
 

   PUBLIC OPEN EVENINGS AT THE INSTITUTE OF 
ASTRONOMY 

WEDNESDAY 23RD MARCH 2011 
 
Welcome to the last of 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. We ask for your 
patience if it’s very busy tonight, as a lot of new people find out about the open evenings during the 
Cambridge Science Festival. After tonight, your last chance for observing will be after our OPEN 
AFTERNOON this SATURDAY 26TH MARCH – after that, you have to wait till we start up again in October.  
 

If you have any questions, suggestions or comments about the IoA Open Evenings – particularly ideas for 
talks you’d like to hear next year, please get in touch with CAROLIN CRAWFORD csc@ast.cam.ac.uk. 

We are also on TWITTER - twitter.com/IoACOA 
 

This week’s talk:  Back by popular demand, Stephanie Hunt will be introducing us to Planet hunting, 
19th-century style! A large round of appreciative applause for Stephanie please, as this is her swan-song – 
she will soon be moving on to pastures new, having been a stalwart of the Wednesday open evenings for 
the past three years… 
 

SPIRIT IS STAYING SILENT  
Unfortunately, it looks like the Mars Exploration Rover Spirit is 
beyond hope (an image of the rover as viewed from the Mars 
Reconnaissance Orbiter is shown to the right).  It’s been marooned 
in loose sand on the surface of Mars since January 2010, but was still 
able to image and examine its immediate environment. However, 
being stuck meant that it couldn’t move into a better position to 
maximise the sunshine landing on its solar panels, and in March 
2010 it was placed in hibernation mode for the Martian winter.  

Since then, it’s proven impossible to re-awaken Spirit, even 
though it now should have plenty of sunshine to charge its systems. 
It’s could be that some of the electrical components have been 
damaged during the winter. The scientific teams are planning to a few more tries yet before giving up 
hope, but if contact isn’t established in the next month or so, the rover will officially be declared as lost. 
Spirit’s sister rover Opportunity however is still going strong having travelled over 16.5 miles on the 
surface. Given that the two rovers have been producing results since they landed in January 2004 (and on 
a mission originally designed only to last for three months…), they’ve certainly done their science teams 
proud.  

 

NEW HORIZONS IS NOW PAST URANUS 
The plucky New Horizons spacecraft is still on its 9.5-year, voyage to Pluto. Launched in 2006 (and before 

Pluto was demoted to being a dwarf planet), it’s already flown 
past Jupiter (Feb 2007) and the orbit of Saturn (June 2008). This 
week it has passed the orbit of Uranus, but as it was still some 2.4 
billion miles from the gas giant it wasn’t worth waking it from its 
current hibernation to take any images. Its next milestone will be 
crossing the orbit of Neptune in August 2014. Uranus is just over 
half-way on the spacecraft’s total journey, and the probe isn’t 
expected to reach Pluto till July 2015. We’ll then finally obtain the 
first close looks at the dwarf planet, along with its three moons 
Nix, Hydra and Charon. After that New Horizons will continue 
out into the unexplored territory of the Kuiper belt, where many 



more dwarf planets and asteroids are thought to lie. We hope there will be many other encounters with 
objects well into the 2020’s.  

 

BUDGET BENEFITS UK SPACE SCIENCE 
Today’s budget brought an unexpected boost to space 
science in the UK. An additional £100 million is to be 
invested in projects in science with £10 million of this 
being invested in new space technology. In addition, 
there are to be reforms to the ‘Outer Space Act’ 
reducing the costs for British companies to launch to 
and operate projects in orbit. This will also help pave 
the way for UK-based space tourism using technology 
similar to that used on Virgin Galactic’s SpaceShipTwo 
which currently falls into a grey area in the law. 
 SpaceShipTwo differs from previous methods used to take humans above the atmosphere due to 
its novel launch technique. The spacecraft is carried to an altitude of 16km by a ‘carrier plane’ called 
White Knight II before it separates and its rocket boosts it up to 21km, outside the Earth’s atmosphere. 
The first commercial flights should happen towards the end of 2011/beginning of 2012. 
 
OPEN AFTERNOON 
So as you might have gathered by now, it’s our annual Open Afternoon on 
Saturday 26th March, 2.30-6.30pm. We have a whole host of activities 
running throughout the afternoon! 
• There will be a selection of talks in the Sackler lecture theatre: 

o 3pm Manda Banerji : From Darkness to Light: supermassive black 
holes at the heart of galaxies and how we observe them  

o 3.45 pm Brian Lister and Paul Fellows of the CAA:  Mars in 3-D  
o 4.30 pm Jonathan Crass:  Exploring the Solar System  
o 5.15 pm Apoorva Jayaraman: Via Lactea: the Story of the Milky Way 

• There will be an exhibition in the historical IoA library entitled Spectra from the Stars. This will 
feature the pioneering work in stellar spectroscopy undertaken by Sir William and Lady Huggins, and 
will include some of their original equipment, signed offprints of their papers, portraits and 
photographs. 

• To celebrate the International Year of Chemistry we'll be looking at how we use spectra and colours in 
Astronomy to learn about cosmic objects – what they’re made of, how they’re moving, their 
temperatures and other physical properties. You can even make your very own cd spectroscope to 
take home and experiment with.  

• We will have samples of moon dust returned by the Apollo missions for you to examine under the 
microscope, and lots of different kinds of meteorites to look at. 

• We will have a number of activities, displays and demonstrations all about Astronomy for you to 
investigate: Pocket Rockets, Remote imaging from a balloon, Solar observing (if it’s clear), Crusing the 
Cosmic Highway, Impact Zone, Gravitational Lensing, Large Telescopes and why we need them... and 
much more besides.  Don’t forget there is a whole host of new posters and images lining the walls of 
IoA for you to peruse.  

• The local branch of the Star Wars battalion will be visiting… 
• … along with some of the Astropod crew. 
• Children can decorate spiral galaxies outside in our craft marquee. 
• If that's all too much, you can rest your feet and enjoy some refreshments from the Starlite Cafe...  
• ...and then continue with public observing in the evening, if (and only if!) the weather is clear 
 
 

INTRO TO ASTRO 
And just in case you’re worried about going cold turkey without any Wednesday evening astronomy to 
keep you going, just a heads-up that the CAA/IoA are running their annual Introduction to Astronomy 
   course for 6 weeks, starting on 27th April. Contact recept@ast.cam.ac.uk for details.  

http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/astropod�
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