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ASTRONOMY

THE LAST BRIGHT COMET. Halley’s Comet as it appeared on May 29, 1910, when it was photographed at the Yerkes Observatory

By JAMES STOKLEY

The Skjellerup Comet, discovered
on December 3 by J. F. Skjellerup,
amateur astronomer of Melbourne,
Australia, will soon be visible in the
evening sky, accoring to Dr. Amir O.
Leuschner, of the University of Cali-
fornia. Prof. Leuschner and his
students make a specialty of keeping
track of these celestial wanderers.

By Sunday, December 18, it will
be only 28 million miles from the
earth, and will then be visible in the
evening western sky just after sunset.
For perhaps as long as a week, or
until Christmas, it should be visible
to the naked eye, and then for several
weeks after that it should be easy to
pick it up in a small telescope.

An orbit of the comet, calculated
by Dr. H. E. Wood of the Union Ob-
servatory, Johannesburg, South Afri-
ca, and communicated to Dr. Leusch-
ner through the Harvard College Ob-
servatory, shows that the comet had
already passed the sun when it was
discovered. On December 1 it was

by the late Prof. E. E. Barnard

in perihelion, as its closest approach
to the sun is called, and was then 55
million miles away from that body.
Hence, it is unlikely to get any bright-
er than the third magnitude, its bril-
liance at the time of discovery. A
very interesting feature of its path,
says Dr. Leuschner, is that it is in-
clined seventy-two degrees to the
ecliptic, or the path on which the sun
moves.

According to calculation by Kather-
ine Prescott and Charles Krieger, two
of Dr. Leuschner’s studerts, it is
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moving north and to the east. On
December 18, it will be in the con-
stellation of Serpens, the serpent,
which is almost directly west about
7:00 P. M. on that date, and not far
above the horizon. The comet should
appear as a faint patch of light with
a tail pointing upwards and to the
left, or away from the sun. The tail
will probably be about four or five
times the diameter of the full moon.
It will be a little fainter than the pole
star, which is of the second magni-
tude.

On successive evenings it will grad-
ually mount higher and higher in the
evening sky. On Thursday December
22, it will be in the constellation of
Aquila, the eagle. This group is
characterized by the bright star Altair,
seen low in the western evening sky.
Then it will keep on moving in the
general direction of the pole star,
gradually getting too faint to be seen
without a telescope.

Comets Champion Lightweights
Though only a few of the stars
(Just turn- the page)

/)

Science Service, Inc. is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve, and extend access to éfr 22

The Science News-Letter. RINOIRY
WWw.jstor.org




386

INDEX TO THIS ISSUE Cultivating the Child's Ap- Minnig, Arnold. Skjellerup Comet Visible_.___ 385
petite 399 Model Airplanes.. Solar System, Vacant Lots in 389

girplanesthtidel.K__&____—-—.. gg; Drawing by A. DeBatz in Nature Ramblings . Sun, Romance of the... ... - 399

Aldrich, arles Anderson...._.. Louisiana Newspaper Club, The... . . .

American Forests and Forest Driving, Automatic Nobel Prize-Winner Tells of ’{‘ra]\)fﬁc XS lgnals,CIS.tandardlze..._m 397

Products . - Dunlap, Knight.... - Discoveries ... 387 1{7,“?‘1 osis aims  Married

American e o Sty East, Edward M 399 Optics, X-R Branch of . 387 o

i . , Edward M. i -Rays as Branch of_. 38 )
Ar;:;::ncan Museum School Serv Etah and Beyond. 739 Outline History of Japan Vacant Lots in Solar System 389
Outline of History. Volta, Alessandro... 395

Banana, The Forests and Forest Products, . Voltaic Pile, The...

Battery, Volta .. 395 American - 9 Packing Industry, By-Products .

Bevan, Edwy -39 Goldfish 397 _in 399 Wagner-Jauregg, Julius

Biggs, F.. 399 Gowen, Herbert H... ... ... 399 Paralysistreatmentby Malaria.. 393 Wave Mechanics.

