Spitz Milky Way

Some problems and solutions

An alarming number of discrepancies exist with the Milky Way on Spitz projectors of various models and vintages.  The problems range from transparencies that are rotated out of the correct position, transparencies that are reversed or upside down, transparencies in the wrong location, and missing or incorrect neutral density filters, to entire sets being shifted by one or more positions!  Fortunately the problems are easily corrected.  

General information

Note figure 1.  This shows the correct sequence and orientation of the 18 cells.  This is a mirror image of the Milky Way, as it would be viewed from the exterior of the starball (better seen with the star lamp on).  Note the position of the “teapot” in Sagittarius in relation to cell number 1.  Increasing transparency numbers should go north from that point.  Note also that there are two lines near the edges of the transparencies.  An imaginary line connecting these marks corresponds to the Galactic Equator and is useful in confirming the correct alignment when installing or moving the transparencies. You will find it easier to match the pattern of the cell rather than trying to read the small number that is contained on the transparency. 

Cleaning and Reorienting cells

The transparencies are held in place with a small snap ring.  Make sure the cell that you are working on is facing up.  Remove the snap ring using a small flat-blade screwdriver.  Be sure to hold your finger over the cell as the snap ring is pried out.  Remove the neutral density filter and the Kodalith transparency.  This is easily done by placing some masking tape on the end of a pencil with the sticky side facing out.  Brush the dust off the surfaces with a soft brush, then use a small amount of diluted lens cleaner on a very soft cloth to clean the filter and transparency.  Replace scratched or faded transparencies.  Clean the lenses with lightly moistened cotton swabs.   Reinstall the transparency in the correct orientation.  Reinstall the neutral density filter and then the snap ring.  

Filter problems

Additional problems can result when neutral density filters are missing or of the incorrect density.  Most Spitz Milky Way sets use a .7 filter.  You may find this grade too dense if you are in a 40 foot dome or larger and/or if you are blessed with especially dark skies.  I have found .6 to be a good choice, especially for 30 and 40-foot domes as the Milky Way’s prominence can be overcome by the use of some blue cove lighting.  

Determining lens condition

Another problem can be caused by the condition of the lens itself.  Except for very early projectors, plastic lenses are utilized that are subject to deterioration from the high UV output of the star lamp.  Look at the surface of the lens facing the interior of the starball.  The lens surface should be clear and polished.  If the lens has a frosted or cracked appearance on the interior surface, a flashlight shone from the outside helps, then it should be replaced.  The average life of a Milky Way lens is usually a decade or two but heavy star lamp usage can shorten this time frame.  

Lens replacement procedure

If the lens itself needs to be replaced, remove the old lens by pressing on it from inside the starball with your thumb or finger.  Be careful not to dislodge adjacent star lenses.  After installing the transparency and filter in the new lens, it should be glued in place using Duco brand cement.  Place a small amount of cement on the stepped flange.  Rotate the lens after inserting it into the opening in order to distribute the cement.  You will have a few minutes to rotate the lens into the correct orientation before the cement sets.  Remember to use the alignment marks on the transparencies as a guide.  You will need to paint the outside edges of the lenses, which should be done prior to installation.  Flat black model paint works well. 

Replacement parts

Replacement transparency sets, part #524402, are available from Ash and Spitz.   This includes all 18 transparencies on 1 Kodalith sheet.  You will need to punch out the individual transparencies using a 10mm punch or carefully cut them with scissors.  Milky Way lenses, unpainted, are also available from Ash and Spitz; part #595008.   Filter sets are available from Ash, specify density, as well as entire Milky Way sets, assembled and ready to install.
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