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To gain insight into the most
mysterious objects in
the universe, astronomers shine
a light at the chaotic core of
our own Milky Way

BY ROBERT IRION

FROM THE SUMMIT of Mauna Kea, nearly 14,000
feet above the Pacific Ocean, the Milky Way tilts
luminously across the night sky, an edge-on view
of our galaxy. Parts of the great disk are
obscured by dust, and beyond one of those dusty
blots, near the teapot of the constellation Sagit-
tarius, lies the center of the Milky Way. Hidden
there is a deeply mysterious structure around
which more than 200 billion stars revolve.
Behind me atop the craggy rocks of this dor-
mant volcano on the island of Hawaii are the
twin domes of the W. M. Keck Observatory.
Each dome houses a telescope with a giant mir-
ror that is almost 33 feet wide and, like a fly’s
eye, is made of interlocking segments. The mir-
rors are among the world’s largest for gathering
starlight, and one of the telescopes has been
equipped with a dazzling new tool that greatly
.increases its power. Fewer than 100 people have
seen this technology in action. I gaze at the
* nearest of the Milky Way’s graceful spiral arms
as I wait for technicians to flip the switch.
Then, suddenly and with the faint click of a

APRIL 2008 SMITHSONIAN 45

X







