
   PUBLIC OPEN EVENINGS AT THE INSTITUTE OF 
ASTRONOMY 

WEDNESDAY 13TH OCTOBER 2010 
 

Welcome to our weekly public open evenings. Last week we had a cracking start with beautiful clear 
weather – it’s not often we can make out the Milky Way (just!) from the Observatory lawns. I only wish 
the weather forecast looked so hopeful for this evening… Tonight there will be a 30 minute talk starting 
promptly at 7.15pm, followed by an opportunity to observe with both modern and historical telescopes if 
(and only if…) the weather is clear. If you have brought your own torch, please wrap up the end in 
something see-through and RED (such as some red tissue paper or cellophane) so you don't lose your (or 
anyone else’s) night vision. The talk schedule for the coming term can be found at the outreach website 
at :   www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/public_observing/1011/ 
 

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 

 

This week’s talk : Maciej Hermanowicz is taking us Solar Sailing 
Next week’s talk : Andy Fabian will be giving a presentation: Blast off! An introduction to rockets 
 

A NEW-LOOK NASA 
A healthy new era is now promised for NASA, with President Obama’s recent authorization of a $58 
billion budget for the space programme over the next 3 years. In the short term, this enables an 
additional Space Shuttle flight, and will extend the life of the International Space Station to at least 2020. 
The responsibility for launching astronauts into low-Earth orbit will now be handed over to the 
commercial space industry – both established private companies and new start-ups – leaving NASA free 
to concentrate on a more ambitious and longer-term strategy for deep space exploration. As one NASA 
representative put it, ‘The goal is not the moon. We were there 40 years ago. The goal is Mars by a 
flexible path.’  So although this means the end of the Constellation project meant to return astronauts to 
the Moon, development should start very soon on an alternative heavy-lift rocket and a multipurpose 
crew vehicle designed to take astronauts well beyond low-Earth orbit. Discussions are also taking place to 
consider how the ISS could be better exploited in the future – for example, as a development platform for 
deep space exploration. Not only could spacecraft be assembled in orbit, but the ISS could act as a 
launching point for a crewed mission around the Moon, as well as playing a more important role in 
testing new self-sufficiency technologies crucial for further exploration to Mars … or even to asteroids.  
A SECOND ASTEROID WITH WATER 
While we are waiting till 2030 when NASA might send astronauts to 
study asteroids in situ, astronomers continue observing them from 
Earth.  Earlier this year, water ice was discovered - along with some 
organic molecules - on a 200-km wide asteroid, 24 Themis. This week 
it’s been announced that ice has also been detected on a second, slightly 
larger, asteroid (65 Cybele), located along with Themis in the asteroid 
belt between Mars and Jupiter. So we suspect that there are reserves of 
water frozen into the Martian soil, we know there’s a lot of water ice on 
the lunar surface; but these asteroid observations suggest that water could be a lot more widespread in 
the Solar System. Also, if asteroids are not as dry as thought, then we may need to revisit the idea that 
such objects could have delivered a large fraction of Earth’s water in a period of heavy bombardment very 
early on in its history.  
ANOTHER DAY, ANOTHER NEAR-MISS... 
And sometimes a piece of space rock obligingly comes to us, enabling scientists to snatch a closer look as 
it whizzes past. A ‘near-Earth’ object - designated 2010 TD54 - approached to about 46,000km of the 
Earth’s surface above East Asia yesterday morning. Amazingly, this visitor was only discovered to be on 
its way the previous Saturday. Estimated to be around 5-10m in size, it posed no threat, being too small to 
survive the fall even if it did enter the Earth’s atmosphere. Observations of the light reflected by such 

http://www.universetoday.com/46646/moon/�
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http://www.minorplanetcenter.org/mpec/K10/K10T65.html�


asteroids at visible and near-infrared wavelengths can be used to determine which minerals are present, 
and potentially relate them to known meteorite samples. Images can also be used to track the effect the 
Earth’s gravity on the spacerock – whether it causes asteroid-quakes, shifting the appearance of its 
surface.  

COMET HARTLEY 
In early November Comet Hartley will be visited by the Deep Impact spacecraft, which will fly to within 
700km of the comet’s nucleus and image it. But if you don’t want to wait till then, why not try and see the 
comet for yourself - although of course from rather further away… Below is a map to help you try to find 
Comet Hartley, including the very recognizable ‘W’ of Cassiopeia to the North as an excellent starting 
point. I will confess that I have had no success yet in finding this comet through binoculars from my own 
back garden, but you never know – by the time the skies clear again it could have brightened 

considerably. Over the next week, the 
comet will be moving from right to left 
along the track shown as a dotted line in 
my diagram; tonight, for example, it will 
be just above and slightly to the left of 
Mirfak, the brightest star in Perseus, and 
around next Tuesday it will be just 
below the very bright star Capella. Even 
if visible through binoculars it won’t 
appear as a greatly dramatic comet – 
more like a  faint fuzzy smudge, as the 
diffuse light from its halo or ‘coma’ is 
spread over a large area of sky. The 
comet will make its closest approach (18 
km distant) to the Earth on the 21st 

October, and will be nearest to the Sun a week later. If you want more detailed charts of its expected 
position, then there are some available at the Society for Popular Astronomy’s website at: 
http://www.popastro.com/sections/comet/Hartley_Oct10.html.  And while you’re sweeping the sky 
around Perseus with binoculars, don’t forget to pause and take in the beauty of the Perseus double 
cluster of stars that I’ve marked on the map for you – these ARE visible through binoculars as little 
smudges, halfway from Perseus to Cassiopeia - but don’t mistake them for the comet!  

WHAT (ELSE) IS IN THE SKY THIS WEEK?  
o The Moon will be half-full tomorrow, and is 

currently visible to the West in the evening sky.  
These next few days are an excellent time to view 
the Moon through either binoculars or a small 
telescope – particularly look for the shadows cast 
by craters along the edge between day and night 
on the lunar surface.  

o Jupiter is the incredibly bright ‘star’ that you can 
see in the early evening, low down in the sky to  
the South-East. Again, through any simple 
binoculars you should be able to see the planet 
and its largest moons - I show the configuration of 
the moons for tonight, but remember the image 
may be reversed from this when viewed through a 
telescope… 

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

 
 


	//   Public Open Evenings at the Institute of Astronomy
	Wednesday 13th October 2010
	/A second asteroid with water
	Comet Hartley
	/what (else) is in the sky this week?


