
   PUBLIC OPEN EVENINGS AT THE INSTITUTE OF 
ASTRONOMY 

WEDNESDAY 17TH NOVEMBER 2010 
 

Welcome to our weekly public open evenings. Tonight there will be a 30 minute talk starting promptly at 
7.15pm, followed by an opportunity to observe if (and only if…) the weather is clear. Two of the historical 
telescopes will be open, and the CAMBRIDGE ASTRONOMICAL ASSOCIATION will be providing a floorshow on 
the observatory lawns relaying live images from three modern telescopes. If it’s cloudy, the CAA will offer 
a second short talk in the lecture theatre after the tea break, for those who are interested. The 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 : George Becker is telling us to Forget Hubble - here is what the Universe REALLY looks 
like! 
Next week’s talk : Ed Cackett will be giving us The latest spin on neutron stars 
 

This FRIDAY 19TH NOVEMBER the Cambridge Astronomical Association will be holding one of their SPEAKER 
MEETINGS. This month’s talk is by Carl Murray on Cassini’s Observations of Saturn’s Rings. Everyone is 
welcome (non-members are asked only to contribute a small entrance fee), and it will be held in this 
lecture theatre at the IoA, starting at 8pm.   

DUST FROM ASTEROID ITOKAWA 
Humanity has sent spacecraft to fly past many planets, 
moons, asteroids and comets – and even to land on 
some. But so far there have been few samples of solar 
system bodies returned to Earth – only from the Moon 
(Apollo), Comet Wild (Stardust mission) and particles 
from the solar wind (Genesis). Now the Japanese space 
agency has confirmed that it has been successfully in 
bringing home the first samples scooped up from the 
surface of an asteroid – asteroid Itokawa (see the 
picture to the right), which was visited by the 
Hayabusa spacecraft in late 2005. The craft fired tiny 
projectiles into the surface of the asteroid, and aimed to gather up any particles released as ejecta into a 
collecting chamber for return to Earth. Unfortunately the grab mechanism appeared to malfunction at 
the time, but it seems that some of the dust generated managed to swirl into the chamber anyway. This 
finally – after several hitches – was returned to Earth earlier this year for analysis. The microscopic 
analysis of 1,500 grains retrieved from the craft's sample canister has shown they were of extraterrestrial 
origin, and is the first time samples from an asteroid have been returned to Earth. These grains will 
provide a fascinating resource, and provide new insights into the early history of the Solar System and the 
formation of the planets more than 4.5 billion years ago. The key thing is that samples we can easily 
study – on Earth – have been heavily affected by plate tectonics and geochemical processes, whereas the 
material in asteroids has not experienced this. They can thus tell us about the raw ingredients of the 
original solar system in a way that material on Earth can’t.  
 

BUBBLES AROUND THE MILKY WAY 
Scientists have announced the discovery of two enormous bubbles billowing out from either side of the 
centre of our Galaxy. Each is about 25,000 light-years in diameter, and together they span more than half 
the Milky Way’s diameter. However, you can be forgiven for not having noticed them, as they’re only 
apparent in the very highest-energy light – gamma rays, as detected by NASA’s Fermi Space Telescope. 
It’s quite difficult to detect light from something so faint and extended, especially through a foreground 
‘fog’ of gamma-ray light produced by energetic particles whizzing their way through the gas in our inter-
stellar medium. These previous unseen structures may be the remnant of a past eruption – either from 



the multi-million solar mass black hole at 
the core of our Milky Way, or from a past 
era of very active and central star formation. 
Both the size and the well-defined edges to 
the bubbles suggest that they were formed 
as the result of a very large and rapid release 
of energy – occurring perhaps from several 
millions of years ago. We see jets and 
bubbles round the centres of other galaxies, 
so it’s perhaps not so far-fetched to think 
something similar has happened to our 
Galaxy in the past.  

LEONID METEOR SHOWER 
Usually it feels like I tell you about a forthcoming meteor shower and 
nothing much happens – well, except last month, when several 
Orionids were easily spotted by visitors whilst waiting to look through 
the Northumberland telescope on a Wednesday night. So, despite it 
being a bright moon again, I suggest you just keep an eye out for any 
Leonids, which are supposed to be at their peak in activity around 
now. The best time to watch for them would  be just in the small hours 
before dawn (by which time the Moon will also have set);  but you 
never know, there could be some early and bright ones putting in an 
appearance for us this evening.  Meteors are just the same as shooting 
stars, just tiny specks of space dust burning up as they encounter 
Earth’s upper atmosphere. The Leonids meteor shower occurs at the 
same time each year, when the Earth’s orbit takes it through a trail of 
small pieces of debris shed by Comet Tempel-Tuttle.  
 
WHAT’S IN THE SKY THIS WEEK?   

Are you bored of me mentioning JUPITER yet? 
Well, it is beautiful and always worth a look, 
particularly through simple binoculars or a 
small telescope, which will enable you to see 
its four largest moons. Jupiter is the brightest 
object to the south-east. Well, apart from the 
MOON of course, well on its way to being full 
by the weekend.  VENUS is now very bright, low 
down in the pre-dawn sky, and if you’re really 
lucky it might be worth looking out for SATURN 
at the same time, above and to the right. The 
sketch below 
right shows what 
you should see 
about 6.30am, 
looking due 
south-east, with 
Venus and 
Saturn to either 
side of the bright 
star Spica.  

 
Sky map for 8pm tonight, from www.heavens-above.com 
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