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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. If we’re not able to observe, members of the CAMBRIDGE ASTRONOMICAL 
ASSOCIATION will find something else to entertain you with in the lecture theatre after the tea break, for 
those who wish to stay. After tonight, we are open for only one more Wednesday evening this term.  

TONIGHT’S TALK  :  Andreea Font is introducing us to The Milky Way 
NEXT WEEK’S TALK :  Dan Wilkins will be Observing the Earth from Space 

POSTCARDS : don’t forget to check out the four new postcard designs on offer! 
THE DUSTY GALAXY  
The Planck satellite was launched a year ago, and 
it is currently surveying the whole sky in the 
infrared, taking observations of the cosmic 
microwave background (CMB) that will help 
constrain cosmological theories. As part of this 
mapping, Planck takes detailed images of our own 
Milky Way – partly as this is foreground 
‘contamination’ that masks the signal of the CMB, 
and which has to be removed from the final maps. 
However, these images also reveal the fantastic 
large-scale structures of cold dust that thread 
through our local neighbourhood. The image 
shown (right; or load it directly from  
www.esa.int/SPECIALS/Planck/) spans about 10% 
of the sky, revealing features within about 500 
light-years of the Sun. The band across the centre 
is the line of the disc of our Galaxy, mapped out by the warmer dust (shown in lighter colours). The 
colder dust (at –260°C, in darker colours) hangs suspended above and below this plane. Astronomers 
call the thin wispy structures ‘cirrus’; the denser concentrations of dust are contained in molecular 
clouds, which are the reservoir from which new stars form. 

MARS IN 3D 
While I’m thinking about beautiful pictures, how 
about this mesmerising image from Mars? It’s an 
oblique view of a 3.5km stretch of the north-western 
walls of the Mojave impact crater in the Xanthe region 
of Mars, and it was digitally generated from stereo 
data taken by NASA’s Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter.  
The crater walls are about 2.6km deep (the vertical 
height has been exaggerated in this view), but don’t 
appear to have suffered any erosion. This is unusual 
for such a large crater (it has a 60km diameter), as 
usually they have been overprinted by other 
geological processes, such as subsequent impacts or 
sedimentary filling. It seems that Mojave is one of the 
freshest large craters on Mars – perhaps as young as 
ten million years old. The smooth ‘ponds’ that lie 

between the outcropping rock terraces are thought to have been formed when material melted by the 
original impact event became trapped there; they are seen in many other impact craters. The fans and 



channels between the outcrops suggest that the impact may also have temporarily released subsurface 
water or water-ice which flowed across the surface to create these features.  

COUNTDOWN TO MARS 500 MISSION 
We don’t yet have the technology for a return mission carrying 
humans to Mars. But in preparation for the day we do, four 
European ‘cosmonauts’ are joining the Mars 500 project, which 
simulates the probable minimum duration (520 days) of a 
crewed mission to Mars. Two of the European candidates will 
be selected to join a crew of 1 Chinese and 3 Russian 
cosmonauts when they are locked away in sealed containers 
for 18 months in May. The idea is to study the physical and 
mental experience of such long-duration spaceflight missions 
– particularly the effect of the isolation of the ‘voyage’ on the 
participants’ moods, diet, sleep and level of stress. To make 
the experiment realistic, all food and water needed for the 
‘journey’ will be loaded into the ‘spacecraft’ at the start of the 
mission, and a time delay in communications will be 

introduced between the cosmonauts and the mission control (which in reality is just sited outside the 
sealed containers); it can take up to 20 minutes for a message to travel between Mars and the Earth. 
There will even be a simulated ‘landing’ halfway through the mission, where three of the crew will move 
into a separate container containing a Martian landscape to practice a surface exploration, wearing 
modified spacesuits.  
COMMENTS PLEASE 
As we approach the finish of the 2009/10 observing season, I’m interested in receiving any feedback –
particularly from all our ‘regular’ attendees. This is useful ammunition for funding applications (for 
upkeep of the telescopes – and to keep you all supplied with biscuits when it’s cloudy...), as a way of 
thanking those who give up their time to staff the evenings, and it will help us when we begin planning 
for next observing season.  So please tell us:  What did we do well? What could we do better next 
season? Please add your comments to the sheet on the noticeboard in the foyer, or email Carolin 
directly on csc@ast.cam.ac.uk. Of course, comments about the...  
WEATHER (AND AN UPDATE ON STATISTICS) 
...will not be greatly appreciated, as it’s the one variable we have no control over! So far we’ve been able 
to observe for only seven of the 24 possible opportunities this season, and we’re not very happy about it 
either!! 
AN INTRO TO ASTRO 
If you are expecting to suffer withdrawal symptoms at the cessation of our public evenings, there’s 
always the annual Intro to Astro course. It runs from 21st April to 26th May, and is designed for those 
new to astronomy. Each week there will be a lecture given by a member of the CAA or IoA, and a visit to 
another part of the Institute to see what goes on there. The course is open to anyone 16 and over, and 
costs a massive £6 for the whole 6 week course. To find out more, pick up a form from the foyer, or 
email Brian at  btl21@cam.ac.uk. 
WHAT’S IN THE SKY THIS WEEK? 
• The MOON is now half-full, and prominent in our evening sky.  
• VENUS  is also an early evening object, very bright and low to the West at twilight;  easily seen once 

the Sun sets; it will be climbing higher each evening as the month progresses.  
• MERCURY may also be glimpsed over the next fortnight or so, if you have a clear Western horizon.   

Like Venus, Mercury is drawing away from the Sun, and so is getting higher in the sky after sunset; 
it will approach Venus, getting gradually fainter. The two planets will be closest on 4th April, with a 
separation of only 3 degrees.  

• MARS is a very clear bright red-orange object visible all night. Tonight it will be about 20° left of the 
Moon, and tomorrow night it will be to the upper right of the Moon.   

• SATURN is now easily visible, rising in the East at an altitude of 30° above the horizon by 9pm 
 
 


	Wednesday 24th March 2010

