

than a star that doesn’t vary in brightness. Most of the stars that I study are 

pulsating variable stars. They expand in and out, and the time that it requires them 

to is related to their size and absolute power output. This actually gives you a tool 

for some kinds of variable stars for measuring distances in the universe. And there 

are supernovas, which are stars that explode, they rise in brightness by factors of 

a billion, and then they gradually fade away. These are variable stars, and we know 

what their peak power output is, and when we compare that with their apparent 

peak then we can figure out how far away they are. That’s how we know the 

expansion of the universe is accelerating, which generated a Nobel Prize a few 

years ago. So again it depends on the study of variable stars. 

 

00:35:10 Victoria 

 Little stars - well, I guess they’re not little; little from here - big picture. I was making 

notes as you were talking; you said that R. K. Young made a 19-inch telescope? 

Which telescope? 

 

00:35:30 John 

That’s right. The telescope in the south dome of the observatory.  

 

00:35:35 Victoria 

 And is it still there? 

 

00:35:37 John 

 As far as I know it’s still there. I haven’t had reason to access it for years. 

 

00:35:43 Victoria 

Right, yeah. I know that because the collection got split up, there are some things 

that are still at the observatory, many things are downtown, many things are at the 

Canada Science and Tech Museum. So just trying to keep track of everything.  

 

00:35:59 John 

 Well the refractor telescope from the north dome went to Ottawa. The centre dome 

is still there. It was used primarily for spectroscopy, not photometry.  

 

00:36:16 Victoria 

 Okay, I think that’s everything. Risa, did you have any questions, because that was 

a lot of information from that period of time? 

 

00:36:22 Risa 

 No, I’m good for now I think. 
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00:36:27 Victoria 

 Okay, so let’s move on. Question 5 is “can you describe the process of operating 

these instruments?” We already went over that; maybe more stuff will come up 

when we talk about teaching.  

 

So did you teach at the university, what kind of instruments did you use to teach? 

And you wrote about that on your sheets. You wrote about the globes and some 

of the other things, so maybe we could talk about some of those things with 

reference to the collection. 

 

00:36:56 John 

 So the answer is yes, I did teach at the university. I taught a lot of introductory 

astronomy courses for non-science students. I taught other things: I taught a 

course which was very similar to a course that’s taught downtown on astrobiology. 

It’s a very popular course that attracts like 500 students. I had a slightly different 

version at UTM called “cosmic evolution,” so I taught that. For a while I taught a 

fourth-year/graduate course in astrophysics, and then there was a graduate course 

on variable stars, but there’s not so many students now that are interested in that, 

so it hasn’t been taught for many decades.  

 

That was basically the teaching, and in terms of the technology the first thing that 

jumped out at me in the collection is all these globes. So that thing that I sent you, 

I tried to give a thumbnail picture of how the globes evolved from when classes 

were very very small and there were virtually one-on-one tutorials and you could 

stand around one of these substantial globes and figure out what you needed to 

know. And then when are classes got really large we couldn’t afford the expensive 

globes so we started getting these plastic ones, which did have this advantage that 

they were transparent. So you could get a sense of how the sky looks from the 

centre, which is where the observer is, rather than always looking at the globe from 

outside, which is not the way we look at the sky; we look at it from the inside. 
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Torica Astro Globe, UTSIC Accession Number: 2019.ast.280. 

 

00:38:57 Victoria 

 So the Torica Astro Globe, which I think there are three or four in the catalogue. 

 

00:39:07 John 

 Initially there were probably 20 or 30, but they didn’t last very long. 

 

00:39:11 Victoria 

 Oh, that’s good to know that there were about 20 or 30. And yeah, these have a 

little earth in the centre with I think a moon going around it and then the celestial 

sphere, as it were, on the outside. 

 

00:39:27 John 

 One thing that we learned over the last few years is that the kind of scale models 

and demonstration equipment that are used to teach don’t actually work very well.  

 

00:39:41 Victoria 

 That’s one thing I was hoping you would talk more about. 

 

00:39:45 John 

 In my work in science education, and at OISE, we did various studies of whether 

students and teachers really understood the causes of the seasons and the causes 
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of the moon phases. And what we quickly learned is that they didn’t, even if they’d 

taken astronomy in public school and high school, even if they’d taken introductory 

astronomy in college. The traditional ways of teaching these concepts simply don’t 

work. Which was kind of interesting. 

 

00:41:04 Victoria 

 In what way are they problematic? In what way are they not conveying? 

 

00:41:09 John 

 If you look at some of the demonstration equipment in the collection here, you find 

these scale models, like “earth, moon, sun [tellurium].” And for that the scale is 

totally wrong. You get the impression that the moon is very very close to the earth, 

and that the earth is very close to the sun, which then makes it very difficult to 

understand the cause of the seasons and seasonal changes in temperature. So 

these things, and particularly two-dimensional illustrations in textbooks, have 

caused more harm than good. 

 

 
Earth, Moon and Sun Tellurium, UTSIC Accession Number: 2019.ast.277. 

 

00:42:00 Victoria 

 Right, that’s very interesting! So they’re sort of giving people a misleading mental 

model of the universe. That’s interesting. I was a teacher for a couple of years so 

I’m interested in this kind of thing. 

 

00:42:13 John 

 Yeah, so looking for interesting parts in my career, that was one. And it all started 

when OISE became a real part of the University of Toronto, and their students 

could take work-study positions. I had a young graduate student, Mindy Kalchman, 
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who came to me applying for my work-study position in education. Her background 

was that she’d been a teacher in a public school and become very interested in 

the underpinnings of what she was teaching and the texts that were used. And it 

was actually here that got me started at OISE and doing some of these interesting 

studies, because she had aced introductory astronomy in university, and when she 

went to teach it in school she found she had all these misconceptions. And it had 

a huge impact on her, so she went back at did a PhD, and she’s now a faculty 

member in Chicago and devotes her life to doing education research. 

 

00:43:26 Victoria 

 That’s very interesting. 

 

00:43:28 John 

 So some of the teaching technologies weren’t terribly useful. The other important 

technology we were using was audio-visual. Slides and things like that. So we 

progressed up from using lantern slides, which I never did, and then used 35mm 

slides which I did for about 30 years, and then overhead transparencies for another 

20, and then finally PowerPoint. Actually the content of these things hasn’t really 

changed. It was two-dimensional images on a screen, and they’re intended to 

show you something or entice you or engage you. 

 

00:44:13 Victoria 

 Do you ever use software when you’re teaching? 

 

00:44:22 John 

 I tend not to because I haven’t really done undergraduate teaching since 2007. 

There were things that I knew that some students were using, particularly a 

program called Stellarium which is a good representation of the night sky.  

 

00:44:45 Victoria 

 But you’ve never used it yourself? 

 

00:44:48 John 

 Never used it myself. 