Buckley, H - 399 Greece and Rome, The World Parkhurst, John Adelbert. ... 399 Wells, H. G.....

Bushnell, Jr., David I... . 399 of ’ 09 Photometry, Photographic, for wlﬁ}ze, VIGc;tﬁx}ard AD..

Cattell, J. McKeen and Jaques 399 Harrington, H. F. and Evaline 299 Plllivssoicgtaéiort History of ... Wirlltz’r B;gl{:: December 22...
Child’s  Appetite, Cultivating Heredity and Human Affairs.. 399  prictor, Mary Wood, H. Euooooooooooooooo 385
the 399  Human Affairs, Heredity and.. 399 ! Worl d Reme.

] . orld of Greece and Rome,
City Manager, The Japan, Outline History of Reynolds, Philip Keep .. The

Classics of Science L h Armin O Romance of the Sun.

Clemen, Rudolf A. euschner, Armin Rose, J. No .. X-Rays as Branch of Optics... 387
Comet, New, Visible . MacMillan, Donald B......__._ 399 Rubber Plants, Seek..

Compton, Arthur H. Malaria Treatment for Paralysis 393 Russell, Paul J.._._..__ Science News-Letter, Dec. 17, 1927

Comet Visible

(Continued from page 385)
visible in the sky exceed in brightness
the Skjellerup comet, which is now
near the earth and of naked eye vis-
ibility, the comet is really an “airy
nothing.” Even if it should land on
the earth, as it will not, it would prob-
ably not do any particular damage.
Some comets have been bright enough
to be seen in full daylight, and to
stretch their tails half-way across the
sky. But even these have not con-
tained enough material to make a
first-class asteroid, or little planet, the
largest of which are not over a hun-
dred miles in diameter. It has been
estimated that Halley’s comet, one of
the most famous of these visitors,
contained about a twentieth of the
material excavated in digging the Pan-
ama Canal. It has also been said that
the brightness of Halley’s comet
would have been what it was if it
were made up only of a dozen bodies
as big as small marbles in a cubic
mile of comet!

Even the head of a comet is trans-
parent enough for stars to shine
through it. Probably, as it approaches
the sun, it consists of a clump of tiny
meteorites, which is seen, if at all, by
reflected sunlight. Then it is drawn
closer to the sun by the latter’s gravi-
tational attraction, the tiny cometary
particles having just about enough
gravitational effect to hold the swarm
together. Then it gets nearer the sun,
and warmer. The heat causes gases
that have been carried in the meteoric
material to come out, carrying with
them much finer particles, or dust.
These are so small that the light from
the sun exerts a pressure on them and
so they travel away from the sun,
to form the tail. When approaching
the sun, the tail is behind the comet,
but after it has passed around the
sun and moves out into distance space
again, the tail comes first, the head
trailing along behind. Finally, it re-
turns to pretty much the same state
as when it entered the influence of

the sun, but with some of its material
lost to it forever.

The brightness of the comet when
near the sun is partly reflected sun-
light and partly a glowing of the
gases in the tail, under the influence
of the rays of the sun. In this re-
spect it is something like the aurora.
The sun is sending out, besides visible
light, numerous electrons, or “cathode
rays.” These cause a luminescence
of various gases when highly rarefied,
an experiment that can be duplicated
in the laboratory. The very thin gases
in the comet’s tail, or in the upper at-
mosphere in the case of the aurora,
are made to glow by these rays.

After the comet has passed the sun,
it may go out into space to be lost to
us forever. But many of the comet-
ary orbits are ellipses, so that the
comet returns again and again, in a
period varying from a few years to
many millennia. Sometimes the comet
may approach within a short distance
of one of the large planets, especially
Jupiter. The great gravitational at-
traction of the planet will then put a
considerable kink in its orbit, so that
when it returns again near the earth
it may be almost unrecognizable as
the same comet.

