
 
 

Public Observing at the Institute of Astronomy  
20th December 2006 

 
Institute of Astronomy  http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/IOA/ 
& Cambridge Astronomical Association    http://www.caa-cya.org/home/index.php  

Any comments or suggestions please to Carolin Crawford (csc@ast.cam.ac.uk)  
 

Please note that we will be having a two week break, so this is last open evening of the year; we start 
again on the 10th January 2007. The talk schedule (which is still being compiled) for the next term can be 
found at http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/IOA/public/0607timetable.html. Our best wishes to you all for 
Christmas and New Year – let’s all hope that next year brings us more clear Wednesday evenings! 
 
This week’s Christmas special :  got any questions you want to Ask an Astronomer? Our experts 
tonight are Neil Trentham and Robin Catchpole from the Institute of Astronomy, and Brian Lister from the 
Cambridge Astronomical Association.  

 
Astronomical object of the week :  What better object to 
look for than the easily recognisable constellation of Orion, 
clear and high to the south in the early evening. Compare the 
orange colour of the bright supergiant star, Betelgeuse (top 
left) with the brilliant blue-white of Rigel (lower right). Below 
the distinctive 3 stars forming the Hunter’s belt is M42, a 
vigorous star-forming region that makes up Orion’s sword, and 
one of the brightest diffuse nebulae in the sky. It’s easily 
visible through binoculars, or (allegedly) with the naked eye if 
you’re somewhere really dark. This is just one of several bright 
nebulae in the constellation. Orion is also a useful signpost to 
many of the famous bright winter stars. Follow the line of the 
belt down to the lower left and you find it reaches the brightest 
star in the sky, Sirius; follow the same line in the other 
direction and you reach the brightest star in Taurus, 
Aldebaran. Then imagine a line that arcs from Rigel, through 
Betelgeuse and beyond and you reach the ‘twin’ stars in 
Gemini, Castor and Pollux.  
 

There are many chances to see the International Space Station in the early evening sky over the next 
fortnight – once or twice a day. Indeed, there are too many to list here, so I suggest you go and look it up 
on www.heavens-above.com for where you live – if you’re not already using this website, it’s time you 
started! 
 
Similarly, there are lots of early evening Iridium flares visible from Cambridge over the same period.  
You can get details of them all from the same website, but these are the brightest on offer up to and 
including Boxing Day:   
Day       Time         Altitude Direction     
21 Dec  17:50:46  31° S   
22 Dec  17:00:12  22° WNW 
25 Dec  17:35:46  29° S  
26 Dec  16:18:03   31° W  
Did you know why they’re called ‘Iridium’ satellites? Nothing to do with what they’re made of; it’s because 
originally 77 were planned, which is the atomic number for the element iridium. In the end there were only 
66 launched, but they weren’t renamed Dysprosium satellites (after the element with atomic number 66) 
as apparently that means ‘hard to contact’ in Greek – not a good name for a network of communication 
satellites! 
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(This section is probably a little deluded, seeing the fog creeping up as I type it… but here we go anyway) 
Targets we intend observing tonight (if it’s clear) 
Modern 14-inch (35 cm) telescope 
� Garnet Star; a red supergiant star, and one of the most luminous and largest stars that can be seen with the 

naked eye 
� Gamma Delphinus; a beautiful double star  
� NGC 891; an edge-on spiral galaxy 
� M1 ; the ‘Crab’ nebula, a famous supernova remnant 
Modern 8-inch (20 cm) telescope  
� M27; the Dumbbell, a planetary nebula 
� 51 Pegasus ; an ordinary star like our sun, but it has a Jupiter-sized planet orbiting it every 4.2 days 
Wide angle telescope  
� M33, M31 ; two neighbouring spiral galaxies of our ‘Local Group’, in Andromeda and Triangulum  
� Double cluster of stars in Perseus 
3 mirror telescope 
� The asteroid 22 Kalliope 
The historic 12-inch Northumberland and 8-inch Thorrowgood telescopes    
� M15; a globular cluster of stars 
 
Chart of the night sky from Cambridge for 8pm on Wednesday 20th December      
(taken from www.heavens-above.com) 
 
Saturn rises now after 8.30pm, and can be easily seen in the constellation of Leo deep in the east; it’s 
just to the right of the last and brightest star in 
the ‘backwards question mark’ that forms the 
Lion’s head: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
And finally, a site map to help you find your way back  
to the car in the dark if we are observing tonight.  
 

Alternative parking here 
 
Public observing happens here 
 
Enter the IoA here for the talk 
 
You have probably parked here 
 
              suggested route back to the car park 

Saturn 
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