 

00:44:51 Victoria 

 Right, so we talked about the instruments you used to teach, things like the process 

of operating these instruments a bit. A big question I had was about things like a 

teaching globe that’s just a grid, there’s nothing on it, it’s completely blank. Do you 

remember using stuff like that? Do you remember what they might have been used 

for? 

 

00:45:13 John 



Interview with Dr. John Percy         21 

 The interesting thing was when I started in 1967 the first thing that you did in your 

introductory astronomy course for non-science students was to introduce them to 

spherical trigonometry. The trigonometry of the celestial sphere, the right 

ascension and declination equivalent to longitude and latitude. That totally 

changed within three years because first of all students couldn’t relate to it; they 

were supposed to be non-science students and here you were doing spherical 

trigonometry with them. So that completely went out the window. But for teaching 

those concepts, and astronomy was taught as a more mathematical one instead 

of a more physical one, you had to have ways of picturing the celestial coordinates 

like latitude and longitude, and represent oceans on the sky and so on and so forth. 

Not terribly effective, as I indicated, and it didn’t last very long. That’s one of the 

reasons why you find so many globes in your collection, most of them dating back 

I think to pre-1960. 

 

Now, my favourite globe - and I think I indicated this in the notes that I sent you - 

was the one almost at the end of the collection here that just says “star globe.” And 

it’s a white globe in a square wooden box, with some brass rings on it. 

 

00:47:09 Victoria 

 This is 2012.ast.22, just for the record so we can find it again. 
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Star Globe, UTSIC Accession Number: 2012.ast.22. 

 

00:47:15 John 

 This is the one that I used all the time. I spent ten years as the editor of the RASC 

Observer’s Handbook. And I had to be able to generate some sky predictions, how 

far above the horizon was Mercury or something like that. And that particular globe 

was not just a work of art but a very fine quantitative device. That’s the one of those 

globes that I really made a huge amount of use of, right from the beginning. I would 

probably still use it today if I had to. 

 

00:47:55 Victoria 

 Can you describe how, if you can without the instrument, you would approach 

doing that? 

 

00:48:12 John 

 The white globe itself rotates on an axis to represent the earth’s rotation axis. And 

so you could set it for some particular date and time, and then for every single 

planet or star that might be on the globe (if it’s a moving planet you’d have to figure 

out its right ascension and declination). But then using the brass scales you could 

figure out the exact altitude and azimuth that you would find that object at. By 
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adjusting the axis you can find any location, whether it’s Toronto or the North Pole 

or whatever. So it was a very versatile device, and accurate to pretty much one or 

two degrees which was all you needed for those purposes. 

 

00:49:10 Victoria 

 Was it the only example of that kind of thing at that level at the department, or was 

it one of a set and you were using a favourite? 

 

00:49:19 John 

 There were maybe four or five of them. I actually commandeered one of them 

because nobody else was using them, and it spent the last 30 years in my office 

because I used it so much. 

 

00:49:33 Victoria 

 Do you think that could be the one in the collection, or do you still know where that 

one is? 

 

00:49:40 John 

 I don’t know, I don’t have it in my office anymore. I think I returned it to wherever it 

was supposed to go. 

 

00:49:47 Victoria 

 This could be the one you used? 

 

00:49:48 John 

 This could be the one. 

 

00:49:51 Victoria 

 Okay, great, that’s fantastic to know. That’s really helpful; I can add that into our 

collection notes and we’ll have a real usage. So there were a few of these; you 

were using one in your office. Where were the others have been stored? So you 

had one at UTM. 

 

00:50:10 John 

 No, I don’t think I took one to UTM. But there was a storage room where all this 

stuff was kept, and I remember the final transition from that storage room to UTSIC, 

finally you people took over our collection, much of it is in the collection now. But 

we had a room where all the globes and all the old demonstration equipment was 

kept. Most of it was never used anymore! But there it was, sitting tall on shelves. 

If I did need something, then I could borrow it from there. 

 

00:50:54 Victoria 

 That’s great, that’s really super helpful. I’m hoping to get a lot of these little pictures 

of how things came out. So moving on in the questions, did you work at other 
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observatories or departments during your career? We already talked about the 

remote work, and you mentioned Kitt Peak. 

 

00:51:18 John 

 I was pretty much at Toronto all the time. I took a year at Cambridge on research, 

not to use observatories there but to use their computer. I did go to Kitt Peak 

National Observatory quite regularly for quite a while, but it got in the way of my 

teaching and other things. Particularly after robotic telescopes appeared, I really 

didn’t need to go there for two weeks a year. I had some interesting exchange 

visits to Czechoslovakia and to China and to New Zealand, but most of the time I 

was in Toronto. 

 

00:52:02 Victoria 

 Right, so you reminded me about your use of computers. I think you mentioned 

the computers in your notes, and you mentioned going to Cambridge to visit the 

computers. So that would be an example of an instrument you used. Can you talk 

a little bit about computers? And I know also you mentioned the Monroe 

mechanical calculator; I’m not sure if you’d consider that part of that group. 

 

00:52:24 John 

 Well, prior to computers, there were these electromechanical devices like the 

Monroe. I think I mentioned that Helen Hogg had this incredible little [calculator] - 

it was about the size of a pound of butter - and it had a little handle that you rotated 

it. And once you knew how to use it you could do calculations really really fast. So 

on occasion, at our Christmas gatherings for instance, she’d pull out this little 

device and show how you could do calculations to eight significant figures on this 

little mechanical device. 

 

00:53:06 Victoria 

 Was it a Curta calculator? 

 

00:53:09 John 

 It was like that; I don’t remember if that was the brand that she had. 

 

00:53:13 Victoria 

 Okay, very similar to that because it was the handle and it’s hand-held. 

 

00:53:16 John 

 Yeah. And I do remember using the Monroe quite a bit. The computers were 

interesting because when we learned computing in our fourth year we had to learn 

to program in machine languages. Compilers weren’t available for things like 

FORTRAN. At that time we ran our programs on the University’s mainframe 

computer, which occupied most of a large room. 
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00:53:54 Victoria 

 Was this in the building that’s now Sandford Fleming? 

 

00:53:59 John 

 I think that’s where it was, yeah. Fairly soon we actually took over one of the 

University’s semi-obsolete mainframes, and it was installed in the McLennan 

building. So we had our own huge computer. I think it was actually in the room that 

the library is in now. 

 

00:54:21 Victoria 

 So that’s the 13th floor? 

 

00:54:24 John 

 On the 13th floor. So a lot of our theoretical calculations were run on that. Then I 

remember that while I was a dean and vice principal at UTM, I was Vice-Principal, 

Research, this was when there was a huge controversy in the university as to who 

would look after computing for the university. And one philosophy was that it would 

be centrally operated using a very large Cray computer, which was the most 

powerful at the time. And then there was another faction led by George Luste in 

physics that said no, computing should be locally distributed using powerful 

microcomputers that everybody had their own. And the end result of that was that 

computing was taken over by the library. That’s why so much of the computers 

was actually run through the library system at the main library. 

 

00:55:35 Victoria 

 Right, so it did get centralized, but under the library? 

