
WELCOME to our weekly pub-

l ic open evenings for the

201 8/1 9 season. Each night there

wil l be a half-hour talk which begins

promptly at 7.1 5pm. Please note

that the talk wil l be recorded and

archived for onl ine streaming.

The talk is fol lowed by an oppor-

tunity to observe if (and only if! ) the

weather is clear. The IoA’s historical

Northumberland and Thorrowgood

telescopes, along with our modern

1 6-inch telescope, wil l be open for

observations. In addition, the

Cambridge Astronomical Associ-

ation wil l provide a floorshow out-

doors on the Observatory lawns,

relaying l ive images from their tele-

scopes and providing a comment-

ary. I f we’re unlucky and it’s cloudy,

we’l l offer you a concil iatory cup of

tea after the talk (with perhaps some

more astro-information in the lecture

theatre for those who want to stay

on).

I f you have any questions,

suggestions or comments about the

IoA Open Evenings please contact

Matt Bothwell at

bothwell@ast.cam.ac.uk.

Our weekly welcome

TONIGHT'S SPEAKER

Robin Catchpole

Are we alone?
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Hubble 'accidental ly' finds
new nearby galaxy

A team of astronomers has made

a rather extraordinary -- and

accidental -- discovery. While

studying a the globular cluster

NGC 6752 (which is part of our

own galaxy), the team spotted

something unexpected lurking in

the background of their images: an

entirely unknown galaxy.

The new galaxy is a dwarf, just

3000 light years across. And while

this certainly sounds large, our

own Milky Way is more than 30

times larger. Being so small , the

galaxy is also very faint -- which

explains why it remained hidden

for so long.

The original work was aiming to

measure the age of the globular

cluster NGC 6752, which is around

1 3,000 light years away. Using the

Advanced Camera for Surveys

(ACS) on the Hubble Space

Telecsope, the team measured the

brightnesses and temperatures of

stars within the cluster. And that's

when they made the discovery:

some of the stars were at a

distance of mil l ions of l ight years,

putting them far outside our Milky

Way.

The new galaxy has been

christened Bedin 1 , named for

Luigi Bedin, an astronomer at the

I tal ian National Institute for

Astrophysics (INAF) and the

leader of the team who made the

discovery.

Bedin 1 has some unusual

properties, which wil l no doubt be

cause for further study. At 30

mil l ion l ight years from the Milky

Way, and over 2 mil l ion l ight years

from the nearest large galaxy,

Bedin 1 is the most isolated small

dwarf galaxy ever found. Being so

isolated, the galaxy most l ikely

hasn't interacted with other cosmic

objects through most of its history.

And that history is very long

indeed -- by analysing the spectra

of Bedin 1 's stars, astronomers

have estimated its age at 1 3 bil l ion

years -- only sl ightly younger than

the Universe itself.

Bedin 1 seems to be an isolated

'time capsule' from the early

Universe, which should al low

astronomers to better understand

how galaxies formed at the earl iest

times. Sometimes the best

discoveries come from unexpected

places.

Hubble Space
Telescope of
the new galaxy
hidden behind
the star cluster
NGC 6752.
Credit: NASA,
ESA and L.
Bedin

Matthew Bothwell
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During January's Lunar eclipse,

keen-eyed observers might have

spotted something rather rare -- a

tiny flash of l ight, just as total ity

begun (see picture above).

The flash was caused by a

meteorite impating the Moon. And

while meteorites hit the Moon fairly

regularly, the 'flash' from their

impacts are normally to dim to see

against the bright surface. But,

thanks to the eclipse, the

meteorite strike was easily visible.

And because it was broadcast on

l ive TV to mil l ions, the meteorite

strike instantly became one of the

most widely watched cosmic

coll isions in history.

A paper published by a team of

Colombian and Dominican

astronomers took advantage of the

number of witnesses, and tried to

reconstruct the impact. The

meteorite was most l ikely

beachball-sized, weighing between

20kg and 1 00kg. Crashing down at

47,000 mph, the resulting crater

would be around 1 0m across.

Karls Peña, a co-author on the

work, praised the worldwide effort

of citizen scientists. “Social

networks and easy access to

technology, have brought humanity

closer than ever to science”, he

said. “Efforts l ike this, in which

professionals and amateurs from

different places work together for

the advancement of human

knowledge, are a very effective

way to awaken interest in scientific

research in our youngsters.”

Why don’t astronauts keep their
jobs very long? Because as
soon as they start they get
fired.

Joke of the Week

The Mars Opportunity Rover

launched back in July 2003, but

now its mission might be close to

ending.

Since landing on January 25

2004, the rover has explored Mars

for over 5300 Martian days. Given

that the planned duration of the

mission was 90 Martian days --

around 3 months -- it's fair to say

that the rover has exceeded

expectations.

The rover's mission might be

over though. Back in summer

201 8 Mars was engulfed in a dust

storm, and the Opportunity Rover

dropped out of communications as

dust covered its solar panels. I t

was hoped that after the dust

storm cleared, the solar panels

could then re-charge Opportunity's

batteries enough for it to continue

on. But it hasn't been heard from

since, despite the NASA team

attemptiong to contact the rover

over 600 times.

NASA engineers are now

engaged in a last-ditch effort to

save Opportunity. The rover is

being sent commands to reset its

internal clock and switch to backup

transmitters. In the unlikely event

that the communications blackout

is caused by a clock or radio

malfunction, these commands

should return Opportunity to ful l

working order.

Unfortunately though,both of

these scenarios are outside

chances. And if Opportunity

doesn't come back online, the

trai lblazing Mars Exploration

Rover program wil l have offical ly

ended.

“You can always look back and

say, ‘This is a rover that way

outl ived her expectations and

accomplished a lot. ’ But that

doesn’t make the grief go away,”

says Mark Lemmon, an

atmospheric scientist at the Space

Science Institute.

Meteorite impact during lunar eclipse

The moment of impact. Credit: Brett Ashton

Last chance to revive Mars

Opportunity Rover




