
   PUBLIC OPEN EVENINGS AT THE INSTITUTE OF 

ASTRONOMY 
WEDNESDAY 15TH DECEMBER 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 : Stephanie Hunt and friends will be taking us Planet Hunting – 19th Century Style! 

Tonight marks our last open evening of 2010 – we’ll then take a break over Christmas and New Year, 
returning on the 5th January 2011, when Carolin Crawford will be taking A close look at the Moon’s 
surface. But if you need a little more astronomy to keep you going before the break, everyone is welcome 
to the NEXT CAA SPEAKER MEETING this Friday 17th December, when David Burgess will be presenting a 
talk on ‘The Sun, the Solar wind and Space Weather”. The talk will be in this lecture theatre at IoA, 
starting at 8pm; anyone who isn’t already a member of the CAA is asked to contribute only a small 
entrance fee. 
 

STARGAZING LIVE 
You may be interested in a new initiative from the BBC early on in the New Year. First of all, there’ll be 
three programmes on BBC2 (8pm on the 3, 4 and 5 January 2011) presented by Brian Cox and Dara O 
Briain, featuring epic images from observatories around the globe. These will be followed by a fortnight 
of stargazing events hosted by astronomical associations across the country. You can find out more about 
all of this at http://www.bbc.co.uk/stargazing. For our part, we’ll be holding our usual open evenings on 
the Wednesdays of the 5th and 12th January, as well AN EXTRA OBSERVING EVENING on Saturday 8th 
January. This will run slightly earlier than normal, from 6.30 – 8pm, and will depart slightly from our 
usual format.  If the weather is clear we'll be running the observing from the observatory lawns 
throughout this time, and there will be no talk - visitors should just come straight to the observatory 
lawns. If it is cloudy, we will offer some short talks about Astronomy in our lecture theatre, starting at 
6.45pm.  So if there’s anyone you know who would like to come along to observe, but can’t make the 
Wednesday open evenings, please do let them know about this extra Saturday event.  
 

VOYAGER AT THE EDGE 
Some of you reading this may well remember the amazing 
Voyager spacecraft – launched in the mid-1970’s, they provided 
the first spectacular looks at the gas giants of our Solar System. 
Despite their original mission being long over, they’ve 
continued coasting on their way, getting increasingly ever more 
distant from the Earth. One of the spacecraft instruments on 
Voyager 1 has been measuring the flow of charged particles onto 
its outward face, as a way of monitoring the density and velocity 
of the ‘wind’ of charged particles that continually stream from 
the surface of the Sun. This week it’s been announced that the 
spacecraft is so far out - at around 10.8 billion miles from the 
Sun - that it can no longer detect this wind. This means it is now at the outer limits of the Sun’s 
influence, and will eventually pass out into interstellar space in about 4 years’ time. Meanwhile Voyager 2 
lags behind its twin, at only 8.8 billion miles out from the Sun; it’s been following a different and slower 
course into the outer Solar System, and is not expected to reach the same boundary for another few 
years.  

view-source:http://www.bbc.co.uk/stargazing�


AN ASTEROID BECOMES A COMET?  
Curiously, a 113km-wide asteroid named Scheila has started to grow 
both a tail and a ‘coma’ – both classic characteristics of a comet. But 
instead of this being an asteroid turning into a comet, it’s more likely 
that it’s a cometary nucleus that has up to now been misidentified as 
an asteroid. Only now is it brightening in an outburst (thought to 
have begun less than a fortnight ago) to reveal its real nature. This is 
not unprecedented – there have been other examples of comets that 
orbit and behave like asteroids until they suddenly sprout tails. This 
sudden change of behaviour is probably triggered by the object 
reaching a point in its orbit more towards the Sun, where an 
increased heating causes water ice to sublimate from the surface and 
spray out behind to begin to form a tail.    
 

ON THE FOURTH DAY OF CHRISTMAS, MY TRUE LOVE GAVE TO ME... 
No, not four calling birds, but how about four exoplanets all imaged 
in one go? HR 8799 is a star 130 light-years distant, and one of the 
first to have its whole planetary system directly imaged. For the 
record, this is difficult to do, as the light from the central star 
usually drowns out the much fainter light reflected by the planets. If 
helps, of course, if you block out the light from the star, and also 
image in the near infrared, where there is less of a contrast in the 
light between planets and star. The latest image (see right) has 
revealed a new, fourth, and innermost exoplanet in the system. The 
particularly interesting thing about this system is that it is young 
(less than 100 million years old), and so the properties of the planets 
are an interesting test of models of formation for giant planets in an 
early planetary system.  And curiously, it would appear that this new planet doesn’t fit with either of the 
primary competing theories  - whether a massive planet forms all at once, or whether a small core more 
gradually accumulates matter. In this case, the planet is so close to the host star that its formation should 
have been disrupted by the gravitational pull, unless it has either migrated in from much futher out, or 
has accreted a lot of material much later on.  
 

WHAT’S IN THE SKY THIS WEEK?   
• The MOON is now just slightly more than half-full, and setting after midnight.   
• JUPITER remains prominent in the early evening sky, low down to the south, and by far the brightest 

thing (well, after the Moon, of course!) to emerge at twilight.  
• if you’re an early riser, you can see both VENUS and SATURN in the pre-dawn sky to the south-east. 

Venus is the lower, and much brighter object, with Saturn fainter, higher to the right.  
• And of course, at the end of next week, we’d like to remind  all younger observers to keep a very 

special watch on the sky for a certain gentleman in a red suit being pulled by his trusty reindeer 
across the Sky … 
 

So it just remains for us to wish you all a  

VERY MERRY CHRISTMAS  
                 AND 
A HAPPY NEW YEAR! 
Here’s hoping we’ll all have nice clear skies over the winter break 
and in the year to come. Oh, last but by no means least, let us    
        not forget our best birthday wishes today to JAMIE TUCKER... 
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