
The Milky Way 
On January 17, 1994, a violent earthquake struck in the greater Los Angeles area of 
Northridge. Residents rushed out into the streets at 4:30 A.M. and saw a dark night sky, some 
for the first time.  For weeks, they called the local police stations, radio stations, and 
hospitals to ask, “Was it the brighter stars or the great silvery cloud that caused the 
earthquake?” Of course, they were seeing the night sky without light pollution. The silvery 
cloud was the Milky Way, the galaxy we live in. 
 
This bright band of stars, dust, and gasses that spread across our night sky was considered as 
a road to heaven that the dead must walk, on their way to the heavens, by the Vikings. The 
ancients believed that the strong man Hercules, as a baby, spilled his milk across the heavens.  
The peoples of Africa saw it as a river that flowed across the night sky. Others in Africa saw 
it as embers from a fire spread to give light to a lonely girl. Some Asian civilizations look at 
it as the separating band of light that keeps two lovers apart because their love was so strong 
they neglected their duties. Once a year in July, the crows gather and form a bridge across the 
Milky Way and allow them to be together. The young lovers are depicted as Vega and Altair 
in the summer sky. Other accounts believe it is straw scattered across the sky by a fleeing 
thief…and on and on it goes.  

What we actually see in the night sky is a fragmented 
arm of our Galaxy called Orion’s Arm. It is estimated 
that our Galaxy has four to five arms all swirling 
around a central bulge. The picture shown to the left 
is a timed exposure showing a highly concentrated 
mass of stars, dust, and gas towards the center of our 
galaxy that can be seen close to the horizon during 
the summer months. 
Usually, the Milky Way shows up as a faint band of 
many stars that spreads across the sky changing in 
altitude and direction as we rotate on our axis and 
revolve around our star, the Sun. 
 The winter months are the best time to see this band 
of starry light as it rises high in the sky in the 
evening.  The night air can be crisp and clear without 
much humidity, allowing for a much better view. In 
the summer, the Milky Way lies along the horizon in 
the evening and is harder to see with all the humidity 
that might come with the summer heat. 
Our Milky Way is probably a spiral galaxy, a flat 

pinwheel shape.  Some of the latest information, however, hints that our galaxy may be a 
spiral barred galaxy, mainly because the center is elongated with forces working on it to pull 
it into that shape.  
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The latest information believes it contains between 200 billion and 300 billion stars. As we 
look out at the night sky, the center of our galaxy is located in-between Sagittarius and 
Scorpio in the summer sky. As we look towards Orion, we are looking “down” towards the 
bottom of the band of stars. As we look towards Cygnus we are looking “up”. It is estimated 
that our Earth, traveling at one half million miles a day, will make one trip around our galaxy 
in 200 million years. The galaxy, itself, is heading towards the constellation called Hydra.  
 
There are three major parts to our galaxy.  
 

1. Halo   This is an area that circles the galaxy like a sphere and may 
extend out into space for hundreds of thousands of light years. This area is 
filled with small amounts of hot ionized gas that give off a gamma-ray halo. 
In this area, we find globular clusters of stars such as the Pleiades.  Because 
our galaxy rotates in a fashion that is not completely understood, it is 
believed that Dark Matter also can be found there. 
 
       2.    Nuclear bulge and galactic center   The center of our galaxy 
is a highly concentrated mass of stars. It appears to be somewhat 
elongated and not perfectly round. Specialized telescopes pick up 
infrared, gamma, and x-ray radiation where regular telescopes can’t 
“see”. It is believed that at the center is a massive black hole. 
 
       3.   Disk What we see in the night sky is part of the disk.  At least four 
bands of stars, gas, and dust extend out from the central bulge in a pinwheel 
shape. These bands are all on the same plane.  If the Milky Way, which is 
between 90,000 and 100,000 light years across, were compressed into a 
distance of just 80 miles, the bands themselves would be only 2mm thick. 
 
 
Within the past few years, it has been 
determined that the Milky Way has at least 
four large bands that extend out from the 
central bulge.  There are as well a few 
fragmented bands such as our own Orion 
band that we see in the night sky.  
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color arm(s) 

cyan 3-kpc and Perseus Arm 

purple Norma and Cygnus Arm (Along with a newly discovered extension) 

green Scutum-Crux Arm 

pink Carina and Sagittarius Arm 

There are at least two smaller arms or spurs, including: 

orange Orion Arm (which contains our own Solar System and Sun) 

 
The Milky Way is one of about 50 local galaxies that lie within 3 million or so light years in 
distance.  Only one other galaxy, Andromeda, comes anywhere close to being as large as the 
Milky Way. All the others are 
considered dwarf galaxies.  
A study of the layout of galaxies seems 
to show that they are connected by 
wide swaths of filaments that lead to 
more concentrated masses of galaxies.  
Our own Milky Way is connected to 
more galaxies through the constellation 
of Ursa Major onto an area of space 
between Leo and Virgo with masses of 
galaxies called the Virgo Cluster. 
 
    
One thing is for sure.  Our galaxy is not 
alone in the universe.  There are 
billions of galaxies out there -  
our is only one. 

Virgo Cluster 
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