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All comments, enquiries or suggestions please to Carolin Crawford (csc@ast.cam.ac.uk)  
 
Welcome to our winter season of Wednesday public open evenings; only four more to go now – we live in hope of 
being able to show you some stars yet… 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 Dan Stark is searching for The first stars and galaxies 
We shall be running our Open evenings as normal during the festival on the 11th and 18th March except that you will 
need tickets to come along  - apologies for this, but if we don’t ticket the event we get over-run with attendees and 
it’s too crowded to be any fun for anyone (in previous years we had around 500 people turn up…). The good news 
is that tickets are free, on a first-come first-served basis, and you can pick some up from the front-of-house staff 
tonight, or get them via the Science Festival box office (01223 766766). The talks those two evenings are:  

11th March Luke Barnes will return to tell us about Life in a fine-tuned Universe 
18th March Carolin Crawford will be talking about Exoplanets and how to find them 

The final (and non-ticketed) talk will be Adrienne Leonard returning to explain Relativity for beginners 
 
In the news this week, the Grunt spaceprobe (I kid you not, that really is its name...) intended for a round-trip 
journey to  Mars’ moon Phobos, is going to carry live biological specimens such as insects, bacteria, seeds, spores, 
funghi and crustaceans. First of all, this can test how well life (in a variety of forms) can survive periods of long and 
hazardous spaceflight, and whether such seeds can still sprout once returned to Earth. The long-term aim is to gain 
more insight as to how astronauts might be affected by a similar long journey to Mars, and whether any seeds they 
take with them will be viable to provide a fresh food source for potential colonists.  However, the experiment also 
investigates the idea of ‘Panspermia’, which suggests bacteria from one planet could ride on meteorites to seed life 
on another planet. So while it’s interesting to contemplate these specimens as our first astronauts embarking on a 
voyage to Mars, there is of course the whole question of whether this is a responsible mission. There is always the 
possibility of the probe crash-landing on Phobos, and we end up with our own human-induced version of 
Panspermia… 
 
Talking of crash-landing, China’s 16-month mission to the Moon, Chang’e 1, has concluded with a (planned) impact 
onto the lunar surface. The satellite spent most of this time in a lunar orbit, making three-dimensional maps of the 
Moon’s landscape, and testing the performance of such an orbiting craft. In practice, long-term moon orbits get 
perturbed by the gravitational effects of local mass concentrations known as ‘mascons’ within the Moon. The next 
phase of China’s planned exploration of the Moon is to land a rover in 2012, followed by a sample return mission in 
2017.  
 
If you listen to BBC Radio 4’s environmental programme Home Planet, broadcast on Tuesday afternoons, you will 
know that there will be an outside broadcast recorded in this lecture theatre at 7pm on Friday 13th March. Tickets 
are free and available again from the Science Festival box office (01223 766766). The panelists are Professor Philip 
Stott (an environmental scientist from the University of London), the science writer and journalist Ehsan Masood, 
and our very own Dr Carolin Crawford from the IoA. They are still looking for interesting questions for the panel to 
tackle – so please send any ideas to Home.planet@bbc.co.uk 
 
This is part of the upcoming Cambridge Science Festival. Please mark the afternoon of Saturday 21st March in your 
diaries, as that will be our grand Open Afternoon. We plan talks, demonstrations, displays, children’s activities, 
planetarium shows, exhibitions to educate and entertain, and even a café where you can rest your feet if you start 
flagging. There will also be public observing that evening as well (if it’s clear…). Entrance is free, and  everyone is 
welcome.  http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/csf/2009/welcome.html  
 
Did you feel the draught as the asteroid 2009 DD45 whipped past the Earth last Monday? Passing a distance of 
‘only’ 72,000 km (about a fifth of the total distance out to the Moon), it was estimated to be a few tens of metres 
across. This is about the same size as the object which caused the Tungeska explosion over Siberia a century ago. The 
only slightly alarming thing to note was that it was only discovered on the previous Saturday, which has caused a 
slight frisson of alarm in the scientific community that monitor the threat from space rocks and comets.  It would be 
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hoped that all approaches of such ‘near-Earth asteroids’ were anticipated much earlier, preferably with decades spare 
to work out how to mitigate or deflect any possible collision.   
 

MARCH’S ASTROPOD OUT TOMORROW! http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/astropod/ 
 
Many thanks to those of you that helped Vickie Curtis by filling out a questionnaire for her last term – she is a 
student from the Open University who’s studying our open evenings as a case study for her MSc in Science and 
Society. She now has a short supplementary survey with some follow-up questions, and would be very grateful to 
any of tonight’s attendees who could spare a few minutes to answer them via a SurveyMonkey. Follow the link 
directly to it from our public open nights homepage at  http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/public_observing/  
 

THE NIGHT SKY AT 8PM ON 4TH MARCH 2009 
To use the map, hold it above your head to match the sky… 

Sky map courtesy of http://www.heavens-above.com/ 
 

The Moon is half-
full tonight, and 
will be getting 
brighter and fuller 
during the next 
week, its light 
drowning out all 
but the brightest 
stars.  
 
Venus remains 
easily observable 
as the very bright 
object that appears 
above the Western 
horizon after 
sunset.  
 
Saturn is also 
noticeable from 
about 8pm – it is 
relatively bright 
with an orange 
colour above the 
Eastern horizon. 
The easiest time to 
locate it will be on 
the night of the 
10th March, when 
it will be near to, 
and at 10 o’clock 
from, the full 
Moon.  
 
 

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.  
 
And finally… the Society for Popular Astronomy are holding their annual convention at the IoA on Saturday 7th 
March, 10am – 5pm. The Event is free, and open to everyone. The main lecture is the inaugural Sir Patrick Moore 
Lecture, which will be given by Dr Katie Joy (University College London) at 3pm on The past, present and future of 
lunar exploration. If you want to reserve your place at this lecture (the only part of the event that is ticketed) email 
secretary@popastro.com. Find out more about the whole event at http://popastro.com/convention2009.php 
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