
INSTITUTE OF ASTRONOMY PUBLIC OPEN EVENING 
WEDNESDAY 5TH

 MARCH 2014 
 

Welcome to our weekly public open evenings at the Institute of Astronomy; these will run every Wednesday 
for the rest of this month. We start with a talk in the lecture theatre at 7.15pm when JONATHAN SHANKLIN will 
be telling us about COMETS – OMENS OF DOOM?  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.  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 JONATHAN CRASS will be talking about the WEATHER OF 

THE SOLAR SYSTEM. The talk schedule is 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 for 
this year or next 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 22

ND
 MARCH, 2.30-6.30pm, followed by public observing 

from 7-9pm if the weather is clear (ha!). There are many 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

th
 March: 5:30pm - 6:45pm. 

 
 

A PLETHORA OF PLANETS IN THE SKY  
The MOON will be a gorgeous crescent in the evening sky for the next few nights. JUPITER continues to shine 
brightly high up and to the South – it will be at 11 o’clock from the Moon on the 9

th
 March, and at 2 o’clock 

from the Moon the next night. MARS is easily visible by around midnight – it is the ‘star’ with a distinctive 
golden-red colour low to the SE, just left of, and slightly brighter than, the prominent star Spica. SATURN is 
only rising after about 2am; but VENUS is very bright and obvious to the SE in the dawn twilight sky.  

THE NOT-SO-NORTHERN LIGHTS! 
Last week’s powerful Solar flare was accompanied by the explosive release 
of a giant cloud of charged magnetic plasma out into the interplanetary 
medium. When this struck Earth’s magnetosphere a glancing blow on 
Thursday night, it prompted a geomagnetic storm - and a fantastic auroral 
display extending much more southerly latitudes than usual.  Lucky 
observers in the north of the UK saw the best showing of the Northern 
Lights for many years. Although they were seen as far south as in Bristol 
and Suffolk, none were visible from my back garden in Cambridge  - 

although I have reports that they were observed from as close as Ely.  

KEPLER DISCOVERS 715 MORE EXOPLANETS! 
Scientists analyzing the data taken by the Kepler space telescope 
have discovered the signals of over seven hundred new planets in 
orbit around other stars. This is the largest haul of planets that’s 
ever been announced in one go, and it almost doubles the amount 
known. The majority of the new discoveries are of exoplanets 
which are smaller than Neptune (which itself is about four times 
larger than Earth). Four of the new planets are smaller than 2.5 
times the size of Earth, and orbit in their star's ‘Goldilocks’ zone – ie at the right distance from the star for the 
temperature on the surface to such that any water would be liquid. All these exoplanets were found to be in 
orbit around only 305 stars, so many of them are contained in multi-planet systems – but in crazily compact 
formations where all the planets lie within the radius of Mercury’s or Venus’ orbits round the Sun. These 
discoveries were made using a new statistical technique that doesn’t require follow-up confirmation from 
ground-based telescopes; it uses the fact that where astronomers see several objects transiting a star in regular 
orbits, they must be planets (as a set of stars in a similar configuration would have orbits too unstable for 
regular transits). The findings were based on examining the first two of Kepler’s four years’ worth of 
accumulated data, so we can expect yet more are waiting to be found. When the second of its four gyroscopes 
failed last May, Kepler could unfortunately no longer look for the transit signals of planets round stars in its 
target patch of sky towards the constellation of Cygnus. Scientists have since been working on whether it 
might be possible to stabilise the spacecraft some other way (such as by using the Sun’s radiation pressure) so 
that it can continue its work, only now scanning different patches of the sky through the year; this could 
potentially give Kepler a new lease of life and enable more exoplanets to be found.  



