
 Jan 18  - CADAS -  Claire Davies –
Flip it and reverse it: disruption in
young planetary systems

Feb 7 - WAS - Annabella Meech –
Exoplanet Atmospheres

Feb 15 - CADAS - Steve Tonkin  
 Ten Ways the Universe Tries to
Kill You

Mar 7 - WAS - Sandra
Brantingham – The Aurora and
STEVE

Mar 15 - CADAS - Hugh Allen
Spectroscopy : Cracking starlight’s
hidden code
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This month the James Webb latest news is one that I had been waiting to
hear: Images and spectra from the James Webb Space Telescope suggest
that the first galaxies in the universe are too many or too bright compared
to what astronomers expected. So what has the James Webb detected? 
 Sky and Telescope reports that 'it has found that the earliest stellar
metropolises are more mature and more numerous than expected. The
results may end up changing what we know about how the first galaxies
formed.' This may very well be the discovery of the decade!  I am looking
forward to following how the academic community are able to rationalise
this into our current understanding of cosmology, or perhaps, we need to
rethink our understanding completely.  Watch this space!  Read more at:
https://skyandtelescope.org/astronomy-news/the-james-webb-space-
telescope-is-finding-too-many-early-galaxies/

Until next month... SLK

LATEST NEWS

  Most planets are easy to spot in the
night sky, but have you spotted
Mercury? Nicknamed the Messenger for
its speed across the sky, Mercury is also
the closest planet to the Sun. Its swift
movements close to our Sun accorded it
special importance to ancient observers,
while also making detailed study
difficult. However, recent missions to
Mercury have resulted in amazing
discoveries, with more to come. 
 Mercury can be one of the brightest
planets in the sky – but also easy to
miss! Why is that? Since it orbits so
close to the Sun, observing Mercury is
trickier than the rest of the “bright
planets” in our solar system: Venus,
Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn.  Mercury
always appears near our Sun from our
Earth-bound point of view, making it
easy to miss in the glare of the Sun or
behind small obstructions along the
horizon. That’s why prime Mercury
viewing happens either right before
sunrise or right after sunset; when the
Sun is blocked by the horizon, Mercury’s
shine can then briefly pierce the glow of
twilight. Mercury often appears similar
to a “tiny Moon” in a telescope since, like
fellow inner planet Venus, it shows
distinct phases when viewed from
Earth! Mercury’s small size means a
telescope is needed to observe its
phases since they can’t be discerned
with your unaided eye. Safety warning:
If you want to observe Mercury with
your telescope during daytime or before
sunrise, be extremely careful: 

Spot the Messenger: Observe
Mercury 
by David Prosper
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you don’t want the Sun to accidentally
enter your telescope’s field of view. As
you may already well understand, this is
extremely dangerous and can not only
destroy your equipment, but
permanently blind you as well! That risk
is why NASA does not allow space
telescopes like Hubble or the JWST to
view Mercury or other objects close to
the Sun, since even the tiniest error
could destroy billions of dollars of
irreplaceable equipment. 
 Despite being a small and seemingly
barren world, Mercury is full of
interesting features. It’s one of the four
rocky (or terrestrial) planets in our solar
system, along with Earth, Venus, and
Mars. Mercury is the smallest planet in
our solar system and also possesses the
most eccentric, or non-circular, orbit of
any planet as well: during a Mercurian
year of 88 Earth days, the planet orbits
between 29 million and 43 million miles
from our Sun – a 14-million-mile
difference! Surprisingly, Mercury is not
the hottest planet in our solar system,
despite being closest to the Sun; that
honor goes to Venus, courtesy its thick
greenhouse shroud of carbon dioxide.
Since Mercury lacks a substantial
atmosphere and the insulating
properties a layer of thick air brings to a
planet, its temperature swings wildly
between a daytime temperature of 800
degrees Fahrenheit (427 degrees
Celsius) and -290 degrees Fahrenheit
(-179 degrees Celsius) at night. Similar to
our Moon, evidence of water ice is
present at Mercury’s poles, possibly
hiding in the frigid permanent shadows
cast inside a few craters. Evidence for
ice on Mercury was first detected by
radar observations from Earth, and
followup observations from 

More on Page 3

Mercury is hot, small, and heavily cratered across its gray
surface, as seen in this image from NASA MESSENGER.
Mercury is the most heavily cratered planet in our solar
system, since it lacks either a substantial atmosphere or
geologic activity to erode surface features like craters -

similar in certain aspects to the surface of our own Moon.
Credit: NASA/Johns Hopkins University Applied Physics

Laboratory/CarnegieSource:
https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/resources/439/mercurys-

subtle-colors/
 

https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/resources/439/mercurys-subtle-colors/
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British air accident investigators are to examine the failed attempt to send satellites
into orbit from Cornwall as the teams behind the historic mission described tearful
scenes when the rocket was lost but expressed a determination to try again as soon as
possible.
The UK Space Agency (UKSA) said Virgin Orbit’s Start Me Up mission had been a partial
success, showing that a rocket launch was possible from Britain – and claimed it had
beaten Norway and Sweden to be the first country to fire satellites into space from
European soil.

