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Greetings to you all, and a particular welcome if this is your first visit to one of our public open 
evenings; these will now run through to the end of March. Tonight our main speaker is CAROLIN 
CRAWFORD who’ll be introducing GIANT JUPITER AND ITS MOONS. 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 can be found at www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/public_observing 
/talks2011-12. We also occasionally TWEET forthcoming events (when I can remember...) and 
information as IoACOA. Next week’s talk will be JONATHAN CRASS with highlights from TWENTY 
YEARS OF THE HUBBLE SPACE TELESCOPE. 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. 
 
 

INTRODUCING CURIOSITY  
In last week’s handout, I talked about the Russian mission Phobos-
Grunt that will soon be heading off to retrieve a sample of surface soil 
from the Martian Moon Phobos. Another spacecraft is also due for 
launch towards the red planet at the end of next month, and it will 
deliver NASA’s new Mars Science Laboratory, also known as Curiosity 
to the surface of Mars. Curiosity will be able to travel and explore 
Mars, with the scientific remit of searching for evidence of both water 
and other chemical ingredients (ie organic molecules) thought 
indicative of the presence – or previous existence – of microbial life 
forms. To do this it will carry a large and advanced scientific payload; 
it will be able to both examine rocks in situ as well as collect soil 
samples for a detailed on-board analysis using its robotic arm. 
However, to fit all this equipment in means 
it is a pretty big beast – at 3m in length (see 
top left picture), it’s twice the size of the 

previous Martian rovers Spirit and Opportunity, and it weighs a total of 
900kg. It will be set down in a flat region within the Gale crater on Mars 
(indicated by the oval in the lower left picture), a region already known to 
have clays and minerals indicating it was once covered by liquid water. 
Curiosity is now at the final stages of preparation, folded down and sealed 
and wrapped in its protective shell ready for launch. This shell, and 
particularly the conical heatshield (right) is particularly designed to 
prevent any damage to the delicate instruments during the seven-minute 
fall from orbit to the Martian surface. Travelling at almost 6 km/s, friction against the molecules in 
the Martian atmosphere will heat the shield to temperatures of some several thousand degrees, even 
with complicated manoeuvres designed to slow its descent. By about an altitude of 7km it should 
have slowed sufficiently, and the heatshield will separate and fall away, leaving the spaceprobe to 
parachute down another 5 km, with 8 thrusters to guide it to a safe landing. Once operational on the 
surface, it is expected to carry out experiments and explore the crater for up to two years.  
 

THE YOUNGEST EXOPLANET 
This week astronomers announced the discovery of what is thought to be the youngest planet yet 
found, which is in orbit around a star similar to our Sun, in the constellation of Taurus. With an age 
estimated at ‘only’ 2 million years, LkCa15b is a mere baby when compared to the Earth’s venerable 

http://www.universetoday.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/10/2011-7371-m.jpg�


4.5 billion years. Indeed, it’s so young it’s probably more of a 
‘proto-planet’, still in the process of assembling from its 
surrounding cloud of gas and dust. As the matter forming the 
planet collapses and contracts under gravity it heats up to more 
than 1000°C in temperature, making it glow strongly in infrared 
light and thus rendering it detectable (but note that the image to 
the right is only an artist’s impression of the system – the actual 
detection image is far less dramatic!) When it eventually finishes 
growing, it may be as large as ten time the mass of Jupiter, as 
there’s plenty of material remaining for it to gather in.  
 

THE MILKY WAY AND THE SUMMER TRIANGLE 
Not usually very obvious from Cambridge or our 
observatory lawns, it’s still worth using the current 
dark nights before the Moon returns to our skies) 
to see if you can spot the Milky Way. It’s faint band 
of light that crosses the sky from north to south, 
and is an edge-on view of the giant spiral disc of the 
Galaxy that we inhabit. It stretches across the 
easily-identifiable SUMMER TRIANGLE high in the 
Sky to the South-West in the early evening. This is 
an imaginary right-angled triangle that joins the 3 
bright stars of Deneb, Vega and Altair; Deneb forms 
the top of the long cross that is Cygnus the swan, 
and which runs along the direction of the Milky 
Way.  
 
 
 

 JUPITER, the subject of tonight’s talk, is obvious 
as the incredibly bright source low down in the 
sky to the South-East after about 8pm. If you 
can observe it through either simple binoculars 
or a small telescope you should not only be able 
to see the planet, but also its four largest 
moons. Tonight they’ll all be on the same side 
of Jupiter - I show the configuration of the 

moons for 8pm, but remember the image may be reversed from this when viewed through a 
telescope… 
 

Finally, a reminder to watch out for the 
INTERNATIONAL SPACE STATION which is 
currently visible from Cambridge – it 
appears as a very bright ‘star’ that 
crosses the Sky steadily over a timescale 
of a few minutes. The table to the right  
shows some of 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. 

27 Oct 18:05:08 10 WSW 18:08:16 75 S 18:11:26 10 E 

27 Oct 19:41:10 10 W 19:44:19 70 S 19:44:19 70 S 

28 Oct 18:43:12 10 W 18:46:22 81 S 18:48:37 18 E 

29 Oct 17:45:12 10 W 17:48:21 82 S 17:51:31 10 E 

29 Oct 19:21:15 10 W 19:24:21 56 SSW 19:25:10 40 SE 

30 Oct 17:23:10 10 W 17:26:19 73 S 17:29:27 10 ESE 

31 Oct 18:01:07 10 W 18:04:11 42 SSW 18:06:02 19 SE 

1 Nov 17:02:54 10 W 17:06:00 60 SSW 17:09:08 10 ESE 

2 Nov 17:40:48 10 W 17:43:37 30 SSW 17:46:27 10 SE 

3 Nov 16:42:25 10 W 16:45:27 46 SSW 16:48:29 10 SE 
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