NEOWISE SPOTS AN ERRATIC COMET 
A satellite mission which has been given a similar new lease of life was NASA’s 
WISE spacecraft, which was originally used to scan the whole sky at infrared 
wavelengths. Infra-red telescopes need to be cooled down to incredibly low 
temperatures, otherwise they themselves radiate strongly at those wavelengths 
and contaminate the observations. When WISE ran out its coolant, it was 
rebranded as NEOWISE and given a new task of detecting near-Earth objects in 
the Solar System. It has already found several new asteroids, and last month it 
discovered its first comet (named NEOWISE C/2014 C3). The comet is 
following a strange and very elliptical orbit, which takes it way above the flat 
plane of the rest of the Solar System, and out past the orbit of Jupiter. It also 
travels in a ‘retrograde’ direction, ie in the opposite direction to the Earth and the other planets, taking it 20 
years to complete one orbit. Thankfully it turns out not to be a ‘near-Earth’ object, as this path never takes it 
anywhere too close to us. 

DUCK! HERE COMES NEAR-EARTH ASTEROID 2014 DX110  
The same can’t be said of Asteroid 2014 DX110, which swings by the Earth and Moon tonight just after 9pm. It 
won’t pose any danger, as the closest it comes is a distance of about 350,000km. It won’t even appear bright 
enough to be seen except with larger telescopes. It’s about 30m in diameter, and was just discovered last 
Friday. It is a ‘near-Earth’ object, however, and is assessed as having a 1 in 10,000,000 chance of impact with our 
planet - not this time, but during a future close pass on March 4th, 2046. Of course, this probability will be 
refined after more detailed observation to map out its future orbit.  

FIREBALL LIGHTS UP THE EASTERN US 
Something that didn’t miss, however, was a large meteor that was seen to 
burn up in the sky above the Eastern coast of the US one evening last week. 
It was reported by over two hundred people, some of whom described it as 
being so bright that they at first mistook it for a burning plane.  This 
follows hot on the heels of a similar event observed by at least a hundred 
people the same week. It highlights that fireballs themselves are not that 
rare – the American Meteor Society estimate that many occur within in the 
atmosphere each day, but most are not noticed as they burn up over oceans 
or less populated areas.  

NAME A MARTIAN CRATER 
A new project known as Uwingu is aiming to raise £6 million to support 
space exploration, scientific research and education, by offering people the 
chance to pay to name a Martian crater. There are 500,000 craters up for 
grabs, and they will be allocated on a first-come, first-served basis: smaller 
craters will set you back about £3, by larger ones will cost more. However, 
please be clear that this is all unofficial; although the names will be used to 
create a ‘people’s map’ of the planet, the process is not sanctioned by the 
International Astronomical Union (the body responsible for naming solar 
system bodies and the features on their surface). Best to treat it as a bit of fun rather than a solid investment… 

YUTU STILL IN TROUBLE 
The malfunction that has affected the Chinese lunar rover Yutu has been confirmed 
as an inability to move its solar panels, due to a problem in the control circuits. 
Unfortunately the panels both generate the power needed for the rover during the 
lunar day, and cover and protect its communications antenna during the harsh 
lunar night. The mission’s space engineers have spent Yutu’s third lunar day trying 
to rectify the problem, but they were unable to get it to move at all. It was, however, 
able to carry out limited scientific observations from its parking point – and used  
the ground penetrating radar, panoramic and infrared imaging equipment which 

are all still functioning normally. It has now entered hibernation again for its third lunar night, and how well it 
recovers from this will be seen in a fortnight’s time. Its landing craft Chang’e is still functioning normally.  

AND FINALLY… 
If anyone is concerned that they will suffer withdrawal symptoms from their regular fix of Astronomy on 
Wednesday nights once March (and our public open evening season) is over, fear not. The annual INTRO TO 

ASTRO course will return and run from the 23
rd

 April – 28
th

 May at 8pm here in the IoA lecture theatre. Paul, 
Peter and Brian from the CAA will contribute talks, as well as Carolin, Will and Sarah from the IoA. It’s only £6 
for the whole course, or £2 on the door each evening. More details and sign-up forms are available already.  


