























FIRST IMPRESSIONS e

southern latitudes. As seen by us, many of the Sun’s most promi-
nent stellar neighbors are arrayed well above and below the Milky
Way. Although these stars are still part of the Galaxy’s disk com-
ponent, their close proximity to us allows for large (apparent) de-
viations from the disky norm.

Other galactic objects are located far from the Milky Way be-
cause they are in fact situated far from the disk—in a part of the
Galaxy that is called the halo. Globular star clusters are most no-
table for populating the halo component. These dense stellar
swarms contain the oldest stars in the Galaxy. Their origin some
12 billion years ago continues to puzzle astrophysicists, as they
implicate a galaxy that was very different in the distant past. Did
today’s Milky Way Galaxy evolve from a humongous cloud that
collapsed under its own weight to form a rapidly rotating disk
with leftover globular star clusters in the halo? Or did the Milky
Way Galaxy get pieced together from a flurry of merging dwarf
galaxies—where the globular star clusters represent the undigested
cores of these dwarf systems? Many questions remain regarding
the structure, origin, and evolution of our galactic home. To an-
swer them, astronomers are drawing on multi-wavelength obser-
vations of every component that they can detect. Some of these
mind-expanding observations are described in chapter 3. But first,
an abridged history of our evolving galactic perceptions is in order.
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