The Westminster Astronomical Society
In Cooperation With
Carroll County Parks and Recreation
Presents:

A COMET FEOR CHRISTHMAS:

The 1985-1986 Apparition of Halley’s Comet
Two Hundred and eighty years ago (1705) Sir Edmund Halley made the
discovery that has guaranteed him lasting fame ever asince. Tonight you ahall

observe this comet which Halley himself saw in 1682 at the age of 25.
Halley’a comet orbita the sun every 76 yeara. The current apparition, or
return, ia only the fourth since Halley’s observation. The others were in
1759, 1835 and 1910. We thank you for coming tonight and hope that you enjoy
your opportunity to see Halley’a Comet.

Tonight’s Program

The program ia composed of two parta: informational and observatiocnal.
The informational program is held indoors and features a slide show prepared
by the Aatronomical League. The alideas have been generously loaned to the
Westminster Astronomical Society (WAS) by the Baltimore Astronomical Society.
Following the slide show you shall exit into the cold dark night air.

You shall be led to the observing site. Several telescopes varying in
size and type will allow you to observe Halley’s Comet with your own eyes. If
the night ia very clear, you may even aee Halley’s Comet with the naked eye,
as several WAS members have already.

Halley’s Comet is not the only celestial wonder that can be seen with a
teleacope. Therefore other telescopes are set up to show you a variety of
objectas as an encore to Halley’s Comet. Please feel free to ask the telescope
operators any queationsa you may have.

Following the program you may warm up with free coffee and refreshments
aerved complimenta of the Parka Department.

Observing Halley’s Comet

Halley’s Comet ia currently about 70 million miles from the Earth and
getting farther away. From November until April the Earth and Halley travel
around the sun in opposaite directiona. When they reach the other aide they
will begin to get closer together until April 11 when the separation is under
40 million miles. The best views then will be from south of the equator.

In the telescope, Halley’s Comet appears as a fuzzy round cotton ball
called the COMA. A bright “star" is aeen in the center of the coma. This is
not the NUCLEUS, but rather a CENTRAL CONDENSATION. The nucleus is too small
to be observed by any telescope on earth. The TAIL may not yet be visible.

If you know what to expect you will not be dissapointed with what you see.
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WAS held its first meeting in Hag, 1984. Membership is
to anyone interested in astronomy. The
commonly asked questions:

“When and where doea WAS meet?"

Meetinga are held monthly on the laat Wedneaday,
usually at Western Maryland College. Expert uest
aspeakers address the group about 50% of the ime.
Meetings are always free and open to the public.

“Do I have to buy a telescope before I can join?"
No. Astronomy ia much more than juat teleacopesa. Your
eyes are the basic equipment, a telescope could come
later if you wish.

“Will I get the chance to look through a telescope?”
Yes. One of the benefits of joining are the monthly
“"star parties" where members get together at a dark
site to observe with our telescopes. This is a good
chance for those who don’t own them to get to see
through one.

"What else will I get for joining?"
You get to meet others with a similar interest -- that
is the biggest benefit of belonging to the WAS. There
is also an informative newsletter that tells of events
in the club and around the world of astronomy.

"Are dues expensive?"
There are two classes of members:

Single Membership $ll per year
Family Membership $13 per year

Paid members enjoy all of the above benefits plus
voting privileges at the yearly businesa meeting.

“Where can I get more information about WAS?*™
The mailing address ia:
Weastminater Astronomical Society
3481 Salem Bottom Road
Westminater, Maryland 21157

A self-addreased stamped envelope would be appreciated.

Dear Visitor:

Thank Zou for sharing Halley’s Comet with us tonight.
hope to meet you again in the very near future.

Sincerely,

Cunta W. Roeldy

Curtias W. Roelle
President
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following are the most
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Edmund Halley (1656-1742),
English astronomer, was a
close friend of Isaac Newton

and oversaw the publication of
Newton’s Principia. Halley
was active in many areas of
astronomy, but he is best
known for his pioneering study
of comets and for the
realization that the comets of
1531, 1607, and 1682 were the
same one. He predicted the
return of that comert in 1758.
This most famous of all comets
bears Halley’s name. (Yerkes
Observatory)

WESTMINSTER ASTRONOMICAL SOCIETY
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WHO WAS MR. HALLEY?

