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December Meeting 
 

e're very grateful to 

John Stapleton from 

Basingstoke AS.  He 

has kindly agreed to bring for-

ward his scheduled talk from June 

2008 to this month.  The original 

speaker, Emily Baldwin, is unwell and has asked to postpone.  

John's subject is "Incoming - evidence for meteor impacts upon 

the Earth".  Because we've got a few extras for you, (such as 

Tony Marsh's Christmas AstroQuiz), we will be starting business 
at 7.45pm, rather than 8pm.    

 
January  Meeting (3rd) 
 

Dr. Andrew Coates, Mullard Space Science Laboratory (MSSL) 

will present the óLatest News from Venus Expressô.  
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n the 24th of October Comet 

Holmes increased in bright-

ness a million times. As-
tronomers all over the world 

are watching to 

see what happens 

next. 

 

Normally a very 

faint comet that 

needs a large tele-

scope to see, 

Comet 17P/

Holmes was dis-
covered in 1892 

and comes round 

approximately 

every 7 years.  

But after its sud-

den brightening 

you can now find 

it easily with the 

unaided eye.  

 

Its high altitude in our Northern-
Hemisphere sky means itôs visible 

all night long if the weather is kind.  

 

You will find it in the constellation 

of Perseus.    Look at it through a 

pair of binoculars and youôll see it 

as a nebulous ball nearly the size of 

the full moon.  In a telescope itôs a 

splendid sight.  

 

The Guilford Astronomical Society 

have been imaging the comet at 

their Holmbury Observatory ï here 

is one of the images.  
 

The tail of the comet must be spec-
tacular but it cannot be seen from 

Earth -  the comet, Earth and Sun 

are roughly in line and as the tail of 

a comet always points generally 

away from the Sun.  So we see the 

comet head-on as though it were 

heading straight for us.  

 

Donôt worry it wonôt hit us.  Itôs or-

bit takes it well outside that of Mars. 

 
The GAS CCD pictures show the 

comet at about 60% of the apparent 

size in the sky of the full Moon.  But 

remember itôs over 600 times fur-

ther away. 

 

In the few days since the outburst 

that caused the original brightening 

the cometôs outer regions at first ex-

panded at an average speed of over 

5000 kilometres per hour to a di-

ameter of 1.3 million kilometres.  

The expansion slowed a bit but in a 

few more days it reached over 1.5 

million km.  Thatôs bigger than the 
visible part of the sun  

(photosphere). Of 

course itôs only a 

tiny fraction of the 

sunôs mass. 

 

What we are seeing 

is sunlight reflect-

ing back to Earth 

from the gas and 

dust thrown off 
from a sudden dis-

ruption in the 

cometôs solid core -  

itself only 3 kilome-

tres in size - a type 

of celestial firework 

for the  

November skies! 

 
 

 

Note: In the two false-colour images 

the colour is added after the image 

is captured ï you donôt see this in a 

telescope ï but it does bring out 
more clearly the  contrast between 

different brightness levels within the 

structure of the comet and for this 

reason itôs useful.  

Comet 17P/Holmes This years Guy Fawkes comet continues to 
surprise. 
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