 

00:55:38 John 

Well no, by that time we had run most of what we had to do with our own, well, 

they were very powerful desk computers but they were basically desk computers. 

We had our own computing facility. 

 

00:55:53 Victoria 

 Right. Going back to those very early computers, you were programming these 

with punch cards? 

 

00:56:02 John 

 Yep. One of the very interesting experiences I had - I mentioned I did exchanges 

with Czechoslovakia, back when it was Czechoslovakia, and their communist 

government. And so I spent two or three weeks at the national observatory there, 

and their computing facilities there, which I used, I took all my punch cards over 

there. Each part of the computing system (the card reader, the card punch, and so 

on, to print, and so forth) was made in a different East European country, and they 

were all clones of IBM hardware! Though it didn’t say IBM on it, you knew from the 
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language of the printout that it was basically a clone of an IBM machine, so very 

familiar.  

 

The other thing, because over there full employment was required by the 

government, was you had a whole bunch of technicians that were helping you out. 

So rather than me going over to the computer, put in my card deck, and go through 

and collect my printout, there was somebody to do each of these things for you. 

They took your punch cards, somebody put it into the card reader, somebody else 

did something else, somebody else took out or ran the CPUs, took out the printout 

from the printer and brought it to you. So you had all these people working for you 

to guarantee that everybody had a job. It was quite interesting. 

 

00:57:42 Victoria 

 Yeah, a different way of doing things. How did you get that three-week position? 

 

00:57:50 John 

 It was interesting, because this was still during the Cold War. And Canada had 

determined that it could play a very important role in the Cold War by establishing 

relationships with some of the lesser countries like Czechoslovakia and China, 

which was a “lesser country” in those days. There were formal exchange 

agreements between Canada and various countries, which I took advantage of 

and it meant there would also be astronomers from these countries who actually 

came to spend time in Toronto. For instance, there were a couple of astronomers 

who I still know very well, one from Czechoslovakia, one from Hungary, who came 

and did a lot of work with the 74-inch at DDO. So one for instance did basically all 

his PhD research at the University of Toronto at the Dunlap Observatory. He’s now 

head of the national observatory in Hungary. And the other one who I’m still in 

regular touch with, Peter Harmanec, is still an active astronomer in the Czech 

Republic. Certainly there was a lot of scientific benefit from these exchanges, but 

they were a deliberate attempt to establish peaceful relationships between the 

lesser countries in the Cold War. 

 

00:59:34 Victoria 

 Right, that’s very interesting. Was it an interesting cultural experience for you? 

 

00:59:40 John 

 Yeah, very much so. In Czechoslovakia you learned to subsist on beer and rye 

bread, both of which were really excellent! 

 

00:59:51 Victoria 

 That sounds really great. I don’t know if you want to talk about this, but my 

impression of the era is, did you have people making sure you weren’t doing 

anything iffy when you were over there? Did you have that kind of experience with 

minders of any kind? 
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01:00:11 John 

 That was kind of interesting as well, because one of my colleagues at UTM was 

the very famous novelist Josef Škvorecký, who was basically banned in 

Czechoslovakia. But I had another friend in the faculty office at Arts and Science, 

Colin Dobell, who had also established a relationship with people in 

Czechoslovakia through the cultural attaché in the embassy. Anyway, I was 

delegated to take some copies of Josef Škvorecký’s books with me, which I was 

to give to the cultural attaché in the Canadian embassy in Prague. Which I did, and 

they apparently weren’t discovered! I did a radio interview over there, and I didn’t 

detect the secret police anywhere near, so that was kind of interesting. 

 

01:01:13 Victoria 

 That’s a great story, I guess you were smuggling books into the country! 

 

01:01:19 John 

 The trip to China was kind of interesting because it was while I was involved with 

the Ontario Science Centre. And so one thing I discovered over there was that a 

lot of the exhibits that the Ontario Science Centre were copied for the science 

museum in Beijing. So I got to visit many of the cultural facilities and some schools 

and so forth. That was just at the time that things were changing in China and the 

economy was starting to westernize a little bit. 

 

01:01:58 Victoria 

 I was going to ask approximately what dates Czechoslovakia and China would be, 

just for the record. 

 

01:02:05 John 

 My first trip to Czechoslovakia I think as 1981, and I think I was back in about ‘86. 

China I think was in 1995. 

 

01:02:20 Victoria 

 Okay, it’s just handy so we can orient ourselves in the timeline. So we’ve done did 

you work at any other observatories, is there a project you were proud of having 

completed in your teaching or research career that we haven’t talked about? I know 

we’ve talked about quite a few of the things you’ve been up to. 

 

01:02:41 John 

 One thing that really sticks out is that quite early in my career I had a strong feeling 

that I wanted to give students opportunities to do research. And this was certainly 

when I was an undergraduate, but there was very little of it, it was not done in any 

organized way. So virtually since I started as a faculty member I always took 

opportunities to take on summer students doing research. And where there were 

opportunities during the year, there’s something called the research opportunity 
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program for undergraduates, so I always have a student in that. I still have a fourth-

year research student downtown. Then for something like 25 years Arts and 

Science had something called the “UofT mentorship program” which was for really 

outstanding senior highschool students. So for all those times I would have 

anything from one to five high school students who were doing research projects 

as well, and my line of research was perfectly suited to giving students projects 

because each one of them could have one thing they worked on to try and 

understand. The data was virtually all available online, which they could use, and 

the software that they would use was either on their computer already or they 

download it from the AVSO or something like that. It was really my work with 

undergraduate and highschool research students that I still do and I still found it 

really enjoyable. One of the reasons I like it now is because I don’t teach 

undergraduates it’s my last opportunity to have direct contact with undergraduate 

students. And it’s still very very satisfying. 

 

01:04:52 Victoria 

 Was this in the summer or was it during the school year? Are they getting credit at 

high school? 

 

01:04:57 John 

 You mean now, or way back? 

 

01:04:58 Victoria 

 As it was, or now, or both. 

 

01:05:01 John 

 The summer students were always paid. Some of them were funded by the 

government or some other source. The other useful funding souce is the work-

study program, which used to be provincial; it’s now UofT. I still have a work-study 

student now; I’ll have one in the summer and so forth. So it’s a kind of win-win 

situation in that the student gets paid, the science gets done, and it works out very 

well. 

 

01:05:37 Victoria 

 And what was the output from the students? 

 

01:05:41 John 

 The output is almost always a report that I can turn into a published paper with 

them as a co-author. 

 

01:05:48 Victoria 

 That’s wonderful. 

 

01:05:49 John 
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 That’s always the goal. And that includes these high school students, because the 

really really bright high school students in Grade 12 are more or less equivalent to 

say a second-year undergraduate. And turned out to be perfectly capable of doing 

a research project. All of them have gone on to great things. Some have gone on 

to greater things than others. 

 

01:06:19 Victoria 

 I’m sure it’s a wonderful experience. I know there are a few such projects running 

at UofT, or some of them have fallen by the wayside, obviously this year 

everything’s... 