Edmund Halley was born in 1656 near
London, England. The period during which
he lived was a magnificent time filled
with great worka of art and music, and
tremendous advances in acience. uring
his childhood London was besieged by the
Black Death, but young Halley survived.
After attending Oxford, Halley published
gseveral acientific worka including one on
Kepler’s laws of motion, and a catalog of
341 aouthern ataras he obaserved from the
ialand of St. Helena.

At the age of 25 Halley observed the
great comet of 1682. He began looking
back over the records of other cometa that
had occurred throughout hiatory. He no-
ticed that the cometa of 1531, 1607, and
1682 had aimilar characteriatics. Halley
deduced that these were three aightings of
the same comet and predicted the next
appearance would be in 1758-59.

Edmund Halley was appointed Aatrono-
rer Royal in 1720, a position held until
1739 when his health began to fail. On
January 14, 1742 Halley died. When he
predicted the return of the comet, Halley
realized he would not live to aee it ful-
filled. But on Christmas night in 1758
Johann Georg Palitzch, a Dreaden farmer
and amateur astronomer, became the first
to apot the returning comet. Ever since,
this comet has borne the name of Sir
Edmund Halley.



WHERE DO COMETS COME FROM?

Although a asingle anawer to the gquea-
tion of where comets come from has not
been accepted by all aatronomera, a major-
ity agree that comets are "dirty anow-
balla" composed of frozen gaasea mixed
with dust. Comets are believed to orbit
the aun in a large ahell known aa the Qort
Cloud located some 50,000 times farther
from the sun than the earth. There are
estimated to be over 100 billion cometas in
the Oort cloud, with a combined massa
equivalent to that of the earth.

At such a diatance from the sun, a
comet may be perturbed by distant atara as
they pass by, over a course of thousands
of yeara, altering the orbit and causasing
the comet to plunge toward the sun. Most
cometa apend thouasanda of yeara on the
sunward journey, only to awing around the
aun and be flung, aa if by a sling-shot,
back out into space never to return again.
Sometimes a comet will pasa near a planet
auch aa Jupiter or Saturn, whoae gravita-
tional force altera the comet’a orbit.
The comet may then be "captured" by the
aun, and will orbit it like a planet.
Halley ia such a comet. It orbits the sun
in a very elliptical orbit once every 76
yeara.

WHAT ARE COMETS MADE OF?

Comets are relatively small, the
nucleus being only a few miles acroas. As
the comet approaches the inner solar sys-
tem, volatile materiala such as water
aublimate to form a coma or "hair" around
the nucleus. As the comet approaches the
aun, the presaure of the aolar radiation
or "solar wind" causes the tail to form.
Comet tails have been known to reach 100
rillion milea in length, more than the
distance that separates the earth from the ’
sun. This is remarkable considering the
tiny size of the nucleus.

tail

nucleus
coma
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CAN A COMET DESTROY THE EARTH?

In a human lifetime, the poasiblity
that a comet will hit the earth is infin-
itesimal. In 1910 Comet Halley came cloa-
er to the earth that it will in 1986, and
the earth actually pasaed through the
tail. Thia encouraged sales of sapecial
“comet pilla" and gas maaka to protect a
miginformed public from the poisonous
gaaes that were expected to engulf the
planet. Many people boarded their doora
and windowa aa well. The comet pasaed and
the earth asuffered no harm deapite the
predictiona .of &mome fanatica that the
earth would be deatroyed.

What would happen if a comet were to
atrike the earth? Scientiata believe this
has already happened -- in this century.
In Siberia in 1908 an exploaion occurred
that had the equivalent force of a hydro-
gen bomb. Thia "Tunguaka Event" flattened
a forest, and the heat blast was felt sonme
40 milea away. The fireball was observed
600 miles away aa it streaked toward
ground =zero. The ahock regiatered on
seismometers around the world, but no
human deaths were reported. However it is
not hard to imagine what effecta an impact
in a populated area would have. A comet
striking the ocean would unleash great
tidal waves that would aweep over land,
and alter coastlines.

