


How to Better Use
Comet Comments

by Don Machholz
Comet Comments is a monthly column that I’ve been

writing since 1978. I started writing it to inform other
amateur astronomers of new comet discoveries and to pro-
vide information so that they can flnd the brighter comets.
Carried in only one newsletter (the San Jose Astronom-
ical Association’s \Ephemeris") for the flrst two years,
the column is now carried in some three dozen newslet-
ters. It also appears on the Internet: America-On-Line
displays it in their astronomy department (Keyword: As-
tronomy), and it can be downloaded from a page located
at "members.aol.com:/Makewood". Each issue of Comet
Comments is written three weeks before the "due" date,
giving time for it to be distributed to the editors and
placed into the newsletters.

Comet Comments contains information about new
comet discoveries. This is followed by comet news and
observing tips for the comets currently visible. Next I pro-
vide ephemerides (predicted positions) for bright comets
(usually all those brighter than magnitude 11) so that am-
ateurs can flnd them. This is how to read these tables:

Date: This is the Universal Time for the comet’s position.
The positions are for 00 hr UT. The United States is a
few hours earlier than this, so for a comet viewable in the
evening, look for it on the night preceding the indicated
date. For morning viewing the comet has already passed

the position indicated for 00hr UT position, so the comet
has passed that point and moved on.
RA. andDec: Right Ascension and Declination in 2000
equinox coordinates. These can be plotted on a star chart
and found by star-hopping, or by using setting circles.
El: The elongation of the comet|the number of degrees
it is from the sun as seen from the earth.
Sky: Morning (M) or evening (E) sky.
Mag: The predicted magnitude or brightness of the
comet. The brightness of a comet is di–cult to predict
so this is only a guess based upon past performance and
comet theory.

The last item I include is the elements of the orbits.
This information can be entered into most comet orbit
computer programs to further project the comet’s posi-
tions.
Peri. Date: The date the comet is closest to the sun.
Year is followed by month and day.
Peri. Dist: The distance from the comet to the sun at
perihelion in Astronomical Units.
Arg/Peri, Asc. Node, Incl: These deflne the angle of
the comet’s orbit. The Arg/Peri is the Argument of the
Perihelion, the Asc. Node is the Ascending Node| if this
flgure is under 180 the comet reaches perihelion north of
the ecliptic. The Incl is the Inclination of the comet’s
orbit. If it is under 90 degrees indicates the comet is
in a direct orbit, while over 90 degrees means it is in a
retrograde orbit.
Eccentricity: This is the shape of the orbit. A \1.00"
is a parabola, while \0.00" is a circle. An eccentricity of
greater than 1 is a hyperbola orbit| the comet will never

Directions to
SAC Events

SAC General Meetings 7:30 PM at Grand
Canyon University, Fleming Building, Room 105
| 1 mile west of Interstate 17 on Camelback Rd.,
north on 33rd Ave., second building on the right.
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SAC Deep Sky Subgroup Meeting at
John & Tom McGrath’s, 11239 N. 75th St.,
Scottsdale, 998{4661 | Scottsdale Rd. north,
Cholla St. east to 75th St., southeast corner.

SAC Star Parties at Buckeye Hills Recre-
ation Area Interstate 10 west to Exit 112 (30
miles west of Interstate 17), then south for 10.5
miles, right at entrance to recreation area, one-
half mile, on the right. No water and only pit toi-
lets. Please arrive before sunset; allow one hour
from central Phoenix.

x

To Gila Bend

I-10 to Phoenix

A
z-

8
5

Buckeye Hills
Recreation
Area

This is It!

Mile Marker
144

Gila River

Exit "112"

30 miles to I-17

N

Buckeye

Page 2 January SACNEWS



return.
Orbital Perio d: The length of time it takesfor the comet
to orbit the sun.
Ref: The sourcegiving the elements. MPC indicates Mi-
nor Planet Circulars by the Smithsonian.
Ep och: The time for which the orbit is most accurate.
The orbit is generally accurate enoughfor visual location
of the comet for several months on either sideof this date.

Absol. Mag/\n": This is the absolute magnitude| the
brightness of the comet if it were 1 AU from both the
earth and the sun. The averagecomet is about 7.0. The
\n" value is the rate of brightening asthe comet nearsthe
sun, or dimming as it leaves the sun. The averageis 4.0.
The \n" value presented here may have to be multiplied
by 2.5 to enter into somecomputers.

CometComments
by DonMachholz

(916) 346{8963 CC220.TXT November 6, 1996
DonM353259@aol.com

Comet Hale-Bopp passesnorth of the sun and into
the morning sky on Dec. 31. Observerswith a low eastern
horizon should be able to pick it up again by the third
weekof January.