 

01:06:28 John 

 I think it’s so important for students to have an opportunity to take ownership on a 

project of their own. Whereas when I started as an undergraduate, all the practical 

stuff was just done cookbook-style, exactly what the answer was supposed to be 

and if you didn’t get it you got half-marks. So one thing that really stands out. 

 

01:06:55 Victoria 

 Right, and you mentioned doing this for years and years and years. When did you 

start that, approximately? 

 

01:07:00 John 

 I probably started within a year or two after I started as a faculty member. 

 

01:07:05 Victoria 

 So late ‘60s? 

 

01:07:07 John 

 With a research grant, that was a worthwhile thing to spend the money on. 

 

01:07:14 Victoria 

 Right, yes. So basically your entire career you’ve been doing that. 

 

01:07:18 John 

 Yes, definitely. 

 

01:07:21 Victoria 

 Was there anything unique about working at the DDO or at the department of 

astronomy at UofT? I don’t know if this applies to your career terribly well, but is 

there anything that stands out? Having visited these other communities, this could 

be community-wise or research-wise or anything you like. 

 

01:07:45 John 
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 Well, I think two things stand out: one was that the astronomy department always 

came out as a kind of family. There was a good spirit of togetherness there right 

from the beginning. I think we went through one or two times since then when 

things were not quite as family-like, more competition between different research 

groups and things like that. But certainly it’s gone back to a very exciting and 

humane place to work.  

 

One of the reasons that I still try and stay active there is that, particularly with the 

Dunlap Institute which has now been around for ten plus years, a lot of the things 

that they do very much encourage this kind of family social welfare feeling for each 

other. We get along, we try and take good care of the students, we try and give 

them opportunities, we try and do what we can for equity and diversity, we have a 

strong equity and diversity committee. We do a huge amount of public outreach. 

That’s one thing that I still do myself. The teaching is great. I have a really fantastic 

colleague, Mike Reid, who does a lot of the introductory teaching. He does a 

fantastic job of it.  

 

The summer student program is even more effectively run now. It’s run by a little 

committee. The students get professional development as well as pay and a 

research project to do. They learn how to presentations, they learn how to write, 

they learn how to do abstracts and work as a little team and so forth. So to my 

mind the astronomy group has really come along very very well. A very pleasant 

place to be.  

 

But connected with that, I think that astronomy is a very broad kind of discipline. I 

mentioned earlier theoretical physics, well, theoretical physics is pretty narrowly 

defined, and so you don’t have this opportunity for public interest, or for teaching 

students including non-science students, or involving amateur astronomers who 

help us in our outreach and research. I have interest in archeoastronomy and 

astrobiology, and things like that where astronomy connects to so many other 

different disciplines. That’s the other thing about it that I think is quite unique. 

 

01:10:49 Victoria 

 Right. And what was the main challenge in your work? Was there a moment or a 

thing that was tricky? 

 

01:10:57 John 

 The only thing I can thing of was possibly biting off more than I could chew! 

 

01:11:04 Victoria 

 Trying to do too much, yeah. On the flip side of that question, fondest memory. 

Was there a moment that you remember? 

 

01:11:18 John 
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 I couldn’t really think of anything that stood out. I’ve mentioned a few things that 

stand out, but they tend to be very large things. All of the students that I’ve worked 

with over 50 years, and opportunities to work with the public and with skilled 

amateur astronomers. And to travel the world, encountering kindred spirits in so 

many other countries around the world.  

 

01:11:48 Victoria 

 Great. And you’re still working at the DDO in normal times? In outreach? 

 

01:11:57 John 

 I haven’t been to the Dunlap Observatory in ages. 

 

01:12:02 Victoria 

 Oh, okay. 

 

01:12:03 John 

 But for quite a while it was being operated by the Toronto branch of the RASC. 

What they did is they invited interested people like me to come up and give a non-

technical talk for half an hour. I did that for several years; that was probably the 

most recent visit I’ve had. No, actually the most recent visit I had was when the 

observatory officially became owned by Richmond Hill. The special outdoor 

occasion there when the city was there and some of the faculty was there and the 

Dunlaps were there. Sadly one of the elder Dunlaps had a very bad fall on the 

steps, which is just a reminder that the building is not safe anymore for the public. 

People say “why can’t you just open the observatory up again?” Well, the answer 

is that it’s full of asbestos and it’s not wheelchair-accessible and so forth. People 

who say that, “open it back up again,” it’s not as easy as that. 

 

01:13:16 Victoria 

 Right. I didn’t realize it wasn’t still open. I was there maybe in 2013 or 2014 and it 

was open at that point, I guess that was prior to… 

 

01:13:31 John 

 Yeah, you have to realize that it’s not a particularly safe environment. Of course 

the telescope dome doesn’t have an elevator in it; you have to walk up the steps. 

If you’re there in the evening you’re walking around in the dark. It’s definitely not a 

particularly safe environment. 

 

01:13:54 Victoria 

 Right, as many scientific sites are, they weren’t built for the public, and their 

adaptation is somewhat tricky. 

 

01:14:02 John 
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 There is one interesting occasion that I remember at the observatory. Something 

that flashed up on my computer just this minute was a message that it’s the 50th 

anniversary of the founding of the Canadian Astronomical Society. So that’s an 

interesting bit of history that might come across your desk at some point. But there 

was a 50th anniversary celebration at DDO on May 31st, 1985. 

 

01:14:41 Victoria  

 Right, and we have a plate that commemorates that. 

 

01:14:42 John 

 That’s right. Now, that day turned out to be absolutely horrendous weather. There 

was a serious tornado that killed several people in Barrie. So all day it looked as if 

there was no way we could hold our celebration in the evening, because among 

other things in the evening we’re going to have the Hart House Chorus come along 

around the catwalk to do their singing. But miraculously at about 6:00 p.m. the 

clouds completely cleared away! And so we had our evening of celebration and 

the Hart House Chorus was there and everything went just fine. That’s certainly 

something I remember. We had a number of events connected with the 50th 

anniversary and I was pretty much involved in all of them. 

 

 
DDO 50th Anniversary Plate, UTSIC Accession Number: 2019.ast.218 (DAA-0067). 

 

01:15:37 Victoria 
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 And this plate, were you involved in the commission? Did everybody get a plate? 

Can you talk about where the plate came from? 

 

01:14:47 John 

 I can’t even remember where it came from. One of the things that I did there was 

to produce a commemorative booklet. Somewhere I would have a copy of it. It’s 

got a blue cover; it’s only about 24 pages. But it’s just about the observatory, it’s 

history, the science that it was doing and so forth. So that was created for the 

occasion of the 50th.  

 

01:16:12 Victoria 

 Right. There may well be one in the collection already or at the archives. There are 

some things that I haven’t included online because they’re not objects, they’re 

books and things, and I haven’t gotten around to figuring out how to put them online 

because they’re more archival. But there may well be an example because there 

are a number of things. So you don’t remember how this plate came about at all? 

