
Public Observing at the Institute of Astronomy −  22nd Mar 2006 
 
Institute of Astronomy  (01223 – 337548; enquiries to csc@ast.cam.ac.uk) 
& Cambridge Astronomical Association    http://www.caa-cya.org/home/index.php  

Any comments or suggestions please to Carolin Crawford (csc@ast.cam.ac.uk)  
 
Next week :  Dr Giovanni Miniutti will be talking about Black Holes 

Please note that the 29th March will be our last observing evening for this season  
 
A couple of dates for your diaries:  
� Saturday 25th March will be the IoA’s Open Day, 4.30 –  9pm, with evening observing (if it’s clear). There will 

be models, poster displays and presentations on the many varied areas of astronomy under study at the 
Institute. The plenary lecture will be given by Prof Rob Kennicutt on The Invisible Universe Revealed, and 
there will be other talks on Life in the Solar System (given by Dr Carolin Crawford, for children),  Are the 
fundamental constants of nature changing? (given by Dr Michael Murphy) and Galaxies – the best images from 
the Hubble Space Telescope (given by Dr Neil Trentham).  Children are invited to come and paint a planet at 
the Planet Factory. There will be moondust and meteorites to examine. The historic Cambridge Observatory 
building will be open, with a Library exhibition about The Planet Finders. We will also be showcasing the 
entries and winners of our Open Day primary school competition. More details (as we add them) can be found 
at http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/openday/ 

� Saturday 22nd April will be Astroblast, again held at IoA, 10 – 4pm. More details to be found at  
http://www.astroblast.org.uk/  

 
Astronomical object of the week : The owl nebula  
M97 (ie the 97th in Messier’s catalogue of faint sky objects) is a planetary nebula, the 
two dark holes in the distribution of gas lending it the eyes of an ‘owl’ face. Planetary 
nebulae are formed at the end stages of the life of a 
star like the sun, when it has run out of fuel and can 
no longer support itself against the inward force of 
gravity by nuclear fusion. The outer layers of the star 
are blown off, and illuminated by the light of the 
remaining, exposed stellar core – gradually this will 
shrink and fade away completely.  The owl nebula 
lies about 1,500 light-years distant, in the 

constellation of Ursa Major (aka the Plough). The left-hand image is from current 
data using the Nordic Optical Telescope on La Palma; the right hand drawing is 
by Lord Rosse who observed it using his 72” telescope in Ireland in 1848.  
 
Website of the week : if you have enjoyed the pictures in this evening’s talk, you can find many of them at the 
Hubble Heritage Gallery of images at: http://heritage.stsci.edu/gallery/gallery_category.html 
 
Some Iridium flares will be visible from Cambridge: 
24 Mar 19:08:11  66°  SE   
25 Mar 19:02:07  65°  SE   
26 Mar 19:56:05  65°  SE  
27 Mar 19:53:46  67°  SSE 
For more details log on to www.heavens-above.com 
 
Don’t forget the Solar eclipse on the morning of Wednesday 29th March: It’s only a partial eclipse when seen from 
the UK, with about 30% of the Sun covered – it starts at 09:45am UT, which translates to 10:45am BST), with the 
period of maximum eclipse at around 10:33am UT (11.33 BST).  
 
Targets we intend observing tonight (weather permitting; it’s about time it was clear on a Wednesday again…) : 
Wide angle camera (showing what can be seen in binoculars) 
• The open cluster of stars M50 in the constellation of Monoceros 
• The saucepan part of the Plough and M97 (a planetary nebula) 
• M44 (the ‘Beehive’ open cluster of stars) and Saturn in the constellation of Cancer 
The colour camera attached to a 14-inch (35 cm) telescope  
• Betelgeuse; the red giant star that forms a shoulder of Orion 
• Sirius; the brightest star in the sky 
• Saturn and its brighter moons 
• Mars 
• Castor; a multiple star 
• Zeta Gemini; a variable star 
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The monochrome camera attached to a 8-inch (20 cm) telescope  
• M50; an open cluster of stars 
• M97 (the Owl nebula); our object of the week  
• M81; a face-on spiral 
• M82; an irregular galaxy  
• Saturn and its brighter moons 
The 8-inch Thorrowgood telescope    
• Mars 
• M42; (the famous Orion nebula)  
The 12-inch Northumberland telescope     
• Saturn 
 
Chart of the night sky from Cambridge for 8pm on Wed 22nd March        (taken from www.heavens-above.com) 

 
 
 
You can see Venus, bright in the eastern sky in the early 
mornings before sunrise 
 
 
Saturn is visible for most of the night; it will be in the 
south-eastern sky in the early evening 
 
 
 
 
 
Mars remains bright and visible for most of the night; it 
will be to the south at around 8pm 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
And finally, a site map to help you find your way back 
to the car in the dark!   
 
 
Alternative parking here 
 
 
 
Public observing happens here 
 
Enter the IoA here for the talk 
 
You have probably parked here 
 
              suggested route back  
to the car park 
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