
PUBLIC OPEN EVENINGS AT THE INSTITUTE OF ASTRONOMY 
WEDNESDAY 11TH FEBRUARY 2009 

 
    Institute of Astronomy                          http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/  
    Cambridge Astronomical Association    http://www.caa-cya.org/  

All comments, enquiries or suggestions please to Carolin Crawford (csc@ast.cam.ac.uk)  
 
Welcome to our winter season of Wednesday public open evenings, which runs until the end of March. Tonight’s 30 
minute talk starts at 7.15pm and is followed by an opportunity to observe with both modern and historical 
telescopes if the weather is clear.  
 
This week’s talk :    Scott Brown is Mapping the Milky Way 
Next week :               Amy Bonsor will be weighing Neutron Stars: one billion tonnes in a teaspoon  
 
Help me out here, but I’m struggling to understand this. I’m looking out of my office window at an almost-cloudless 
blue sky.  I’m reading today’s forecast which predicts continued high pressure and a clear night. I’ve checked and 
double-checked my calendar and it’s definitely a Wednesday. Hmmm. Something does not compute… 
 
February’s edition of the Astropod is now out in the shops.  If you’ve not caught it yet, the Astropod is a free 
monthly podcast written and produced by a group of the graduate students here at the Institute of Astronomy. This 
month they’re talking to Don Pollaco about the discovery of extra-solar planets, so tune in and have a listen! 
http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/astropod/ 
 
Venus is still dazzling in the south-western sky before about 7pm. Saturn is gradually edging earlier into our night sky 
– but unfortunately still too late on for us to show you through the telescopes. However, it’s easy to spot for 
yourselves tonight – look for the bright orangey-coloured ‘star’ just to the upper left of tonight’s just-past-full moon 
after about 9pm. 

Meet Taurus the bull 
Okay, so in the hope it really is going to be clear, let’s learn a new 
constellation to look out for tonight; that of Taurus the Bull. Let’s start 
with the easily-recognisable constellation of Orion to the south - and if 
you don’t know how to find that, ask one of the helpers tonight to point 
it out to you. Follow the line of the three stars that form his belt up and 
to the right, stopping at the first bright star you see. That’s Aldebaran, the 
brightest star in Taurus (and 13th brightest star in the whole sky) lying 
about 65 light-years away. It’s a red giant star – about 44 times larger in 
size than our Sun, and about 150 times more luminous – which has a small 
faint companion star in orbit around it (too dim to see, even with a big 
telescope).  

Aldebaran forms part of a sideways ‘V’ shape that marks the head 
of the bull. The rest of the stars of the ‘V’ are the brighter members of the 
Hyades, the nearest open cluster to the Solar System – a group of about 
300 stars that originally formed from the same cloud of gas. These lie 
along the same line of sight as Aldebaran, but at about 150 light-years 
distant, lie well behind it.  

Then if you follow the line of Orion’s belt on beyond Aldebaran, 
you see a prominent star cluster, the Pleiades. The stars of the Hyades are fairly old (over 600 million years) and 
generally an orangey-red colour, whereas those of the Pleiades are much younger (‘only’ about 100 million years 
old) and shine with a very blue light. If you have good eyesight, you can see about seven of the brightest Pleaides 
stars with the unaided eye (hence one of its other names, the ‘Seven Sisters’); a quick perusal with a pair of 
binoculars will reveal many more members of the cluster. Even though they’re further away than the Hyades, at 
about 440 light-years, both star clusters live in the same spiral arm of our Galaxy as we do (the ‘Orion arm’).   

Taurus also plays host to the Crab Nebula,  the remains of a giant star that exploded as a spectacular 
supernova observed by Chinese astronomers in 1054 AD.  The nebula comprises the outer layers shed by the star 
(before it imploded to form a neutron star –come to next week’s talk to find out what that means…), and itself was 
one of the first such ‘clouds in space’ discovered with a telescope in 1731 by the English astronomer John Bevis. The 
Crab is much more distant; at about 6500 light-years away, it lives in the next spiral arm out from the centre of the 
Galaxy, the ‘Perseus arm’). This also means it’s faint, so you’ll need a good telescope to find it.  
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Don’t forget that we have the Cambridge Science Festival coming up in March. We have a few activities I’ll be telling 
you about, but please mark the afternoon of Saturday 21st March in your diaries already, as that will be our grand 
Open Afternoon. Find out more about the kind of activities we are planning at:  
http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/csf/2009/welcome.html  
 

THE NIGHT SKY AT 8PM ON 7TH JANUARY 2009 
To use the map, hold it above your head to match the sky… 

 
 

 
 
Sky map courtesy of http://www.heavens-above.com/ 
 
Apologies that we had to postpone the planned Poetry of Space evening last week – three of our four keynote 
speakers had to travel a long way to get here, and couldn’t make it because of the snow. We’re hoping to 
reschedule the event for the end of March, and update the website and newsletter once I know it.    
 
SITE SAFETY The construction work for the new Kavli Institute for Cosmology is beginning to encroach (temporarily) 
on the accessibility of the telescopes. So if we’re observing then I’m afraid access to the observing will be across the 
gravel car park. So please be safe, and follow directions and instructions as the usual path by the domes is completely 
blocked. Apologies about this, but I’m told it shouldn’t be for too much longer. But do please ask any of the front-
of-house staff if you need further orientation or assistance.  
PLEASE ALSO TAKE CARE ON ALL ROUTES – WE HAVE SALTED AND GRITTED THE ROUTE, BUT BE AWARE THAT 

THAT FRESH ICE MAY FORM DURING THE EVENING AS TEMPERATURES DROP.  
PLEASE ALSO BE PARTICULARLY CAREFUL OF ICY PUDDLES IN THE CAR PARKS.  
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