
INSTITUTE OF ASTRONOMY PUBLIC OPEN EVENING 
WEDNESDAY 19TH

 OCTOBER 2011 
 

Greetings to you all, and a particular welcome if this is your first visit to one of our public open 
evenings. Tonight our main speaker is ROBIN CATCHPOLE who’ll be giving us all the latest news on 

THE ORIGIN OF OUR SOLAR SYSTEM. The talk begins promptly at 7.15pm in the 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 (sorry, still rather incomplete I’m afraid) can be found at 
www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/public_observing/talks2011-12. We also TWEET forthcoming events (when I 
can remember...) and information as IoACOA. Next week’s talk will be CAROLIN CRAWFORD with the 
low-down on GIANT JUPITER AND ITS MOONS. If you have any questions, suggestions or comments 
about the IoA Open Evenings, please don’t hesitate to get in touch with me at csc@ast.cam.ac.uk. 
 

The Cambridge Astronomical Association have their speaker meeting this Friday evening, 21st 
October – it’s our very own APOORVA JAYARAMAN who’ll be telling THE STORY OF THE MILKY WAY. The 
talk starts at 8pm in this lecture theatre at IoA, doors open at 7.30pm. Everyone is very welcome.  
 

MISSION TO PHOBOS 
There are two missions to Mars due for launch next month. NASA’s 
Curiosity Mars Science Laboratory is a robotic rover, which should 
head off at the end of the month with the aim of exploring more of 
the surface of Mars. Before that, however, Russia’s Phobos-Grunt 
spacecraft is due for lift-off around Nov 7th from the Baikonur 
Cosmodrome in the desert plains of Kazakhstan. Phobos-Grunt 
(which translates as Phobos-soil) will take about 11 months to make 
its journey to Mars, and when it arrives will first spend a few months 
investigating the planet from orbit. Then, after a thorough 
examination of the small satellite moon Phobos and identification of 
a safe landing site, Phobos-Grunt will touch down on its surface. It 
will spend about a year surveying its environment using an on-board 
array of science instruments, including cameras and a microscope. 
Two robotic arms will then transfer about 200g of the surface soil 
and rocks into a return vehicle that will arrive back at Earth by about August 2014. These would be 
the first macroscopic samples returned from another planet in the solar system, and will tell us more 
about the nature and origin of Phobos.  
 

NAME THAT TELESCOPE... 
The Very Large Array (VLA) is a collection of 27 huge (25m-
wide, 200-tonne...) radio telescope dishes, located deep in the 
heart of New Mexico; it’s even featured in a number of films 
such as Contact. The VLA has been collecting radio signals 
from cosmic objects since the 1970s, but over the last decade 
it has been undergoing a major overhaul of its electronics. 
This revamp has made it ten times more sensitive, and thus 

able to detect the emission from fainter sources.  In celebration of the completion of this work, the 
observatory has decided that it needs a new name. Given that astronomers tend to be a little prosaic 
about such matters (monikers for telescopes around the world include the ‘Very Large Telescope’, 
and the ‘Extremely Large Telescope’...), they have opened up the competition to what they hope may 

http://www.universetoday.com/89845/daring-russian-sample-return-mission-to-martian-moon-phobos-aims-for-november-liftoff/


be a more creative response from the general public. You have until the 1st December to submit your 
idea to namethearray.org, and the winner will be announced in January.  
 

ORIONID METEOR SHOWER 
Well, I’m always nervous about mentioning any forthcoming meteor shower, as it will guarantee 
cloudy skies, but here goes anyway. The week around the 21st Oct is the time to watch for the 
Orionid meteor shower – it’s not a terribly impressive one, as the rates peak at only 10-20 per hour, 
and rather inconsiderately, only best seen in the small hours of the morning. The shooting stars will 
appear to radiate from the upper left of the easily recognisable constellation of Orion, which will be 
in the Southern sky. However, what is particularly interesting to note is that the infalling debris is 
thought to originate from one of the streams left in the wake of Comet Halley, and each tiny piece 
enters the Earth’s atmosphere so fast that it often produces a long and persistent streak of glowing 
gas to make a persistent wake.  
 

