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Welcome to the public open evenings at the Institute of Astronomy. Tonight’s talk starts promptly at 
7.15pm, and will be followed by an opportunity to observe with both modern and historical telescopes if 
and only if the weather is clear. Of course that assumes we remember how to work the telescopes after 
so many cloudy or wet Wednesdays...  The forecast (as of this morning, anyway) is for it to clear about 
midnight, so yet again observing doesn’t look very likely.  Otherwise members of the CAMBRIDGE 
ASTRONOMICAL ASSOCIATION will try to find something else to entertain you with in the lecture theatre 
after the tea break, for those who are interested. We are open on Wednesday evenings now until the 
end of March. The talk schedule for the coming term can be found at : 
http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/public_observing/0910/timetable.html 
And you never know, one day we might all get to do some observing... 

 

If you have any questions, suggestions or comments about the IoA Open Evenings  
please get in touch with CAROLIN CRAWFORD csc@ast.cam.ac.uk 

 
 

TONIGHT’S TALK  :  Anjali Tripathi is talking about Robotic exploration of the planets 
NEXT WEEK’S TALK :  Helen Russell is discussing Galaxy cluster collisions: the largest sonic boom 

 
SPIRIT IS A-ROVING NO MORE 
Okay – so maybe the last for a while on the saga of the 
rover Spirit on Mars. Yesterday the NASA team 
responsible for the Mars Rovers Spirit and Discovery 
announced that they have finally given up their attempts 
to extract it from the sandtrap it’s been embedded in for 
the last 10 months. Not only is Spirit running out of 
power after repeated attempts to extricate it, but now 
two of the six wheels are no longer functioning. However, 
that doesn’t mean that the ex-rover is useless – instead it 
will be used as a stationary platform from which to 
continue scientific imaging and experiments. That is, if it 
can first survive the southern Martian winter... So the first priority now is to try instead to angle the 
rover so that it’s at a much more favourable pitch to catch as much sunlight as possible on its solar 
panels; an aim that seems much more achievable than freeing Spirit entirely. Then if it harvests enough 
power over the next few weeks, it should be in a good situation to be woken up to continue its mission 
in the (Martian) Spring.  

HERSCHEL – ASTRONOMY AND MUSIC 
If you fancy a change from our open evenings, maybe look no further than the 
Whipple Museum of science in town. Next Wednesday February 3rd, they will 
host a special concert to celebrate the works of the astronomer WILLIAM 
HERSCHEL. Herschel made many important astronomical discoveries, the most 
famous being that of the planet Uranus in 1781; others include the discovery of 
infra-red radiation, two of the moons around each of Saturn and Uranus, and 
the realisation that many double stars were in fact physical associated binary 
systems. He was also an accomplished builder of reflecting telescopes, 
constructing over 400 in his lifetime; the largest had a diameter of 49½ inches 
(1.25m) and a tube over 40 ft (12 m) long! However, Herschel’s other main 
occupation was as a musician – he played the cello, harpsichord, oboe and 

organ – and he was engaged in several chapels as organist, and later because responsible for public 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Focal_length�


concerts, as director of the orchestra in Bath. He was also a composer, leaving 24 symphonies and many 
concertos.  
The event at the Whipple next Wednesday will feature an introductory biographical talk from the 
Herschel scholar Michael Hoskin, as well as performances of William Herschel's oboe concerto in Eb 
and two trio sonatas for harpsichord and strings. The event runs between 6-9pm; all are welcome, and 
tickets are free but must be reserved by the Whipple reception on 01223 330906. 
ZERO-GRAVITY TOILETS 
Thanks to the ever-entertaining Universe Today for drawing this to my attention: there’s a lovely 2-
minute video clip on YouTube where the astronaut Chris Hadfield explains exactly how zero-gravity 
toilets operate. Just in case you ever wondered... Go to YouTube and search for ‘space toilet’... and just 
be sure to click on the correct video out of those offered (!). Alternatively the clip is located directly at 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HUe2HcFUPSo (if you can be bothered to type that in).  
WHAT’S IN THE SKY THIS WEEK?  
o The MOON dominates the night sky (or at least it would if you could see it...) and is very bright, on 

its way to becoming Saturday’s full moon.  
o JUPITER is now rapidly swamped in the evening twilight, observable both bright and low to the 

South-West only before about 5pm.  
o SATURN  is now rising around 10.30pm, though it won’t really get high enough to be observable till 

after midnight. Through even simple binoculars you may be able to make out a sense of the rings, as 
well as perhaps three of the four moons that orbit around it.  

MARS IS CLOSE TONIGHT  
As you read this (about 7pm tonight) Mars makes its closest approach 
to Earth. Okay, it may be arguable whether 99 million km can really be 
regarded as close, but it does mean that the red planet is just that tiny 
bit brighter and larger in the Sky – probably not so that you’d notice 
though. Mars and Earth have a "close encounter" about every 26 
months; the last was in December 2007.  These periodic encounters are 
due to the differences in the two planets' orbits: Earth goes around the 
Sun twice as fast as Mars, lapping the Red Planet about every two 
years. However, the close approaches are not always at the same 
distance as both planets have elliptical orbits. In its close encounter 
with Earth in 2003, for example, Mars was about 30 million 
miles closer than it is in today’s closest approach.  

HOW TO FIND MARS 
Join the two shoulders of Orion with an imaginary line, and then  
extend this into an arc across the sky towards the East. Mars  
will  be the only very bright ‘star’ in along this direction,  
as shown on the map to the left.  It’s at an altitude  
of about 30° up from the horizon by 8pm. It’s 
worth looking at it through even low-
power binoculars - you’ll not any 
real detail, but it should 
resolve itself into a bright 
orange disc. Mars has this red 
colour because it’s rusty; about 
one-tenth of the soil literally 
contains rust (aka iron oxide). It’s 
thought that originates from 
millions of years ago when water was 
plentiful on the surface of Mars, and 
reacted with the iron in the Martian 
geology.  
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