1995 O1 (Hale-Bopp)
Date RA-2000-Dec Elong Sky Mag
12{23 18h29.9m + 02±490 27± E 3.3
12{28 18h36.7m + 03±510 27± E 3.1
01{02 18h44.0m + 05±010 28± M 2.9
01{07 18h51.7m + 06±180 29± M 2.7
01{12 19h00.0m + 07±450 31± M 2.5
01{17 19h08.9m + 09±220 32± M 2.2
01{22 19h18.5m + 11±110 34± M 1.9
01{27 19h29.0m + 13±130 36± M 1.7
02{01 19h40.5m + 15±290 38± M 1.4
02{06 19h53.4m + 18±010 40± M 1.1
02{11 20h07.8m + 20±500 41± M 0.7

C/1996 Q1 (T abur)
Date RA-2000-Dec Elong Sky Mag
12{23 16h09.5m + 15±190 48± M 11.5
12{28 16h11.8m + 14±070 50± M 11.8
01{02 16h13.8m + 13±020 53± M 12.0
01{07 16h15.4m + 12±050 56± M 12.2
01{12 16h16.4m + 11±130 59± M 12.4
01{17 16h16.9m + 10±270 62± M 12.6
01{22 16h16.9m + 09±470 66± M 12.8
01{27 16h16.2m + 09±110 70± M 13.0
02{01 16h14.7m + 08±390 75± M 13.1
02{06 16h12.5m + 08±110 80± M 13.3
02{11 16h09.5m + 07±460 85± M 13.4

In the past few weeksstories of \m ysterious" objects
in the vicinit y of the comet have circulated. The most
popular | a Saturn-like Object (SLO) imagedon Nov. 14
by an amateur astronomer| turned out to be nothing

other than an 8.5 magnitude star. Other similar objects
that I'v eseenon Internet imagesappear to beout-of-focus
imagesof bright stars. In all respectsComet Hale-Bopp is
behaving as an averagecomet. It is bigger than perhaps
any comet we have seen,but its variable brightness, tails
and jets are normal. If anything mysterious truly appears,
you will ¯nd it reported in the mainstream press,and in
most casesbeable to gooutsideand seeit yourself through
your telescope.

Meanwhile, Comet Tabur dims in our morning sky.
Its magnitude has been unpredictable lately. Perio dic
Comet Wirtanen is returning. The Hubble Spacetele-
scope imaged it in August 1996 and \measured" the nu-
cleus' diameter to be 1.16 km. Finally, Perio dic Comet
Wild 2 should be visible for several months.

46P/Wirtanen
Date RA-2000-Dec Elong Sky Mag
12{23 22h23.1m ¡ 20±370 59± E 12.8
12{28 22h34.1m ¡ 19±110 57± E 12.6
01{02 22h45.5m ¡ 17±400 55± E 12.4
01{07 22h57.4m ¡ 16±020 53± E 12.2
01{12 23h09.8m ¡ 14±190 52± E 12.0
01{17 23h22.6m ¡ 12±300 50± E 11.8
01{22 23h35.9m ¡ 10±340 49± E 11.6
01{27 23h49.7m ¡ 08±330 48± E 11.4
02{01 00h03.9m ¡ 06±260 47± E 11.2
02{06 00h18.7m ¡ 04±130 46± E 11.1
02{11 00h34.0m ¡ 01±540 45± E 10.9

81P/Wild 2
Date RA-2000-Dec Elong Sky Mag
12{23 08h22.7m + 16±410 147± M 11.9
12{28 08h21.7m + 16±490 153± M 11.7
01{02 08h19.9m + 17±020 158± M 11.6
01{07 08h17.4m + 17±180 164± M 11.4
01{12 08h14.3m + 17±380 170± M 11.2
01{17 08h10.6m + 18±010 176± M 11.0
01{22 08h06.5m + 18±270 177± E 10.9
01{27 08h02.3m + 18±540 172± E 10.8
02{01 07h58.2m + 19±220 166± E 10.6
02{06 07h54.3m + 19±490 159± E 10.5
02{11 07h51.1m + 20±160 154± E 10.4

Orbital Elemen ts
Ob ject: Hale-Bopp Tabur P/Wirtanen P/Wild 2

Peri Date: 1997 04 01.13453 1996 11 03.52688 1997 03 14.14299 1997 05 06.62789
Peri Dist: 0.9141030 AU 0.8398272 AU 1.0637469 AU 1.5826156 AU

Arg/P eri (2000) 130.59083± 057.40724± 356.34322± 041.77000±

Asc Node (2000) 282.47069± 031.40177± 082.20387± 136.15458±

Incl (2000): 089.42936± 073.35813± 011.72255± 003.24276±

Eccentricit y: 0.9950969 0.9989006 0.6567490 0.5402220
Orbital Period: 4700 years Long period 5.46 years 6.39 years

Reference: MPC 28052 MPC 28052 MPC 27080 MPC 28272
Epoch: 1997 03 13 1996 11 13 1997 03 13 1997 04 22

Absol Mag/\n": ¡ 2.0/4.0 9.5/4.0 9.0/6.0 7.0/6.0
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