Both the agency and Spaceport Cornwall, the base for the multimillion-pound launch,
said they would try again to send satellites into orbit within a year.

Full article at:
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2023/jan/10/uk-rocket-launch-failure-virgin-
orbit-second-mission
More information at https://virginorbit.com/

Disappointing end to UK space mission
as satellites fail to reach orbit
January 10th 2023 
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FEB 10 -  KATE EARL - CRATERS
 

MARCH 10 - MARY MCINTYRE -
SHADOWS IN SPACE AND THE
STORIES THEY TELL

APRIL 14 -  ASK THE PANEL
(FACE TO FACE AND ZOOM)

 
MORE TO COME!!

https://www.theguardian.com/science/2023/jan/09/uks-first-orbital-rocket-mission-takes-off-from-cornwall
https://virginorbit.com/start-me-up/
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/cornwall
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2023/jan/09/uks-first-orbital-rocket-mission-takes-off-from-cornwall
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NASA’s MESSENGER mission added additional strong evidence
for its presence. Mercury sports a comet-like tail made primarily
of sodium which has been photographed by skilled
astrophotographers. The tail results from neutral atoms in its thin
atmosphere being pushed away from Mercury by pressure from
the nearby Sun’s radiation. 
 NASA’s Mariner 10 was Mercury’s first robotic explorer, flying by
three times between 1974-1975. Decades later, NASA’s
MESSENGER first visited Mercury in 2008, flying by three times
before settling into an orbit in 2011. MESSENGER thoroughly
studied and mapped the planet before smashing into Mercury at
mission’s end in 2015. Since MESSENGER, Mercury was briefly
visited by BepiColombo, a joint ESA/JAXA probe, which first flew
by in 2021 and is expected to enter orbit in 2025 - after
completing six flybys. Need more Mercury in your life? Check out
NASA’s discoveries and science about Mercury at
solarsystem.nasa.gov/mercury/, and visit the rest of the universe
at nasa.gov.

Mercury - continued...

ABOVE: ON RARE OCCASION, EARTHBOUND OBSERVERS CAN
OBSERVE MERCURY, LIKE VENUS, TRANSITING THE SUN. MERCURY
FREQUENTLY TRAVELS BETWEEN EARTH AND THE SUN, BUT ONLY
RARELY DOES THE GEOMETRY OF ALL THREE BODIES LINE UP TO
ALLOW OBSERVERS FROM EARTH TO VIEW MERCURY’S TINY
SHADOW AS IT CROSSES OUR STAR’S MASSIVE DISC. YOU CAN SEE
ONE SUCH EVENT IN THIS PHOTO TAKEN BY LAURIE ANSORGE OF
THE WESTMINSTER ASTRONOMICAL SOCIETY ON NOVEMBER 11 ,
2019.  IF YOU MISSED IT,  SET A REMINDER FOR MERCURY’S NEXT
TRANSIT:  NOVEMBER 13,  2032.

BELOW: MERCURY REACHES MAXIMUM WESTERN ELONGATION ON
THE MORNING OF JANUARY 30,  WHICH MEANS THAT YOUR BEST
CHANCE TO SPOT IT IS RIGHT BEFORE SUNRISE THAT DAY! LOOK
FOR MERCURY TOWARDS THE SOUTHEAST AND FIND THE
CLEAREST HORIZON YOU CAN. OBSERVERS LOCATED IN MORE
SOUTHERN LATITUDES OF THE NORTHERN HEMISPHERE HAVE AN
ADVANTAGE WHEN OBSERVING MERCURY AS IT WILL BE A BIT
HIGHER IN THE SKY FROM THEIR LOCATION, BUT IT’S WORTH A
TRY NO MATTER WHERE YOU LIVE. BINOCULARS WILL HELP PICK
OUT MERCURY’S ELUSIVE LIGHT FROM THE PRE-DAWN GLOW OF
THE SUN.  IMAGE CREATED WITH ASSISTANCE FROM STELLARIUM

https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/planets/mercury/overview/
https://nasa.gov/
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