A more intense impact ia thought to
have occurred aome 66 million yeara ago,
leading to the extinction of the dino-
saura, Some acientiats believe amaller
extinctiona happen roughly every 20 mil-
lion years, perhapa when the earth 1ia
atruck by a comet or asteraid. ;
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In 1908 a small
piece of a comet
hit Siberia and the
blast wave
flattened the fores:
over thousands of
square ktlometres.
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WHEN AND WHERE WILL I
GET TO SEE COMET HALLEY?

Unfortunately, the 1985-86 apparition
will not be especially favorable. The
comet will be brighteat at its closest
approach to the aun, or perihelion. At
perihelion, on February 9, 1986, the comet
will be on the oppoasite aide of the sun
from Earth, and hence unobaervable. As
the comet emergea from the aun’sa .blinding
light in the morning sky during the fol-
lowing monthsa, it will aink lower in the
south. The reason for thia ia that the
comet crosses the equatorial plane of the
Earth.

Because Halley will be far from earth
and hence faint, and low in the aouthern
sky, it will be difficult to observe fronm
the Northern hemiaphere. Combined with
the alarming overuae of artificial outdor
lighting moat people may not aee the comet
at all. Remember Kohoutek?

The comet should become viasible in
binecculara by December, aa shown in the
adjacent timetable. It will brighten in
January and not be viaible in Febrary as
it rounda the far aide of the aun. In
March and April, Halley ia at ita bright-
est. Closest approach to the earth is 38
million milea on April 11, 1986.

WAS 1a offering a peraonal guide to
the comet, Mr. Halley’s Comet, that you
can take with you for only £2.,00. With
this guide at your fingertips you will be
ready when the time comes for the once in
a lifetime experience of seeing Halley’s
Comet. The booklet containa:

- historical and acientific
information

- finder charta

- timetable

- star map showing comet path

- instructions for observing with
teleacope or binoculara

- guide to photographing comet
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Halley’s Comet
When can | see it?

From North America (and elsewhere at
mid-northern latitudes), here’'s how Hal-
ley's comet will look:

Pre-August,1985 — Still far away, Comet
Halley is extremely faint. The world's
largest telescopes will photograph it as
a vague smudge of light.
August-September, 1985 — By now the
comet is just bright enough for experi-
enced amateur astronomers with large
telescopes to find it.

October, 1985 — Late this month, when
moonlight is no longer a probiem, the
comet should be widely spotted by those
looking with small telescopes.
November, 1985 — Growing steadily
brighter, Halley can now be seen in bin-
oculars. It will be in the eastern sky just
after darkness. On Nov. 15 and 16, it
passes just south of the Pleiades.
December, 1985 — Halley becomes bare-
ly visible to the naked eye under ideai
(very dark) conditions. Binoculars give a
better view. The comet is high in the
southern part of the sky.

January, 1986 — The comet brightens
slowly, but each night after dusk it is
lower in the western sky. By the 25th it
sets before dark.

February, 1986 — Halley can't be seen
most of this month. But during the last
week of February it reappears in the
morning twilight sky in the east.

March, 1986 — The view gets better.
Near the end of the month, and just be-
fore morning twilight begins, Halley
sports an excellent long tail in the south-
eastern sky.

April, 1986 — Halley is at its best! To-
ward the end of the first week of April,
as moonlight ceases to be a problem,
the comet will appear at its brightest.
Unfortunately, it's very low in the south-
ern sky before dawn and descending ra-
pidly toward the horizon.

May, 1986, and after — Halley departs in-
to deep space once again. High in the
night sky, it can be followed with binocu-
lars through May and with telescopes
until early August. No one will set eyes
on the comet again until around 2061,

Brought to you by the editors of
Sky & Telescope




WESTMINSTER ASTRONOMICAL SOCIETY
Comet Halley Finder Chart
for
December 1985 & January 1986

Adapted from SKY & TELESCOPE
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