 

01:16:51 John 

 It was the idea that we should have commemorative plates. My guess is the 

technical details were probably done by the observatory secretary, who may have 

been Joan Topley in those days. I can’t remember exactly; it’s probably written 

down somewhere. But in terms of the design I probably had something to do with 

it; can’t remember all the details. But I did comment also in the thing that I sent you 

how important the kitchen was to the operation of the observatory, and you 

obviously have some of the kitchen stuff as well as some of the office stuff in your 

collection. 

 

01:17:28 Victoria 

 Right, yeah I’d love to pick your brain a little bit about these different sets of 

teacups. Honestly when people walk in, it’s a little room in the subbasement of 

McLennan where we have all the astronomy stuff, and people always ask about 

the teacups because they seem so out-of-place so I’m always explaining that 

there’s this story of people gathering together. We have a few different services, 

and I’m wondering if you remember seeing them used, I know this is maybe 

something you don’t pay attention to when you’re having tea, you’re not looking at 

the teacups. But we have a blue and white one with a blue willow pattern, and we 

have 50 pieces. Do you remember that being used? 

 

01:18:18 John 

 Only vaguely. I wouldn’t really care particularly about what the exact design was. 

In fact, for the colloquia we probably used plastic cups or something like that. I was 

around there enough to know that there was something special about the 

observatory building. It wasn’t just a lecture room, it wasn’t just a research station 

that was up in Richmond Hill, it was an all-purpose place where there was a library, 
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there was a kitchen, there was an auditorium, there was a hallway with illustrations 

there because the public was going to come in, there were washrooms and all this 

other stuff. It was a more-or-less self-contained place where astronomers could 

work. But it also had these connections with the donors, and I’m sure they must 

have come there fairly often. I know groups like the RASC would have come there 

on occasion and it was a social occasion because the library was both a library 

and a place where people gathered for social activity. 

 

01:19:39 Victoria 

 Right, so you can’t remember but you remember the general feeling. 

 

01:19:46 John 

 I remember the general tenor of the building, and all the different things it was used 

for. The fact that it wasn’t just some sterile research or something like that. 

 

01:20:00 Risa 

 There was a community to it. 

 

01:20:03 Victoria 

 One thing that was mentioned to us was there’s a silver serving set, and someone 

thought it might have been purchased in the 2000s or close to the 2000s - it looks 

much older - as a commemoration of Ed Kennedy. Does that ring a bell? 
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Silver Serving Set, UTSIC Accession Number: 2019.ast.220 1-7 (DAA-0068). 

 

01:20:25 John 

 I remember Ed Kennedy very well, yes. 

 

01:20:27 Victoria 

 The suggestion was it might have been purchased as a commemoration for a loved 

one of his. Do you remember anything about that? 

 

01:20:37 John 

 That I don’t know. I remember Ed Kennedy most when I was an undergraduate 

because he offered me a summer job which I didn’t take! But I did work with him 

in the RASC. I’m presently writing a short article for the RASC journal because it’s 

been 60 years since I joined the RASC, so I’m trying to pull together some of my 
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memories of 60 years of involvement and some of the people. Ed Kennedy would 

have been one of them. 

 

01:21:14 Victoria 

 Right, well if you come across anybody who might remember this, because that’s 

what’s been suggested to us that it might be something to do with him. It’s this 

beautiful - I think it’s older, I don’t think it was made in the 2000s - a “Primrose 

Plate”. Anyways, we have it in the collection and I would be very curious to know 

where it came from and what its history is.  

 

So we’ve talked about the kitchen supplies, we talked a little bit about the Monroe 

calculating machine, is it that particular one that you remember using? Monroe 

Calculating Machine (G Model)?  

 

01:22:07 John 

 I probably used that, yes. One of the other things in the collection that stands out 

is this magnetic tape. “Astronomical Data on Magnetic Tape.” Because there’s this 

huge issue whereby all of the raw data that’s come in from the observatory up until 

whenever magnetic tapes were used was in the form of photographs. And the 

preservation of photographic plates, which have so much scientific information on 

them, is a separate topic in itself which Lee Robbins might be able to say a bit 

more about. The person who is the driving force behind trying to conserve all of 

that is Elizabeth Griffin at the Dominion Astrophysical Observatory in Victoria 

[B.C.]. And there’s a huge effort to either somehow preserve these photographic 

plates so that they last, or better still to digitize them. The Harvard College 

Observatory has digitized about half a million high-resolution photographic plates. 

Now, the problem is here we have this magnetic tape, which is probably 

inaccessible now or has deteriorated. So that tape is completely lost. Not so much 

the artifact that sits in front of us here, but the data that’s on it. 



Interview with Dr. John Percy         37 

 
Astronomical Data on Magnetic Tape, UTSIC Accession Number: 2019.ast.201. 

 

01:23:59 Victoria 

 Right, looking at that, some of the notations and markings are included in the 

catalogue entry here, so for example, “G13005 SCAN data,” can you give us 

context on what this might mean? 

 

01:24:26 John 

 Well, I have no idea what might be on that tape! 

 

01:24:34 Victoria 

 Do you know what “runaway stars” means? 

 

01:24:36 John 

 I know very much what “runaway stars” means; one of the things that I was 

involved with last month was Tom Bolton, who is one of the most famous faculty 

members at DDO, passed away. So I wrote the obituary for the Globe and Mail 

[Percy, John R. “Astronomer Tom Bolton found compelling evidence of a black 
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hole’s existence.” Globe and Mail, 19 February 2021, 

www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-astronomer-tom-bolton-found-

compelling-evidence-of-a-black-holes/. Accessed 13 July 2021.]. And his most 

important student was Douglas Gies. And Doug did his PhD thesis on the black 

hole candidate [HDE226868/Cygnus X-1]. And he also did work on runaway stars, 

so if you want to know about runaway stars he’s at Georgia State University, I 

could send you his email address. 

 

01:25:33 Victoria 

 Okay, yeah I mean it’s hard to dig into all these little corners. 

 

01:24:41 John 

 He’d be an interesting person to talk to about this. He was an undergraduate 

student of mine. 

 

01:25:52 Victoria 

 Right, oh, I see that Bolton is listed on the additional information here, so it’s 

possible somebody’s already looked into this. 

 

01:26:02 John 

 Yes, well, as I say I have an obituary for him in the Globe and Mail which you’re 

welcome to access. 

 

01:26:09 Victoria 

 Right, we’ll look into that and sort this out. 

 

 There was one more set of things, “the ‘Unknown Optical Coloured Filters’ were 

probably for a photoelectric photometer.” Now this was something that’s currently 

written as unknown, obviously, and we were hoping you could tell us a little, could 

you explain in what way they are for photoelectric photometers and how they were 

used? We really don’t know. 

