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SO LONG AND THANKS FOR ALL THE FISH 
I am afraid that this is the last of our weekly public open evenings at the Institute of Astronomy for this winter season – 
we’ll now take a break until the start of October. This evening’s talk takes place in the lecture theatre and will start at 
7.15pm when MEDERIC BOQUIEN will be telling us about STELLAR NURSERIES: FAR AND NEAR. His 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 smaller 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 it’s cloudy, we’ll offer you a cup of tea instead and some different astro-information from the CAA 
afterwards in the lecture. We TWEET current astr0-news and events as IOACOA. Any comments or suggestions about our 
open evenings - this year or next - please email to CAROLIN CRAWFORD csc@ast.cam.ac.uk. (And no, I’m sorry, you can’t 
request any more talks from Jonathan as he’ll be leaving Cambridge over the Summer after a stalwart few years giving his 
all to the outreach at IoA.) However we do have plans afoot for next year to both stream our talks live to the web, and to 
archive these videos as well.  
 

SOME SEASONAL STATISTICS 
It will not escape your notice that it’s not been the best observing season ever – we’ve managed to put on some kind of 
public observing for at least 11 of the 26 sessions we’ve scheduled. This ‘success’ rate of 42% still beats our worst years of 
2009/10 and 2004/5 when we only were able to observed 28% of the time; the best season was back in 2007/8 when we 
observed for 64% of the evenings! 

INTRO TO ASTRO COURSE 
If you are worried about suffering withdrawal symptoms from your regular Wednesday-night fix of Astronomy after the 
end of March, help is at hand. The annual INTRO TO ASTRO course will run on six Wednesdays 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 from your friendly front-of-house staff this evening, the CAA or from IoA reception.  

UNDERGRADUATE CERTIFICATE IN ASTRONOMY   
Alternatively, the University’s Institute for Continuing Education is offering a one-year, part-time introduction to 
Astronomy – learn about the stars and galaxies, observation techniques and space exploration, recent developments and 
research. The course is taught over three termly units, each with its own topic; the sessions are on a Monday evening at 
Madingley Hall in Madingley. Bursaries are available for the course. Please call 01223 746226 or visit 
www.ice.cam.ac.uk/astronomy-certificate for further information. 
 

ONE BILLION OBJECTS IN SPACE  
Would you like to become part of an attempt by artist Tania Kovats to make 
One Billion Objects in Space? Tania is involved with the North West 
Cambridge Artist in Residence Programme at the University of Cambridge. 
She has been inspired by the Institute’s role in the Gaia space mission to 
create an artwork that builds a sculptural Universe – and you are invited to 
contribute any small metal objects to become part of this universe. As small as 
a nail – but please no bigger than a bike wheel - each of your metal 
contributions will become part of her model of the universe.  Please bring 
metal donations to the green recycling bin at the front of the Institute of 
Astronomy, and there will be a second collection point will be at Market 
Square on the afternoon of Saturday 29th March. Then come back and see the 
sculpture at the beginning of June… 

A MOON LESS DAMP  

New results this week have resurrected the debate about how much water is contained in the lunar surface. The original 
analysis of Moon rocks returned to Earth by the Apollo astronauts in the early 1970’s suggested that the Moon was 
completely dry – although trace amounts of water were detected, this was assumed to be 
due to terrestrial contamination. But over the last decade there has been a significant 
change of heart. The Clementine spacecraft detected the presence of water-ice hidden in 
crater shadows at the Moon’s South pole; and more recent analysis of lunar samples used 
the presence of a calcium-rich mineral known as apatite as a tracer for water. Both these 
results suggested that the Moon could have hosted significant quantities of water in the 
distant past.  However, last week a new study has called into question the reliability of 
using the presence of apatite as an indication of water. The science team responsible 
simulated the formation of apatite minerals under a variety of different situations, and 
demonstrated that you can reproduce the level seen in lunar rocks starting with a wide 



range of water composition. So it seems that the presence of these minerals may have produced a misleading indication 
of the original abundance of water in the Moon's interior. And this is important, not just for the survival of potential 
future lunar settlers, but also for our understanding of the Moon’s formation. A less watery Moon fits better with the 
theory that it was created from a collision of the proto-Earth with a planet-sized object called Theia. This kind of origin 
requires that volatile elements were boiled off, leaving the Moon depleted of water relative to Earth – so while it’s less 
good news for lunar settlers, it does make more scientific sense.  