OBSERVE ANOTHER GALAXY… 
As the Moon won’t be up till later, why not try and 
look for our nearest neighbour, the Andromeda 
galaxy. Unless you have a very dark sky – and very 
good eyes! – you’ll need a pair of simple binoculars for 
this.  A sister spiral galaxy to our own, Andromeda is 
‘only’ just over 2.5 million light-years distant, and is 
one of the 25 galaxies or so that make up our ‘Local 
Group’, all held together by their mutual gravity. It 
only looks like a faint fuzzy blob (albeit one which 
contains several hundred thousand million stars...) 
and appears elliptical in shape as the spiral disc is 
inclined away from us. To see it, first identify the large square of Pegasus high in the South (not too 
difficult, as there isn’t much else in that part of the sky to confuse it with...). Then from the top left-
hand corner star, follow the line of stars that arc away to make up the constellation of Andromeda.  
Two fainter stars then stretch up from second star on down this chain and the Andromeda galaxy is a 
very faint blob just above them. Good luck! 
 

… AND THE INTERNATIONAL SPACE STATION 
Now finally back in the 
skies above us, the ISS 
appears as a very 
obvious ‘star’ that 
smoothly and steadily 
crosses the sky in a 
matter of a few minutes. 
It can also reflect 
enough sunlight to 
make it as bright – and 
sometimes brighter – 
than the planet Jupiter. 
The table to the right 
shows the best viewing 
times and dates from 
Cambridge in the next 
few days, so if it’s clear, 
do please watch out for 
it. If observing from 
elsewhere, please refer 
to www.heavens-above.com to get the appropriate viewing times for your location.  
 

Date 
Starts Max. altitude Ends 

Time Altitude. Direction Time Alt. Dir Time Alt. Dir. 

20 Oct 20:00:00 10 WSW 20:02:23 41 SSW 20:02:23 41 SSW 

21 Oct 19:01:40 10 SW 19:04:32 33 SSE 19:06:07 20 ESE 

22 Oct 18:03:35 10 SSW 18:06:02 21 SSE 18:08:29 10 E 

22 Oct 19:38:35 10 WSW 19:41:41 64 SSE 19:41:59 59 SE 

23 Oct 18:40:01 10 SW 18:43:01 45 SSE 18:45:31 14 E 

23 Oct 20:15:47 10 W 20:17:45 35 W 20:17:45 35 W 

24 Oct 19:17:01 10 WSW 19:20:11 75 SSE 19:21:13 37 E 

25 Oct 18:18:15 10 WSW 18:21:20 59 SSE 18:24:26 10 E 

25 Oct 19:54:09 10 W 19:56:51 62 WSW 19:56:51 62 WSW 

26 Oct 18:55:16 10 W 18:58:24 82 S 19:00:12 23 E 

27 Oct 17:56:21 10 WSW 17:59:28 71 SSE 18:02:35 10 E 

27 Oct 19:32:18 10 W 19:35:26 74 S 19:35:45 65 SE 

http://www.nrao.edu/namethearray/
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgfdalmkidlookbdicnpad&satid=25544&date=40836.7933327199
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgfdalmkidlookbdicnpad&satid=25544&date=40837.7531505671
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgfdalmkidlookbdicnpad&satid=25544&date=40838.7125255093
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgfdalmkidlookbdicnpad&satid=25544&date=40838.7789575694
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgfdalmkidlookbdicnpad&satid=25544&date=40839.7382101736
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgfdalmkidlookbdicnpad&satid=25544&date=40839.8040016782
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgfdalmkidlookbdicnpad&satid=25544&date=40840.7640208449
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgfdalmkidlookbdicnpad&satid=25544&date=40841.7231513889
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgfdalmkidlookbdicnpad&satid=25544&date=40841.7894852662
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgfdalmkidlookbdicnpad&satid=25544&date=40842.7488904745
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgfdalmkidlookbdicnpad&satid=25544&date=40843.7079692245
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgfdalmkidlookbdicnpad&satid=25544&date=40843.7746145023

