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TONIGHT’S half-hour talk begins 
promptly at 7.15pm, when 

Christina Hedges will address ques-
tions of scale in astronomy, and tell 
us how astronomers manage to find 
answers to these questions even 
though everything is so far away.

Her talk will be followed by an 
opportunity to observe if (and only 
if…) the weather is clear.

The Cambridge Astronomical 
Association (CAA) will provide an 
outdoors floorshow relaying live im-
ages from three modern telescopes, 
with commentary.

The IoA’s historical Northumber-
land and Thorrowgood telescopes 
will also be open for observing, 
along with the new 16-inch tel-
escope 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

A DISC of gas and dust encircling 
a nearby young star shows curious 
changing wave-like structures rippling 
through the material and away from 
the star at speeds of over 10 km/s 
(about 40,000 km/h).

AU Microscopii is only 12 million 
years old—less than 1% of the age of 
our Sun—and it is surrounded by a 
flat disc of matter that extends over 60 
billion km across.

Our nearly edge-on view of the disc 
reveals knots and arched kinks in its 
shape. These features were originally 
interpreted as regions where con-
densates of gas and dust had already 
started to aggregate into protoplanets, 
an early stage in the slow process of 
creating a planetary system over mil-
lions of years. 

However, a comparison of observa-
tions of the disc taken between 2010 
and 2014 shows that the pattern of 

knots has unexpectedly progressed 
along the disc; furthermore, the 
inferred speed of motion is far too fast 
for the structures to simply be caused 
by the condensation of material into 
planets, or by the migration of proto-
planets through the disc.

The features further away from 
the star are moving faster than the 
inner ones, and at least three of the 
outer ripples are moving fast enough 
to escape the star’s gravitational field. 
Both the wave-like structures and their 
motion have not been observed in the 
circumstellar discs of any other stars. 

Something unusual must have hap-
pened to both cause and accelerate 
the ripples. Current ideas focus on the 
flaring activity of the central star itself, 
which would release sudden huge 
bursts of energy that could disrupt ma-
terial in the disc and perhaps propel 
them outwards.

Mysterious high-speed ripples 
discovered in young star’s disc

The ripples in AU Microscopii’s disc (top) are moving at a speed of nearly 40,000 km/h, as 
measured from a sequence of false-colour images taken between 2010 and 2014 (bottom). 
Images: NASA/ESA/G. Schneider/HST GO 12228/ESO/A. Boccaletti
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Nothing 
but blue 
skies on 

Pluto

MORE APOLLO PHOTOS RELEASED
The Project Apollo Archive now 
includes over 10,000 high-resolution 
images taken during all the crewed 
Apollo missions from 1961 to 1972.

The photos range from classic shots 
of the moon’s surface to more informal 
astronaut selfies, and is great fun to 
browse. Have a look yourself at www.
apolloarchive.com

Image: Project Apollo Archive

EXPLORING GALAXIES
The Cambridge University Institute 
of Continuing Education is holding a 
weekend astronomy course, “Explor-
ing Galaxies”, on 27th–29th November.

What’s special about our corner 

IF IT wasn’t enough that the clouds 
cleared away right after last week’s 
open evening, insult was added 
to injury with sightings of aurorae 
across more northerly regions of the 
UK later that night.

The northern lights are usually 
confined to arctic regions, and occur 
when the Earth’s magnetic field fun-
nels high-energy charged particles 
from Solar winds to collide with air 
molecules in our atmosphere.

When the Sun is more active than 
normal, it releases strong flares of ra-
diation, and large bubbles of plasma 
billow out into the inter-planetary 
medium to possibly impact on 
Earth’s magnetic field.

If this results in a larger geo-
magnetic storm than normal—as 
occurred last week—more southern 
latitudes can sometimes experience 
wonderful auroral shows. 

Although the Sun is quieter this 
week, there remains a “coronal hole” 
that allows easier egress for Solar 
winds if its activity ramps up again.

In other words, it is still possible 
for there to be more UK sightings of 
aurorae in the near future.

Northern lights drift 
south over the UK

You can’t trust atoms because they make 
up everything.

Scott’s joke of the week

Other things that caught our eye

A NEW image (left) from the New Horizons probe shows the 
highest altitudes of Pluto’s atmosphere as a beautiful blue sky. 

Even though Pluto is only 2,400 km in diameter, it manages to 
retain a deep nitrogen-rich atmosphere. As New Horizons sped 
through Pluto’s shadow, its cameras observed the dark side of the 
dwarf planet, outlined by the sunshine filtering through the haze.

The cobalt tint is not caused by the same process that colours 
Earth’s sky, where the blue part of sunlight is scattered every 
which way by nitrogen molecules. On Pluto, it is scattered by 
small sooty particles that result from chemical reactions trig-
gered by the Sun’s ultraviolet light falling on nitrogen and meth-
ane molecules high at the top of the atmosphere.

Image: NASA/JHUAPL/SwRI

DATE TIME VISIBLE FOR APPEARS MAX HEIGHT DISAPPEARS

Thu 15 Oct 7:51 PM 2 min 28° above W 67° 56° above SE

Fri 16 Oct 6:59 PM 3 min 45° above W 78° 16° above E

Sat 17 Oct 7:43 PM 2 min 31° above WSW 47° 36° above SSE

Sun 18 Oct 6:51 PM 4 min 42° above WSW 63° 10° above ESE

Mon 19 Oct 7:34 PM 3 min 25° above WSW 30° 18° above SSE

Tue 20 Oct 6:42 PM 4 min 35° above WSW 43° 11° above SE

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, and investigate how 
modern space missions and observa-
tories are changing our understanding 
of these galaxies’ habits and histories.

Visit www.ice.cam.ac.uk/ 
galaxies-weekend or call 01223 746262 
for details.

MORNING AND NIGHT SKY TREATS
As the sunrise draws later into the 
day, any early risers will be treated to a 
slew of planets in the eastern sky.

Venus, Mars, Jupiter and Mercury 
will jockey for position, switching plac-
es with one another throughout the 
rest of the month—a sight certainly 
worth setting the alarm for!

The International Space Station 
is also back in the evening skies over 
Cambridge for the next week.

The best opportunities to see it are 
listed in the table below, courtesy of 
spotthestation.nasa.gov


