
   PUBLIC OPEN EVENINGS AT THE INSTITUTE OF 
ASTRONOMY 

WEDNESDAY 24TH 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 : Ed Cackett is giving us The latest spin on neutron stars 
Next week’s talk : Robin Catchpole will be telling us some Highlights of the Solar System 
 

FIRST EXTRA-GALACTIC EXOPLANET?  
It’s hard enough detecting planets around other stars in 
our own Galaxy, let alone in any other galaxies out there. 
But there is news this week that astronomers may have 
discovered the first planet known to lie outside of the 
Milky Way. Lying 2,000 light-years distant from Earth, 
HIP 13044b has a mass similar to that of Jupiter, but is so 
close to its host star that it circles it in just 16.2 (Earth-) 

days. When it was formed - around 6-9 billion years ago – HIP 13044b’s host star was part of a small 
‘dwarf ’ galaxy in orbit around our own. However, during the intervening years, this much smaller galaxy 
has fallen towards the Milky Way; in the process, gravitational tidal forces have shredded it into a long 
trail of stars that are slowly being incorporated into our own Galaxy. So while still fairly ‘close’ to us, this 
does look to be confirmation that the formation of planets is not something special to the Milky Way, but 
could be common across the Universe. Interestingly, the host star of this exo-planet is sufficiently 
advanced in years that it has already swollen into a bloated ‘red giant’, typical of the end phase of a star 
like our Sun. Indeed, it has probably already consumed any inner rocky planets present, so far leaving the 
Jupiter-like planet relatively unscathed.   
 

R.I.P. SPIRIT?  
Let’s return once more to Spirit and Opportunity, two NASA 
rovers that have been exploring the surface of Mars over the last 
six years, carrying out analysis of Martian rocks and sending 
back some fabulous images. Well, unfortunately it’s not looking 
good for Spirit, which hasn’t made contact with its science team 
back here on Earth since March this year.  To begin with, it 
became completely stuck about 18 months ago when one of its 
wheels broke through a thin layer of crust to become wedged in 
the sand below. Despite several attempts, the mission scientists 
were unable to extract it – although in the process the wheels churned up a lot of sub-surface material 
indicating that this site once hosted hot springs. The rover then switched to a hibernation mode when its 
solar panels stopped receiving sufficient sunlight as the Sun was too low in the sky during the Martian 
winter. This is an automatic ‘safe’-mode designed to conserve the rover’s remaining power, shutting 
down communications and all other activities until it is able to gain more solar energy. Engineers have 
been attempting to re-establish contact since early July, sending signals in the hope of receiving a 
responding beep, that would indicate that Spirit was at last awake. So far it’s not looking very hopeful, 
although it could be that this location on Mars may not warm up sufficiently till a little later on – 
scientists will continue trying to contact Spirit for many more weeks yet before giving up.  

http://www.universetoday.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/11/exoplanet-from-another-galaxy.jpg�


SEEING THE SUN IN AN UNUSUAL LIGHT 
Okay, this may not be the most stunning image you’ve ever seen of 
the Sun, but I bet it’s the first time you’ve seen the Sun at night… 
Huh? I mean, as seen down through the Earth. First of all, you have 
to realize that this image is not viewing the Sun via the ordinary 
light it emits. Instead this image is a map of the number of 
neutrinos detected. A neutrino is a sub-atomic particle, and they 
are created in abundance as a natural by-product of the nuclear 
reactions deep at the centre of the Sun. The fun thing about 
neutrinos is that they don’t react with ordinary matter and so can 
pass through the entirety of the Earth unimpeded – at the rate of 
about a 100 million million neutrinos per square centimetre of area 
a second. This also means that neutrinos can make a rapid escape 
from the core of the Sun to its surface, emerging after only a 
couple of seconds compared to the 30,000-year travel time taken 
by individual photons of light on the same journey. Thus observing 

the neutrino behaviour of the Sun is an accurate way of monitoring its current activity levels. The image 
shown was taken using a neutrino detector located deep in a mine in the Japanese Alps.  
 
WHAT’S IN THE SKY THIS WEEK?   
The MOON is just past-full, and now not rising till after 8pm – always well worth a look through simple 
binoculars if you have them. JUPITER is still prominent, at an altitude of about 30 degrees above the 
horizon to the South by 8pm – but it’s the brightest thing in the sky to emerge in the evening twilight. At 
the other end of the night, VENUS is now very bright, low down in the pre-dawn sky (around 6.30am); and 
if you’re really lucky it might be worth looking out for SATURN at the same time, above and to the right.  
 

Time to remind you also about IRIDIUM FLARES – bright sunlight reflected briefly from the large antennae 
on a particular network of communications satellites in orbit around the Earth. The table below left gives 
the times for the best viewings in the coming week. Look at the given time for a bright light moving 
steadily across the sky, dimming only as it passes towards the West, and into the shadow of the Earth. 
The two sightings in bold font should be particularly bright – each briefly far outshining Jupiter. Bear in 
mind, however, that these reflections onto the Earth are quite narrow, so if you are viewing these from a 
location substantially (>8km) outside of Cambridge, the flare may not be so bright. To get better 
estimates for your observing location, go to www.heavens-above.com – which is also the source for our 
sky map to the right. This summarizes the 
constellations visible overhead across the 
whole sky at around 8pm tonight. 
  

Date Local 
Time Altitude Direction 

25 Nov 17:15:24 31° S 

28 Nov 17:06:35 27° SSW 

29 Nov 17:00:30 28° SSW 

29 Nov 18:26:51 35° SSE 

29 Nov 18:27:02 35° SSE 

  
 
 

http://www.heavens-above.com/glossary.aspx?Session=kebgfefhgknkkcojajnoaekm&term=altitude�
http://www.heavens-above.com/flaredetails.asp?SatID=25343&Session=kebgfefhgknkkcojajnoaekm&Date=40507.7190223652&Mirror=2�
http://www.heavens-above.com/flaredetails.asp?SatID=25778&Session=kebgfefhgknkkcojajnoaekm&Date=40510.7129107835&Mirror=2�
http://www.heavens-above.com/flaredetails.asp?SatID=25342&Session=kebgfefhgknkkcojajnoaekm&Date=40511.7086778502&Mirror=2�
http://www.heavens-above.com/flaredetails.asp?SatID=24906&Session=kebgfefhgknkkcojajnoaekm&Date=40511.768648255&Mirror=2�
http://www.heavens-above.com/flaredetails.asp?SatID=25578&Session=kebgfefhgknkkcojajnoaekm&Date=40511.7687783762&Mirror=2�

	/   Public Open Evenings at the Institute of Astronomy
	Wednesday 24th November 2010


