
   PUBLIC OPEN EVENINGS AT THE INSTITUTE OF 
ASTRONOMY 

WEDNESDAY 23RD 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. The schedule 
for what’s left of 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 : John Eldridge is investigating The science of Sci-Fi – does every planet look just like 
home?  
Next week’s talk : Jonathan Crass will be explaining  The science of stopping stars scintillating 
 

SPOT-THE-DIFFERENCE ON COMET TEMPEL 1 
Last week I was telling you how NASA’s 
Stardust spacecraft had revisited Comet 
Tempel 1, the site of an earlier encounter 
with the Deep Impact mission in 2005, 
when a large projectile was fired at the 
comet’s nucleus. At last scientists could 
have a view of the crater this impact 
created on the cometary surface, which 
had previously been obscured from view 
by the plumes of icy material spat out at 
the impact. Admittedly, the crater isn’t as 
dramatic as  hoped – indeed, one might even ask ‘What crater?’. The photos above show the relevant 
patch of the surface of the nucleus in the 2005/before image (left) and the 2011/after image (right); to be  
honest, without the arrows to guide the eye, it’s not obvious there’s any feature there! (Allegedly) crater 
walls are present marking a feature some 150m across, but they don’t surround any crater pit, suggesting 
that all the ejected material collapsed straight back down onto the surface to bury the newly-formed 
crater.  

 

ZOOM ON THE MOON 
This has to be my favourite website this week: 
http://wms.lroc.asu.edu/lroc_browse/view/wac_nearside 
A bit of a mouthful perhaps, but if you type that into your interweb portal it takes 
you to one of the highest resolution images of the near side of the Moon, 
compiled from over 1300 images taken by NASA’s Lunar Reconnaissance Orbiter 
during 2 weeks last December (the images from this mission were the subject of 
the first talk this term). You can zoom in this image to high detail to explore the 

myriad of craters, rilles, plains and other features to your heart’s content. Be careful, it’s addictive! 
 

A NEW CREW MEMBER FOR THE INTERNATIONAL SPACE STATION... 
Flight STS-133 of the Discovery Space Shuttle is now due for 
launch tomorrow, 24th Feb, on its final mission to the 
International Space Station. The crew will deliver a module to be 
attached to the ISS, to be used as storage space at first, and then 
later to stage some science experiments. Other items destined for 
the ISS on board include some spare parts, a platform for some 



large equipment and the first humanoid robot, known as Robonaut-2. Usually space robotic systems 
focus on moving large objects — such as robotic arms, cranes and exploration rovers, but the key idea 
behind Robonaut is to develop a robot that can manage tasks that require a level of dexterity. In 
particular, a robot with the ability to use space tools and help out in space alongside an astronaut 
working in a spacesuit. Robonaut-2 is an early prototype that will be left for testing inside the ISS. 
 

SPACE WEATHER FROM THE SUN 
There’s been a lot in the press over the last week about solar activity. The Sun gives off a constant stream 
of charged particles all the time, that flow from its upper atmosphere to become the ‘solar wind’. But 
every so often there are more dramatic events, known as solar flares or coronal mass ejections, which spit 
out a large cloud of charged particles embedded in a magnetic field. All this behaviour is driven by the 
magnetic activity of the Sun, which follows an 11-year cycle. It’s been going through a prolonged 
minimum over the last few years, and only seems to be waking 
up over the last few months – and we’ve just had a week-long 
trend of high solar activity. Indeed, last week the Sun erupted 
with the most powerful event seen since 2006, letting loose a 
blast of charged particles at 900 km/s to propagate out into the 
Solar System, and which slammed into the Earth’s magnetic field 
late last week. If we regard the usual mundane solar wind as 
‘space weather’, then this event was more like a hurricane 
buffeting the Earth. In a violent solar explosion, damaging bursts 
of X-ray and ultraviolet radiation only take a few minutes from 
release to reach the Earth; energetic particles follow around 20 
minutes later, with a bubble of highly charged and magnetized 
plasma 15 to 30 hours later. It’s this latter impact that produces 
the potential for lower-latitude Northern Lights (pretty), and 
surges of electrical currents in the power grid, and disruption to 
satellite communications (not so pretty). We are much more dependent on our technological 
infrastructure since the Sun was last at its peak activity – how much were you using satnav, mobile 
phones, the internet 11 years ago? – meaning much of today’s society is potentially more vulnerable. This 
is one motivation for the Stereo satellite which should facilitate better predictions of solar activity and 
storms, particularly giving us warning before they rotate towards us from the far side of the Sun. 
 

THE PLANETS THIS WEEK 
The MOON is now steadily waning, not visible till the latter half of the night.  JUPITER remains the 
brightest (non-lunar) object to the South in the early evening, but you’ll have to catch it quickly as it’s 
fast disappearing in the evening twilight. VENUS is prominent in the pre-dawn sky, very bright and low 
down to the South-East. It will make a beautiful companion to the thin crescent Moon before dawn next 
Tuesday (1st March). SATURN is now visible after about 11pm.  
 

ADVANCE NOTICE… 
In another month, the Cambridge Science Festival will be upon us. The IoA will 
be hosting a talk at 6PM ON SAT 19TH MARCH celebrating 50 years since the first 
human space flight. Learn about the man who made the historic trip, Yuri 
Gagarin, from the biographer Piers Bizony.  We also 
have our annual OPEN AFTERNOON on the SAT 26TH 
MARCH 2.30-6.30PM: talks, displays, demonstrations, 
children’s activities, we’ve got the lot! As it’s the 
International Year of Chemistry, we’ll be looking in 

particular at some astro-chemistry. There will be an exhibition in the historic 
library all about Spectra from the stars, and we’ll be making simple 
spectroscopes for you to take home and use to examine light.  There will be 
meteorites to look at, along with samples of the moon dust returned by the 
Apollo missions. Oh, and some friends promised they might drop in (see 
                                                                                                        picture right…). 
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