
   PUBLIC OPEN EVENINGS AT THE INSTITUTE OF 
ASTRONOMY 

WEDNESDAY 2ND FEBRUARY 2011 
 

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. And yes, we 
also noticed that it cleared up just after the end of last week’s open evening…sigh. 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 

We are also on TWITTER - twitter.com/IoACOA 
 

This week’s talk : Alex Calverley on Explosions in Space                        
Next week’s talk : Yannick Bahe on Comets – visitors from the edge of the Solar System  
 

I have managed to source a few more of the BBC’s Stargazing Live star books to give out. If you were one 
of the people asking about them last week, please come and find me after the talk so you can have first 
dibs. Otherwise you can always download the content for free from the BBC website at:  
www.bbc.co.uk/tv/features/stargazing/star-guides.shtml 
 

CITIZEN SCIENCE STAR COUNTS 
Light pollution is an increasing problem for everyone wanting to enjoy dark starry nights, quite apart 
from the monumental waste of energy entailed in the spillage of light out into space. It’s not just street 
lighting that’s the problem, but also security lighting installed around business premises, family homes, 
and floodlighting of sports pitches – it all means that there are fewer places where you can observe in a 
truly dark night sky. The Campaign for the Protection of Rural 
England has combined forces with the Campaign for Dark Skies, 
to ask for your help in mapping where in England has the 
darkest skies. They want people to simply count the number of 
stars they can see with their unaided eye within the easily 
identifiable constellation of Orion to the South. The idea is to 
draw an imaginary rectangle between the four dominant bright 
stars that mark the boundary of the constellation (Orion’s knees 
and shoulders: see the black dashed lines in the diagram to the 
right), and count all the stars within this border (but not 
including the four at the corners). You have till Sunday to 
submit your starcount to http://www.britastro.org/dark-
skies/starcount/, where you can find more information about 
this project.  
 

And while you’re there… why not have a look for 
M42, THE GREAT ORION NEBULA which is the fuzzy blob that 
surrounds the middle stars of Orion’s sword, hanging from the three stars of his belt. It’s a giant region of 
young star formation, and the brightest such nebula (cloud of gas and dust) visible to the unaided eye. 
Through binoculars the cloud is clearer, and you can distinguish four young stars clustered together into 
the ‘Trapezium’.  
 

SOME PLANETS TO WATCH OUT FOR THIS WEEK  
The MOON is nearly new, and which means we have dark skies for the next week.  JUPITER remains the 
brightest (non-lunar) object to the South, but you’ll have to catch it before 8pm, after when it gets too  
   low in the sky.  VENUS and SATURN are visible at the moment in the early morning with
  Venus being particularly bright and low down.  
 



A LONG TIME AGO, IN A GALAXY FAR FAR AWAY... 
Sorry, I tried so hard to resist, but the title was just too apt for the 
announcement of the discovery of what scientists believe to be the oldest 
galaxy ever observed. It may not look very impressive (see images left), but 
we are observing this galaxy using light that left it more than 13 billion years 
ago, when the Universe was only (!) 480 million years old.  The galaxy was 
found from ultra-deep images taken with the Hubble Space Telescope’s new 
camera, which works in the infrared – and which is thus very suitable for 
observing objects so distant that their light has been redshifted beyond the 
visible.  Indeed, the observations of this object suggest it should have a 
redshift of z=10.3, though this has yet to be reliably confirmed.  
 This galaxy – going by the catchy moniker of UDFj-39546284 – 
doesn’t look a lot like present-day spiral galaxies, looking more like a 
compact knot of stars. It’s also much smaller, with less than one hundredth 
of the mass of our Milky Way, but we’re seeing it at a crucial point in its 
youth when it is growing at an enormous rate. Observations of this kind of 
early galaxy are important for assessing how quickly galaxies form and grow, 
and hence test theories for the evolution of the Universe. Indeed, the current 
picture is one where galaxies grow by merging together under the 

gravitational influence of (unseen) dark matter, leading to a very fast build-up of galaxies at early times.  
 

DISCOVERY FLIES AGAIN?  
Once more the Space Shuttle Discovery is heading for the 
launchpad at Cape Canaveral. After a three-month hiatus, its 
delayed final mission is now due for launch on Feb 24th. The 
previous attempt was scratched after a fuel leak, and some 
faults were discovered in the foam layer and metal skin of the 
Shuttle’s external fuel tank. NASA has fixed these problems, as 
well as carrying out further strengthening work on the tank.  
Discovery’s mission STS-133 is a flight to resupply the 
International Space Station, including delivering an extra 
storeroom to be attached. The whole of the Shuttle fleet is to be 
retired later this year, and Discovery is one of the only three 
orbiters remaining. The others are Endeavour which is expected 
to fly to the Space Station in April, with Atlantis following in June – if NASA can afford it. After that, the 
only way for US astronauts to reach the Space Station is to travel on Russian Soyuz rockets, until the next 
generation of launchers suitable for low-Earth orbit rendezvous has been developed.  

 

WISE COMETS 
The Wide-field Infrared Survey Explorer (aka WISE) is a NASA spacecraft that was 
launched 13 months ago. It’s in orbit around the Earth, and has been using a 16-
inch telescope to map the sky in four infra-red colours. The primary mission was 
only funded for an original ten months, after which the freezing coolant ran out; 
infra-red telescopes have to be kept extremely cold, as if they warm up, their 
infrared glow complicates the observations. After this phase, the mission had a 
four-month extension for a project using the two cameras that remained 
operational to search for small solar system bodies close to Earth’s orbit. This was 
very successful – the spacecraft has discovered a total of 20 comets (e.g. the two 
shown left), 33,000 asteroids in the main belt between Mars and Jupiter, and 134 
near-earth objects (asteroids and comets with orbits bringing them to within 28 

million miles of Earth’s journey round the Sun).  The infra-red observations can be combined with 
follow-up visible detections to estimate the objects’ sizes and make-up – are these solid or crumbly, for 
example – and the findings will help build up a better picture of the asteroid populations of the Solar  
  System. As for WISE, it now enters a hibernation mode, but with the possibility of being 
  returned to service in the future if the need arises.  
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