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A dense cluster of thousands of bright young stars in the nearby galaxy NGC 5253 is hidden in a "cloak of invisibility", which it appears to hold by its great gravitational attraction, says a team of astronomers from Tel Aviv University and UCLA.  The cluster cannot be seen in ordinary visible light because it is hidden in a thick cloud of gas and dust, but Prof. Sara Beck of Tel Aviv, Prof. Jean Turner of UCLA, and colleagues at UCLA have observed it in radio and infrared light.  They have found that it contains about one million stars, among them about 5,000 of the brightest and hottest kind, which astronomers call O stars, and is only about 3 light-years (less than the distance from our Sun to its nearest neighbor) across.  This cluster was a puzzle.  Bright O stars are very violent and produce powerful winds, so any gas around them is usually seen to be expanding very fast, with speeds about 100 km/sec (360,000 km/hr).  Why had the many O stars in this cluster not blown away the thick gases?  The astronomers measured the motions of the gas with great accuracy, using a specialized advanced instrument at the Keck Telescope.  They found that the gas is expanding, but at much lower speeds than expected, and not fast enough to escape from the cluster; the immense gravitational attraction of so many stars in such a small region has slowed it down.  This is the first start cluster found that is massive and dense enough to hold onto its gas this way, but there may be many more that are so far invisible.