 

01:26:44 John 

 Yes, well I’m only guessing because it’s not a particularly good photograph, if I had 

it in front of me and could handle it I could verify that indeed it is. So when you’re 

using a photoelectric photometer, in order to standardize the wavelengths that 

you’re working at, you always have one or more colour filters that you can put in 

the light path. The standard ones are called “UBV” and that stands for “Ultraviolet 

Blend Visual” - visual is yellow. But you could also add on a red or infrared as well. 

So if this was one of Don Fernie’s photometers, then he would have a way that 

you could slide in anything from three to six colour filters which would admit a very 

specific range of wavelengths to be measured by the photometer. 

 

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-astronomer-tom-bolton-found-compelling-evidence-of-a-black-holes/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-astronomer-tom-bolton-found-compelling-evidence-of-a-black-holes/
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Unknown Optical Coloured Filters, UTSIC Accession Number: 2019.ast.264.1-2.. 

 

01:27:51 Victoria 

 Right, so there are two different slides here, so these would be offering two 

different options? Each have seven different... 

 

01:28:04 John 

 On my printout here it just says “Unknown Optical Coloured Filters.”  

 

01:28:14 Victoria 

 Right, there are pictures, but you have a printout so I’m guessing the pictures are… 

 

01:28:24 John 

 I have one picture here, but it does look like a set of filters for a photometer to me. 

 

01:28:30 Victoria 

 Okay, I can describe it to you. 

 

01:28:31 Risa 

 I can share the image actually. 

 

01:28:34 Victoria 
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 If you could share the image, because there are pretty good photographs here and 

it would be really wonderful if you could talk about them. 

 

01:28:45 Risa 

 Can you see it now? 

 

01:28:46 John  

 Yeah. That’s what it looks like to me, particularly the bottom one. The bottom one 

looks like visual on the left, blue on the second left, probably violet on the third left 

and I don’t know what the other ones are. The one on the extreme right is probably 

empty, just a way of putting all of the light through the filter. 

 

01:29:14 Victoria 

 I think it is empty.  

 

01:29:16 John 

 I’m about 80% sure that’s a filter slide for a photoelectric photometer. They both 

are. 

 

01:29:26 Victoria 

 Okay, that’s wonderful! Yeah, I think there are two empty ones on one of them, 

and then others. And there’s a small “H” engraved on the top of one of those. Go 

through to the last picture. 

 

 
Unknown Optical Coloured Filters, UTSIC Accession Number: 2019.ast.264.1-2.. 

 

01:30:30 John 

 There’s a couple of things that support my hypothesis to what it is. This little handle 

on the bottom right was used to slide it. But the other thing is you’ll notice above 

the filters there’s an indent above each one, and that’s to make sure that it’s exactly 
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locked in the position that it’s supposed to be in so that the filter would be exactly 

in the middle of the light path. So now I’m 99.5% convinced. 

 

01:30:51 Victoria 

 Fantastic, that’s wonderful. That little handle, the brass section at the end, there’s 

a little “H” stamped or engraved. Do you have any idea what that might mean? 

 

01:31:11 John 

 No idea! 

 

01:31:13 Victoria 

 Okay, no we’re always trying to just ask everything. 

 

01:31:21 John 

 It could be as simple as it was made by Frank Hawker who was one of the 

technicians. There was another thing here which was labeled as “Unknown” and 

that was, it’s just labeled “Unknown.” 

 

01:32:05 Victoria 

 Unknown and it’s like a metal box? 

 

01:32:04 John  

 Yes, I think it’s something that you stuck on a door so that people could put 

documents in it. You find those things all over the place. 

 

01:32:21 Risa 

 Like a mailbox. 

 

01:32:22 John 

 Basically a mailbox. 

 

01:32:25 Victoria 

 It appears to have fabric inside it, kind of dangling down. It has a metal frame and 

it’s quite corroded on the inside, and I wondered if it was chemical in some way. 

 

01:32:41 John 

 It could have had anything put in it. Whatever’s in it may not even be its original 

purpose. 
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Unknown, UTSIC Accession Number: 2019.ast.120. 

 

01:32:47 Victoria 

 That’s certainly true [laughs]. 

 

01:32:49 John 

 It has a little hole there where you could hang it on a door. 

 

01:32:55 Victoria 

 Yeah, it’s clearly used to contain something. 

 

01:33:57 John 

 Probably documents or mail. 

 

01:33:00 Victoria 

 There are a few other unknown things, so Risa if you could continue doing what 

you’re doing that would be fantastic. There’s something called “Unknown in Plastic 

Bags”; John, do you have any idea what those could be? They’re sort of foam, and 

they’ve got attachments. If you don’t recognize them… they appear to have zip ties 

attached to them. 
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Unknown in Plastic Bags, UTSIC Accession Number: 2018.ast.108.1-2. 

 

01:33:29 John  

 That doesn’t ring a bell at all. 

 

01:33:32 Victoria 

 Okay. Some of this is very mysterious. And some of it, I mean, it could be totally 

unrelated. And there’s another thing that’s called “Unknown,” a metal plate with 

three protruding cylindrical lense-looking things. It’s actually from the 13th floor, 

there’s a room up there that we were looking at with Lee Robbins, and this was 

just sitting on a shelf. So it’s a recent addition to the collection, and she has no 

idea what it is. Does that look familiar? 
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Unknown, UTSIC Accession Number: 2019.ast.263. 

 

01:34:19 John 

 So those are obviously some form of eyepieces, but again Archie de Ridder may 

know that that is. I had very little to do with the instruments up there. 

 

01:34:37 Victoria 

 Right, fair enough.  

 

 Okay, is there anything that we’ve missed? You’ve talked about the 

astronavigation, you said you don’t remember it being used for teaching or 
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research though. Which I found interesting, because I wondered had it been used 

for teaching, but you don’t remember? 

 

01:35:01 John 

 It’s possible in the late 1940s and 50s that the faculty members who had been 

involved in the World War II efforts made a point of using them simply because 

they were familiar with them and they found that they were interesting devices. 

Only once did I use one, but simply out of the curiosity of what it would be like to 

use one. I didn’t even use it for teaching or research or public outreach.  

 

01:35:33 Victoria 

 Do you remember your impressions of using it and what it was like? 

 

01:35:38 John 

 Well, it did what it was supposed to do.  

 

01:35:43 Victoria 

 That’s good! 

 

01:35:45 John 

 I mean, you would be sighting on the sun for instance, with a filter on the front of 

it, and you got a sense of how accurate it would be and so forth. I went through 

the motions just to assure myself that yes, that’s what this instrument can do. 

 

01:36:05 Victoria 

 It did what it said on the tin. You may be one of the few people who has tried it out. 

 

01:36:11 John 

 Yeah, one of the things I was curious about were these things called “slides of 

moon photographs.”  

 

01:36:20 Victoria 

 Oh yes, a large number of slides that appear to be copies from a French book, I 

believe. I think that’s what they are. I think what they are is they’re copies from a 

large book [likely Carte Photographique de la Lune with photographs by Charles 

de Morvan]. I presume they were from the late 19th to early 20th century, so it’s 

very early photographs, at least in the detail, of the moon. It must have been used, 

I guess, in teaching. 

