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Greetings one and all, and welcome once more to another exciting season of our public open 
evenings. Tonight our speaker is JOHN ELDRIDGE, who’ll (hopefully!) be answering the question 
WHAT MAKES A SUPERNOVA ODD, UNUSUAL OR BORING? The talk begins promptly at 7.15 in our newly 
revamped lecture theatre, and it will be 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 we’re unlucky and it’s the first cloudy evening in ages, then we’ll offer you a 
cup of tea and some more astro-information afterwards for those who want to stay on.  
 
The talk schedule for this term is still very much a work-in-progress, but you can monitor what’s 
going to be on offer at www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/public_observing/talks2011-12. We also TWEET 
forthcoming events and information as IoACOA. Next week’s talk will be PAUL HALEY telling us 
about UNLOCKING THE UNIVERSE - EUROPEAN PIONEERS.  If you have any questions, suggestions or 
comments about the IoA Open Evenings – particularly suggestions for talks you’d like to hear this 
year, please get in touch with CAROLIN CRAWFORD csc@ast.cam.ac.uk. 

We are also on TWITTER - twitter.com/IoACOA 
 

There’s been a lot of astronomy in the news recently: 
 

A VISTA OF VESTA 
The robotic Dawn spacecraft reached the asteroid 
Vesta this summer, and will spend the next year in 
orbit around it before heading off to visit Ceres in 
2015. It’s already sending back some spectacular 
images of the surface, revealing craters, hills and 
cliffs. The pictures will get more detailed over the 
next few months as the satellite swoops 
systematically closer, and soon will be in colour. 
One half of Vesta appears heavily cratered, while 
the other is very smooth; and many of the craters 
show curious streaks of both bright and dark 
material. The wonderful image to the left is of the 
asteroid’s south pole, showing some strange ridges 
and grooves in the terrain – the origin of these is 
unknown, but some astronomers speculate that 

they could have been caused by an early collision and merging of Vesta with a smaller asteroid. At 
around 530km across, Vesta is the second largest in the asteroid belt that stretches between Mars 
and Jupiter, but it is still a relatively pristine body that can yield important information about the 
early years of our Solar System. 
 
INTRODUCING ALMA, 
otherwise known as the Atacama Large Millimetre 
Array, which is a new array of radio dishes located on a 
dry desert plain in northern Chile, some 5,000 meters 
above sea level. The dishes act as antennae which are 
linked together to mimic one giant and much more 
powerful telescope. Each is sensitive to radiation at sub-
mm wavelengths, which (unlike visible light) can pass 
through the dusty clouds of gas that so often obscure 
our view of some of the most interesting places in the 



Universe. In particular, star and planet formation in both our Milky Way and more distant galaxies 
occurs in the very densest environments of interstellar space, where tiny solid particles (of material 
resembling soot or sand) block the optical starlight from escaping. This light is absorbed by the dust, 
heating the grains slightly to only a few degrees above absolute zero, whereupon they emit sub-mm 
radiation. Thus by looking at the sky in the sub-mm waveband, we can not only see through the 
dust, but we can directly detect the distribution of these otherwise obscure grains. ALMA is 
undergoing test operations at the moment, and some of the first images are very promising. It will 
become fully operational in 2013, after over 20 years in the design and construction phase, and at a 
cost of over £800m. Watch out for a talk about new results from ALMA next term, given by our own 
JOHN RICHER, one of the lead scientists on the project.  
 

PRIZE-WINNING DARK ENERGY  
Yesterday it was announced that this year’s Nobel prize for Physics 
is to be shared between three astronomers – Saul Perlmutter, Brian 
Schmidt and Adam Reiss – for their 1998 discovery of the 
accelerating Universe. It was Edwin Hubble who first showed the 
Universe is expanding, as revealed by the way that distant galaxies 
are all being tugged away from us in a systematic pattern of further 
galaxies moving faster. The new Nobel laureates updated this work 
by measuring the movement of much more remote galaxies, and 
exploring the relationship between their speed and distance from 
us. Of course, it’s quite difficult to determine the distances to very 

remote objects, so they used the properties of supernovae (exploding stars) contained within them. 
The unexpected finding was that these distant supernovae are much dimmer than they should be, 
and thus that they (and the galaxies that host them) are more distant than expected, if they had 
simply continued to recede at the speed we observed. This means that since the light we are seeing 
left these remote galaxies, the volume of space that separates us has grown faster than expected – in 
other words that the expansion of the Universe has accelerated over the last 6 billion years. This is 
attributed to the presence of a repulsive force known as dark energy, which inhabits empty space and 
accounts for about three-quarters of the total contents of the cosmos. And surely discovering a 
hitherto unknown 75% of the Universe is eminently worthy of a Nobel prize... 
 
DRACONID METEOR SHOWER 
If it’s clear on Saturday evening (the 8th October) at twilight, cast your eyes to the 
sky in the hope of seeing some shooting stars. Peak activity for the ‘Draconid’ 
meteor shower begins at dusk, and continues through the early evening. It’s caused 
by the Earth’s orbit crossing the debris strewn in the wake of Comet Giacobini-
Ziner. This trail of rubble is slightly clumpy, so occasionally our path takes us 
through a thicker cloud of small particles, resulting in an occasional meteor ‘storm’. 
Some astronomers have calculated that this will happen in 2011, resulting in a good 
show. The predictions of how many meteors vary widely – estimates range from a 
few tens of meteors an hour to several hundred (!).  Unfortunately there’ll be a just-past-full Moon, 
so bright that it will most likely drown out the light from fainter meteors. You don’t need any 
specialist equipment to look for shooting stars, just a dark sky and your unaided eye; the longer you 
remain in the dark the better night-adapted your eye will become. From experience I would, 
however, recommend sitting on a comfortable garden recliner to avoid a crick in the neck... 
... and while you’re gazing at the sky awaiting meteors, you can of course always admire the planet 
JUPITER, currently very obvious in the evening night sky now, 
after about 9.30pm. It’s by far the brightest thing visible to the 
low South-East. If you have a pair of simple binoculars to 
hand, use these to observe it, and see if you can see its four 
larger moons looking like tiny stars aligned to either side of it.  
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