ROSETTA'S INSTRUMENTS ARE GETTING READY FOR ACTION 
The Rosetta spacecraft emerged from its three-year long hibernation 
in January in preparation for its August rendez-vous with Comet 
67P/Churyumov-Gerasimenko, at a distance of about 675 million km 
from Earth.  The mission scientists have had to wait till now for 
sufficient power to accumulate to be able to check out its 
instrumental payload. The camera system was the first to be brought 
online, and it will be the only instrument to stay active as it will be 
needed to plot the exact position of the cometary nucleus.  Other 
instruments – such as a spectrometer to measure the gases that 
stream away from the nucleus will be tested over the next few weeks, 
although each will then be switched off again to conserve power until they are needed. Rosetta will begin mapping the 
4km-wide nucleus of the comet in August, aiming to find the best location to put down the Philae lander, which will be 
deployed in November. Rosetta will accompany the comet along its orbit as it moves closer to the Sun, monitoring the 
changes that occur, while Philae reports changes at the surface. The comet makes its closest approach to the Sun in 
August 2015, and the mission is set to continue till at least Dec 2015.  

NEW CHANNEL SEEN ON MARS 
 A new gully feature has appeared in pictures of the same region of Mars taken 
between Nov 2010 and May 2013. The images were obtained with the HiRISE camera 
on NASA's Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter. These ravines occur in the southern 
highlands and other mid-latitude regions on Mars. Given that the images are taken 
a full Martian year apart, it’s not possible to pin down the season when the gully 
was created. However despite the fact that the feature looks much like river 
channels on Earth, it’s unlikely to be due to liquid water; when HiRISE has observed 
similar activity before it’s generally been associated with the Martian winter, when 
temperatures are so low that water would be frozen, and carbon dioxide is far more 
likely to play the key role. 
 

A SUPER SOLAR STORM THAT ONLY JUST MISSED EARTH 
An interesting report this week has suggested that the Earth narrowly missed 
being blasted from a very violent and intense Solar storm in July 2012. Apparently 
two coronal mass ejections released large clouds of Solar plasma only 10 minutes 
apart, and at speeds of around 2000 km/s (which is four times faster than a 
typical Solar eruption).  Thankfully this material wasn’t directed to where the 
Earth was at the time… though the storm clouds did cross the location of where 
Earth would be about a week later. So surprisingly it seems that even during an 
exceptionally low period of Solar activity, we’re not exactly ‘safe’ from strong 
Solar flares and the release of magnetic energy. To see  the effects of such major 

coronal mass ejection hitting the Earth head-on, we have to go back to 1859, to the ‘Carrington event’ (named after a 
British solar astronomer who observed a couple of blinding bright flashes of white light from an active region of 
sunspots on the Sun). The subsequent cloud of charged solar particles ejected  did collide with Earth, and created an 
intense geomagnetic storm that triggered aurorae down as far south as the equator, and caused telegraph lines to spark, 
even setting some telegraph offices on fire! And of course, such an event would have a much more major effect on the 
modern world, given our reliance on satellite networks and power grids.  
 

PLENTY OF PLANETS TO OBSERVE IN THE SKY  
JUPITER still dominates the sky to the South in the early evening, although MARS is now clearly visible as an orange ‘star’ 

to the East after 9.30pm. SATURN is only rising after midnight at the moment – it will become more apparent over the 

Summer, although it will stay low down to the South. VENUS is a bright early morning object – it will be visible just 

under the crescent MOON early tomorrow morning.  
 

A TOTAL LUNAR ECLIPSE IN APRIL 
A note for your diaries now as the Moon will pass through the Earth’s shadow to create a total lunar eclipse on April 15

th
. 

This eclipse should just about be visible as the Moon sets, and should result in the Moon turning a deep red colour, due 
to the sunlight being refracted through the Earth’s atmosphere. 
 

 