Not Same as Star of Bethlehem

Though these calculations of astron-
omers show that the week preceding
Christmas and possibly Christmas eve
itself will reveal a naked eye comet in
the western sky, it will probably not
be the same sort of phenomenon that
has been recorded in the Bible as the
“Star of Bethlehem.” The sugges-
tion has been made that this was really
a bright comet, even Halley’s comet,
which returned in the year 12 B. C.,
about eight years before the birth of
Christ. ~ Astronomers generally be-
lieve, however, that it was not a
comet. The famous astronomer Kep-
ler thought that it was due to a close
conjunction of the planets Jupiter and
Saturn, which happened in 7 B. C.

Science News-Letter, December 17, 1927

ScieNcE NEwS-LETTER, The Weekly
Summary of Current Science. Published
by Science Service, Inc., the Institution
for the Popularization of Science or-
ganized under the auspices of the National Acad-
emy of Sciences, the National Research Council
and the American Association for the Advance-
ment of Science.

Publication Office, 1918 Harford Ave., Balti-
more, Md. Editorial and Executive Office, 21st
and B Sts., N. W., Washington, D. C. Address
all communications to Washington, D. C.

Entered as second class matter October 1,
1926, at the postoffice at Baltimore, Md., under
the act of March 3, 1879. Established in mime-
ograph form March 13, 1922. Title registered
as trade-mark, U. S. Patent Office.

Subscription rate—$5.00 a year postpaid. 10
cents a copy. Ten or more copies to same ad-
dress, 5 cents a copy. Special reduced subserip-
tion rates are available to members of the Ameri-
can Association for the Advancement of Science.

Advertising rates furnished on application.

Copyright, 1927, by Science Service, Inc. Re-
publication of any portion of the SCIENCE NEws-
LETTER is strictly prohibited since it is dis-
tributed for personal, school, club or library use
only. Newspapers, magazines and other publica-
tions are invited to avail themselves of the nu-
merous syndicate services issued by Science Serv-
ice, details and samples of which will be gladly
sent on request.

Staff of Science Service—Director, Edwin E.
Slosson; Managing Editor, Watson Davis; Staff
Writers, Frank Thone, James Stokley, Emily C.
Davis, Marjorie MacDill, Gladys Moon Jones;
Sales and Advertising Manager, Hallie Jenkins.

Board of Trustees of Science Service—Repre-
senting the American Association for the Ad-
vancement of Science, J. McKeen Cattell, Treas-
urer, Editor, Science, Garrison, N. Y.; D. T.
MacDougal, Director, Desert Laboratory, Tucson,
Ariz.; M. I. Pupin, Professor of Electrome-
chanics, Columbia University, New York City.
Representing the National Academy of Sciences,
John C. Merriam, President, Carnegie Institution
of Washington; R. A. Millikan, Director, Norman
Bridge Laboratory of Physics, California Institute
of Technology, Pasadena, Calif.; Dr. David
‘White, Chairman of the Division of Geology and
Geography, National Research Council. Repre-
senting National Research Council, Vernon Kel-
logg, Vice-President and Chairman of Ewxecutive
Committee, Permanent Secretary, National Re-
search Council, Washington, D. C.; C. G. Abboet,
Director, Astro-Physical Observatory, Smithsonian
Institution, Washington, D. OC.; Victor O.
Vaughan, Professor Emeritus of Hygiene, Uni-
versity of Michigan. Representing Journalistic
Profession, John H, Finley, Associate Editor,
New York Times; Mark Sullivan, Writer, Wash-
ington, D. C.; Marlen E. Pew, Editor of Editor
and Publisher, New York City. Representing E.
W. Scripps Estate, W. E. Ritter, President, Uni-
versity of California; Robert P. Scripps, Scripps-
Howard Newspapers, West Chester, Ohio; Thomas
L. Sidlo, Cleveland, Ohio.