 

01:37:07 John 

 I remember the one thing at DDO is in the hallway there were various pretty images 

of astronomical objects. So I don’t know whether some of these would have been 

made for the purpose of copying a good picture from a book and then printing a 

version that could be posted in the hall. 
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One of the many moon photograph slides in the collection. UTSIC Accession Number: 2018.ast.98. 

 

01:37:29 Victoria 

 It’s entirely possible. There are a number of things that are possible multiple. 

 

01:37:36 John 

 Another thing we had to do in fourth year was to take an image of the moon with 

the 6-inch telescope. 

 

01:37:45 Victoria 

 Would you like to talk about your memories of doing something like that? Because 

that would be in the earlier period. 

 

01:37:56 John 

 One of the neat things about that is that you got to develop your photograph and 

take it home and it was yours. It’s a great thing when students can take ownership 

on something that they’ve done and they’ve created. I had a project student a 

couple of years ago who showed how powerful a normal smartphone was in taking 

images of the sky. Because nowadays every young person likes to go out and take 

images which they take ownership of, and they become part of their collection or 

they post them. Young people went out and took an image of a constellation in the 
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sky and then were proud enough of it that they’d want to post it online or use it on 

social media in some way. 

 

01:38:52 Victoria 

 Yeah, I’ve seen the wonderful things you can do with just a smartphone, or a 

smartphone and a telescope. 

 

01:39:00 John 

 Certainly in ‘61-’62, you actually took an image of something with a camera, and 

there was a camera that you could put on to the 6-inch telescope and get 

something that looks like what’s on the screen here [the moon slides]. And you 

made a print of it and took it home and put it on the wall. 

 

01:39:24 Victoria 

 Do you still have your photograph? 

 

01:39:27 John 

 Nope, I don’t think so. 

 

01:39:30 Victoria 

 But the camera that affixed. I know we have a plate holder, it’s called “Newtonian 

Double-Sided Plate Holder,” that must have attached to some kind of telescope. Is 

that the kind of thing that you’re talking about when you say you have a camera 

attached? 
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Newtonian Double-Sided Plate Holder. UTSIC Accession Number: 2019.ast.229. 

 

01:39:53 John 

 Well if it was the Newtonian, this actually has an important significance, and that 

is the only person who consistently used the Newtonian focus was Helen Sawyer 

Hogg. She would go up on an elevator and work at the top end of the telescope, 

using this particular camera. The one person who would know a little more about 

this is Christine Clement, who is still a very with-it professor emeritus. She was 

Helen Sawyer Hogg’s only PhD student. So she would have used this, but she and 

Helen Hogg were the ones who would go up to the Newtonian focus and use a 

device like this to take photographs of globular star clusters, which they then used 

to measure brightness of variable star clusters. And this was the research that 

Helen was most known for, and then Christine was known for. 

 

01:41:05 Victoria 

 Right, we have spoken to Christine so we’ll email her about this. 

 

01:41:12 John 

 So that’s what this is. This would have been a plate holder to take photographs at 

the Newtonian focus, and almost all of them would be globular star clusters. And 

that’s on the 74-inch. 
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01:41:26 Victoria 

 Okay, and when you were talking about the 6-inch, is this the kind of thing that 

would be attached to the 6-inch or would it be more camera-like. 

 

01:41:34 John 

 It had a separate camera that was attached to it. You used the 6-inch as a guiding 

telescope. Christine took this research work and moved some of it to our southern 

observatory in Chile. By then I think she would have been using CCD cameras 

rather than the old photographic plates. Again, she could tell you a little bit more 

about the work that was done there. 

 

01:42:08 Victoria 

 We’ll definitely ask her about this, because it’s possible that she overlooked it, 

there’s so much in the collection that it’s hard when you’re looking at the small 

thumbnails. So we’ll follow up on that. 

 

One thing I wanted to ask you about was you mentioned the chronometers or the 

clocks that are right at the bottom of the collection if you scroll down, they were 

one of the first things catalogued. And I was interested in this because they do 

actually appear in the Universe film on the wall by Don MacRae, you can see them 

in action. And I was wondering because you mentioned them being in the 

basement, so I was wondering if they were maybe got moved very shortly after the 

film was made. 
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The chronometers in Universe (1960), dir. Roman Kroitor and Colin Low, National Film Board of Canada. 

 

01:42:58 John 

 Well I don’t remember the film as to whether these were shown in the basement 

or actually moved up to be filmed. But in those days they weren’t being used for 

scientific purposes; by then you had an electric clock that was in the dome. But the 

thing is that these are so visually stunning that I can imagine that any filmmaker 

would want to use these simply to represent time. 
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Chronometer. UTSIC Accession Number: 2012.ast.20. 

 

01:43:36 Victoria 

 That’s a good point. Before we started talking I was trying to go through and find a 

screenshot but I couldn’t find where they appear, but they definitely do appear in 

the film just briefly. As they say they could be used, I think they’re in the dome 

because where you see them you can see part of the telescope, but I’ll have to 

send you a picture. But you don’t think these would have been used? They do 

have electronic aspects, it seems. They could have been connected electronically 

to each other. 

 

01:44:22 John 

 Well they may have been used to control a clock in the dome, which is something 

you could do with these devices. Have you interviewed Ernie Seaquist?  

 

01:44:32 Victoria 

 Not yet. He’s on our list though. 

 

01:44:38 John 

 I’m just wondering whether anything in the collection comes from the radio 

telescopes that were in the observatory backyard. 

 

01:44:49 Victoria 
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 Not that I’m aware of. But it’s possible. Nothing came up that’s obviously screaming 

“radio telescope.” 

 

01:45:03 John 

 There are a few things in the collection here that seem to be electronic. A 

Wattmeter for instance, why is there a Wattmeter? What about the chart recorder? 

Was the chart recorder radio telescope or something else? 

 

01:45:40 Victoria 

 Right, so there are a few things that you’re looking at and you’re wondering “what’s 

the context”? 

 

01:45:45 John 

 Here’s something called a voltage switch and paper capacitors. Now here’s 

something called a “Synchronome Secondary Clock”; now this is something that 

might be driven by the chronometers. 

 

01:46:04 Victoria 

 Yeah, I think possibly the chronometers do have wire connections. We haven’t 

managed to photograph them more recently; the photographs were taken almost 

a decade ago. Unfortunately I didn’t get all the angles. So this secondary clock has 

an electronic connection, you can see the wire coming out of the top there. But it 

also has internal components, and it’s very much the same with the chronometers, 

which have that electronic connection. 

 

 
Synchronome Secondary Clock. UTSIC Accession Number: 2018.ast.105. 

 

01:46:38 John 

 It’s a way of synchronizing the two.  
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01:46:41 Victoria 

 Right, [one was] powering [the other]. I’ve seen images of similar observatories 

and other contexts, I think there’s even one in Victoria College, there’s a primary 

clock that’s set to drive secondary clocks. So there’s a few around there, and I 

think that’s the context of this and I definitely will send you that. 

