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Welcome to our weekly public open evenings at the Institute of Astronomy; these will run every Wednesday 
evening until the end of March. We shall start with a talk in the lecture theatre at 7.15pm when I shall be 
telling you about THE NORTHERN LIGHTS. The presentation will last for about half an hour, and it will be 
followed by an opportunity to observe if (and only if…) the weather is clear… which is very unlikely, given the 
weather forecast and our luck so far this year!  (You do realise that if the weather ever clears on a Wednesday 
again, we’ll have forgotten how to operate the telescopes…) The historical telescopes will be open, we’ll have 
some small telescopes out, and the CAMBRIDGE ASTRONOMICAL ASSOCIATION will provide a floorshow with 
commentary on the observatory lawns relaying live images from three modern telescopes. If we’re unlucky and 
it’s cloudy, then we’ll give you a cup of tea instead and the CAA will offer some different astro-information 
afterwards in the lecture. Next week TIAGO DA COSTA will be asking WHY IS THE SKY DARK AT NIGHT?  You can 
find the talk schedule for the rest of this term at: www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/public_observing/talks2013-14 and 
we TWEET current astr0-news and events as IOACOA. Any comments or suggestions about our open evenings 
(as long as they’re not complaints about the weather…) please to CAROLIN CRAWFORD csc@ast.cam.ac.uk 
 

This year’s CAMBRIDGE SCIENCE FESTIVAL is running between 10
th

-23
rd

 March, and the 
programme can be found at http://www.cam.ac.uk/science-festival. Take particular note of the 
IoA’s OPEN AFTERNOON on SATURDAY 22ND MARCH, 2.30-6.30pm, followed by public observing 
if the weather is clear (ha!). There are plenty of other exciting things going on during the 
festival, including a family-oriented (ages 8+) performance of Icarus at the edge of time at the 
West Road concert hall on Monday 17 March: 5:30pm - 6:45pm. 
 

AURORA ALERTS AND SOLAR WEATHER INFORMATION  

If you want to remember the websites mentioned in tonight’s talk 
AURORAWATCH UK is at http://aurorawatch.lancs.ac.uk/ and SPACE WEATHER is 
at http://spaceweather.com/ 
 

UPDATE ON CHINA'S YUTU  
It turns out that last week’s official declaration of the demise 
of the Yutu lunar rover may have been premature. Yutu 
underwent a serious mechanical failure at the end of January, 
and appeared not to have re-emerged from its scheduled 
hibernation during the long, extremely cold lunar night. 
Communication was successfully re-established last Thursday 
– but even though the rover can pick up signals, it’s not yet 
clear whether it can be properly restored to full (or even 
partial) operation. It seems that a build-up of lunar dust was responsible for jamming the 
mechanism to fold the solar panels into a protective position over the rover’s instrument mast. The 
Chang’e-3 lander that delivered the rover to the lunar surface remains seems fine, and is expected to 
continue to return science data about the lunar surface for at least a year.  

MAPPING GANYMEDE  
Ganymede is the largest moon in the Solar System, and it is in orbit around 
the gas giant Jupiter. With a diameter of 5,260 km, it’s larger even than the 
smallest planet Mercury, and it is the only moon in the Solar System to 
have its own magnetosphere.  Data obtained from both ground-based 
observations and from fly-past and orbiting spacecraft missions have been 
combined to produce the first geological map of an icy outer-planet moon. 
This survey highlights how Ganymede has two contrasting types of 
landscape: one is dark, old and highly cratered; and the other is a lighter 
terrain cris-crossed by deep grooves and ridges. Scientists will use these 

maps to look for evidence supporting ideas about Ganymede’s internal structure, its dynamical 
interactions with the other Jovian satellites, and the history of the impacts on its surface.  



OBSERVING GAIA  
This is rather cool: these images show ESA’s 
Gaia satellite (circled) moving relative to the 
fixed backdrop of stars – as observed by a 
powerful ground-based telescope. It can be 
seen only by the sunlight reflected off its 
circular sunshield, and even that’s a million 
times fainter than your unaided eye can 
detect. Launched last December, Gaia is going 
to spend the next five years recording 

information about a billion stars in our Galaxy. One of the key observations it will make is the 
relative position of all these stars with respect to another, in order to create the most detailed 3-
dimensional map of the Milky Way. But in order to do this accurately, we need to know the precise 
position of Gaia itself in the first place! Several of the world’s most powerful telescopes thus monitor 
daily exactly where Gaia is to within an accuracy of 150 metres… which is pretty impressive when one 
considers this is the position of a 10m-wide spacecraft one and a half million kilometers away,… 

RUNAWAY PULSAR PRODUCES LONGEST JET  
A pulsar is a type of rapidly-spinning neutron star – what remains of a 
high-mass star when it collapses at the end of its short life. One has 
been observed to throw out a jet of high-energy particles that stretches 
over 37 light-years, making it the longest object in the Galaxy; the twists 
in the jet suggest that the pulsar is itself wobbling much like a spinning 
top. Another thing that is curious about the pulsar is that it is about 60 
light-years away from its associated supernova remnant, and continuing 
to separate from it at a speed of between 4 and 8 million km/hr. It 

appears to have been kicked out from the centre during the supernova collapse and explosion; but 
whether or how this has influenced the formation of such a long jet is not clear.  

LOST – ONE LARGE ASTEROID  
You may have read in the press that 270m-wide near-Earth asteroid 2000 
EM26 was due to hurtle past the Earth on Monday night, passing within 
2.6 million km, ie within 9 times the distance to the Moon. Whilst it 
presented no direct threat to our planet, it was a good observing 
opportunity – except that the asteroid didn’t seem to turn up for its 
appointed rendezvous! We don’t know quite why yet – either it was much 
fainter than expected, or there were errors in its predicted path. The latter 
seems likely, given that its orbit was worked out from extrapolations of 9 
days worth of observation 14 years ago… But it’s still a little worrying – it 
reminds us that just discovering potentially hazardous space rocks is not in itself enough, but we also 
need to continue to update information on their precise whereabouts with follow-up observations. 
And it’s a particularly apt reminder, given that it’s almost exactly a year after a meteor unexpectedly 
exploded above Chelyabinsk, Russia, causing damage to buildings, and injuries to over 1,000 people.  
 

END OF THE FIRST CYGNUS CARGO CRAFT 
The Cygnus resupply craft was destined to burn up safely in Earth’s 
atmosphere today, following its release from the International Space 
Station. Cygnus is a commercially-built cargo vehicle, partially funded 
from a public-private initiative joint with NASA. The mission was 
completed without hitch, successfully delivering 1.5 tons of crew 
provisions, research experiments, student science projects, belated 
Christmas presents, and more to the crew on board the ISS.  Cygnus was 
berthed at the ISS for some 37 days – and before being detached, it was 
reloaded with rubbish in preparation for its burn-up on re-entry, thus 

also freeing up much-needed space on the ISS. Such cargo flights are even more important now that 
the extension of the ISS operations have been confirmed until at least 2024. The next private cargo 
mission to the ISS will be the SpaceX Dragon, expected to launch in mid-March.  


