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WELCOME to everyone as we 
return once more for the win-

ter, offering weekly astronomy talks 
and skygazing at our public open 
evenings. Fingers crossed for clearer 
skies than we had last season!

Tonight’s half-hour talk begins 
promptly at 7.15pm, when Keith 
Hawkins will introduce us to Galactic 
archaeology. It will be followed by an 
opportunity to observe if (and only 
if…) the weather is clear.

The Cambridge Astronomical 
Association will provide a floor-
show relaying live images from 
three modern telescopes. The IoA’s 
Northumberland and Thorrowgood 
telescopes will also be open for ob-
serving, along with the new 16-inch 
telescope in its own dome.

If we’re unlucky and it’s cloudy, 
we’ll offer you a cup of tea after the 
talk as compensation, and the CAA 
will provide further astro-information 
in the lecture theatre for those who 
want to stay on.
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If you have any questions, suggestions or 
comments about the IoA Open Evenings, 
please get in touch with either Carolin 
Crawford at csc@ast.cam.ac.uk or Sonali 
Shukla at sshukla@ast.cam.ac.uk. We tweet 
current astro-news and events as IoACOA.

www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public

BIG NEWS 
this week has 
highlighted new 
evidence for infre-
quent flows of briny 
water across the surface of Mars.

Conventional wisdom is that Mars 
is cold, dry and dusty, and that no 
liquid water can exist on its surface 
due to the combination of freezing 
temperatures and low atmospheric 
pressure. Water exists mainly as ice 
locked deep within the ground, and if 
exposed to the air, it should evaporate 
away immediately. 

The new data concern dark streaks 
that appear along gullies at the rims 
of craters located around the warmer, 
equatorial regions of the planet. The 
long marks darken and spread down-
hill during the summers, and fade 
away as the weather cools.

Spectroscopic observations have 
detected the signatures of hydrated 
salts (stuff like magnesium perchlo-
rate, chlorate and chloride) associated 
only with regions containing the dark 

streaks, and not else-
where nearby. 
The importance of this 

detection is that dissolved 
salts will drastically lower the 

freezing point of water (that’s why 
roads are salted in winter to prevent 
them freezing), and also decrease the 
rate of vaporisation by a factor of ten.

Any such briny ice will melt at 
-23°C, and could stay in a fluid state 
for long enough to flow downhill. 
Whether the water itself melts from 
a subsurface reservoir or is wicked 
directly out of the atmosphere is not 
yet known. 

The higher the chance of there 
being liquid water, the better the 
probability that the craters could host 
microbial life. However, instead of this 
making them an attractive destination 
for robotic spacecraft, scientists have 
instead been cautioning against visit-
ing such regions, as there is a danger 
that any Earth bacteria that have 
hitchhiked to Mars on the equipment 
could settle and contaminate Mars.

Liquid  salt water flows  on Mars

Conditions on the Red Planet were 
previously thought to preclude 

the existence of liquid water 
on its surface. Image: 

NASA/JPL-Caltech

Dark narrow streaks on the walls of Garni Crater indicate the presence of flowing water, in this 
view constructed from observations by the HiRISE camera on NASA’s Mars Reconnaissance 
Orbiter. Image: NASA/JPL-Caltech/Univ. of Arizona
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“Rubber duck” comet’s 
head may not be its own
ANALYSIS of images taken by the Rosetta spacecraft sug-
gests that Comet 67P’s distinctive “rubber duck” shape origi-
nated from a slow collision between two preexisting comets.

How 67P got its strange shape has been a matter of much 
speculation: the two major competing theories being that 
it was originally a single larger, more spherical body that 
underwent preferential erosion to sculpt the “neck”, or that it 
was formed from two separate objects stuck together. 

High-resolution images show the interior structure of the 
cometary nucleus where it is exposed, down to 650m below 
the surface. Both lobes of the comet are layered like an on-
ion, but the orientation of layers in each lobe are very differ-
ent. Such strata should form perpendicular to the direction 
of the gravitational field of an object (i.e. flat to the surface).

This layering indicates the amalgamation of two previous-

ESCAPE TO (FROM) MARS WITH MATT DAMON
Here’s a personal recommendation for Ridley Scott’s The Martian (above), a 
new science-packed film that captures the essence of Mars…and why you re-
ally would not want to be stranded on its surface.

A special Sci-Screen presentation at the Cambridge Arts Picturehouse on 
the early evening of Monday 12th October includes a short introduction to the 
Red Planet. Alternatively, read the book by Andy Weir, which is just as good!

Image: 20th Century Fox

A WEEKEND OF PAN-GALACTIC EXPLORATION
The Cambridge University Institute of Continuing Education is holding a 
weekend astronomy course, “Exploring Galaxies”, on 27th–29th November.

What’s special about our corner of the Universe? How did our galaxy come 
to be and how might it change in future? In this course you will explore the 
variety of galaxies from near to far, ordinary to exotic. You will also investigate 
how modern space missions and observatories are changing our understand-
ing of these galaxies’ habits and histories.

The course is taught by the astronomy academic director, Judith Croston. 
Visit www.ice.cam.ac.uk/galaxies-weekend or call 01223 746262 for details.

WE STILL have no idea what the curi-
ous bright spots on Ceres could be.

First spotted when the Dawn mis-
sion arrived at the dwarf planet in 
March, these highly reflective markings 
lie within a few large craters (below). 
Suggestions for their origin include 
deposits left by ice geysers, or water ice 
from Ceres’ deep subsurface oceans.

Now as Dawn spirals to closer orbits 
to map the surface of Ceres in higher 
resolution, it seems more likely that 
the spots are salt deposits left behind 
as water ice evaporates away when 
exposed to the vacuum of space.

Resolution of the puzzle has to wait 
till the spacecraft is close enough to 
Ceres to carry out detailed analysis of 
the spots’ chemical composition.

Image: NASA/JPL-Caltech/UCLA/
MPS/DLR/IDA

Ceres spots: Salt, ice, 
or something else?

Comet 67P continues to 
be tracked by the Rosetta 
spacecraft as it begins 
its long journey back to 
the further reaches of 
the Solar System. Image: 
ESA/Rosetta/NAVCAM

Earth’s rotation really makes my day!

Scott’s joke of the week

Other things that caught our eye

ly separate objects, rather than the erosion of a single body. 
For two comets to have collided and then stuck together 
without much damage, the impact must have happened at a 
low speed, perhaps only a few metres per second.

Comet 67P is not alone, as other cometary nuclei 
surveyed by spacecraft also exhibit smooth saddles and 
depressions that suggest similar bump-and-stick events 
in their history. Whether the two components of 67P will 
remain glued together in this manner remains to be seen, 
particularly given that large fissures and cracks observed in 
its structure imply it may split apart again.