 

01:47:11 John 

 I think that was pretty common 100 years ago. You’d have one good clock driving 

all the other clocks in the building. 

 

01:47:20 Victoria 

 Right, but you think that by 1960 that possibly wasn’t happening? 

 

01:47:25 John 

 I don’t remember it, I always remember us using the electric clock to decide what 

the time was when we were in the main dome. 

 

01:47:40 Victoria 

 Okay. Is that [electronic] clock still there? Because we don’t have… if it’s not in the 

collection, unless it’s in the Canada Science and Tech museum, that’s a possibility.  

 

01:48:05 John 

 I can’t remember. 

 

01:48:07 Victoria 

 Okay. Sometimes it’s tricky to find these things out. The picture will emerge as we 

talk to more people, and you can search what’s at the Science and Tech museum 

so we can sometimes pull out, “oh here it is,” it’s at their collection. 

 

Randall Brooks, who went through the collection, I don’t know if you met him at 

that time, it would have been 2009, he took a lot of the newer, bigger items because 

he thought they were more at-risk than the smaller items. That was his perspective 

on the situation in 2009. And by newer, it’s sort of 1960-onwards really. 

 

01:48:50 John 

 They have an online collection there? 

 

01:48:52 Victoria 

Yes, they do. Unfortunately no photos, but you can search in there and they have 

a pretty good… he did a few interviews; I think he talked to Ernie Seaquist when 

he [first acquired] the collection, so there’s quite good information. Unfortunately 

no photos of the objects, but we managed to pull out a few things from that already, 

so it’s just a matter of searching through the collection and having a look. 
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We’re approaching four o’clock. Is there anything that you would like to add? If 

there are things that strike you later and you want to continue the conversation we 

can definitely book a little more time, or we can email back and forth. Is there 

anything that strikes you right now in our last few minutes? 

 

01:49:46 John 

 I think it’s covered all the things that I’ve made notes about on the printout. But I’m 

sorry I can’t give very precise details for things that happened 50 years ago. 

 

01:50:04 Victoria 

 No worries; it’s absolutely fine, I completely understand. Even just getting more 

context or knowing that you don’t remember things is as helpful as if you do 

remember because it helps us sort out who we might ask, or how we might ask 

questions of other people as we go on through this project. Because it may come 

up later that someone might say “Ask John! He might remember this.”  

 

 The other thing we didn’t talk about was just the telescope models. The wooden 

telescope models. 
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DDO Telescope Model. UTSIC Accession Number: 2014.ast.24. 

 

01:50:39 John 

 Oh yes, there’s one missing. 

 

01:50:41 Victoria 

 Maybe it’s just that it’s not photographed. I think we do have all four. They’re not 

in great condition. They’re super delicate; I believe they were made at the 

observatory by one of the staff. 

 

01:50:56 John 

 They were very useful, actually.  

 

01:50:59 Victoria 

 How were they used? 

 

01:51:01 John 
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 Well, because they were a more or less exact model they didn’t convey any 

misconceptions, and they gave you a way of visualizing how the telescope moved, 

how it could be pointed at different parts of the sky. You could certainly illustrate 

where the Newtonian focus was, and how difficult it was for Helen Hogg to access 

that. Whereas all the males [other scientists] using [the telescope] could 

conveniently do it at floor level and so forth.1 

 

01:51:33 Victoria  

 Right, so you used, or not you necessarily but the DDO telescope model was the 

one that was in most use because it was used to represent the actual thing? 

 

01:51:45 John 

 Yes, it was a reasonably exact representation of the telescope. 

 

01:51:50 Victoria 

 They’re really wonderful models. Like I said they’re very delicate though, they’re 

all held together with little pins. 

 

01:51:58 John 

 And all three of the telescopes have a slightly different design for the mounting of 

it, to show there were different designs you could use and why you couldn’t use 

the same one for the 24-inch telescope, but you could for the 74-inch telescope. 

 

01:52:20 Victoria 

 Right, were they on campus downtown? 

 

01:52:26 John 

 They were on campus, at least in the later days. 

 

01:52:31 Victoria 

 Right, I think a lot of these things went back and forth a few times and ended up 

on campus. 

 

01:52:40 John 

 It’s useful for the undergraduate students, and those classes were taught on the 

campus. 

 

01:52:48 Victoria 

 And would that be tutorials or was that lectures in front of large numbers of 

students? 

 

 
1 Dr. Percy later explained that Helen Hogg used the Newtonian focus for her work, and this was not 
accessible from the floor in the Observatory. The other scientists used the telescope from floor level. The 
location of the Newtonian focus could be easily pointed out on the small model. 
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01:52:57 John 

 They could certainly be used in tutorials, or they could be used for showing any 

individual student how it worked. But they would have been very useful in tutorials. 

 

01:53:11 Victoria 

 Right, yeah because you can gather around, just for context. 

  

 Well we’ve covered a lot of the collection, and a lot of your career. It’s really great 

to get both the specific details of some of the things in the collection and also the 

broader picture of how they fit into the teaching and the research and the 

community, which we’ve heard so much about this community and how important 

that was, so it’s really great.  

 

So thank you so much! 

 

01:53:47 John 

  Yeah, great fun! 

 

01:53:49 Risa 

  Yeah, thank you so much for sharing! 

 

01:53:51 Victoria 

We’ll definitely still be in contact with you if there are things that come up, and if 

there’s anything that strikes you feel free to email us to say, you know, “oh, I 

thought of something! Please make sure this is included because it’s important!” 

And I know that does happen, “oh, I should have said this!”  

 

Thank you for signing the consent form. 

 

01:54:15 John 

  Yes, you got that. 

 

01:54:16 Victoria 

That’s great. So what we’ll do is Risa’s working on transcribing the interviews, or I 

may be helping with that, so she has to transcribe them all because then we can 

use them. During that time or shortly after, we’ll be updating our website - we’re 

actually in the process of making a new website anyways so it may be a while 

before it appears, but we’ll definitely be appearing on the objects and then the 

ultimate goal is to enter the transcript and the audio recording only to both our 

collection’s resources and the UofT Archives. You’ve signed that to make it 

available so people will be able to do their research and listen or read the transcript 

and be able to use what you’d said to get an understanding of what was going on. 

So that’s fabulous because the archive really loves to have different voices, and 

it’s hard for them to spend the time to gather this information, so having projects 
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added on to what they already have, and they have a fair bit of astronomy. And of 

course as you say, so many people are interested in astronomy, I’m sure it will be 

extremely useful for researchers of the history of astronomy at UofT to have your 

perspective. So thank you so much. 

 

01:55:35 John 

  Thank you. Good luck with your project. 

 

01:55:36 Risa 

  Thank you. 

 

01:55:37 Victoria 

  And yeah, we’ll be in touch. Thanks very much and have a wonderful afternoon! 


