Whats Up? Awash with Comets!

I hope you like comets! Last issue, I wrote about Comet Bradfield visible in the early morning skies. But these are strange times! Not one but two more comets can be seen skirting our evening skies. Comet NEAT, named after the Near Earth Asteroid Tracking system that discovered it, will emerge from the sun around May 5th attaining closest approach to Earth (0.32 AU) on the 6th. Look for it just after sunset and to the left of bright Venus. Over the next few weeks, it climbs higher and higher until on the 22nd it will be directly above the crescent moon. Around May 26th, Comet LINEAR, named after the Lincoln Near Earth Asteroid Research program in New Mexico will become visible around May 26th just after sunset. Look for it below and to the south (left) of Comet NEAT and about 45 degrees south of Venus. As all comets get closer to the sun, the sun’s heat evaporates portions of the comet nucleus. Solar radiation pressure and the solar wind accelerate the material away from the comet forming a tail that can stretch for millions of kilometers. Comets are actually observed to have three tails made of dust, ions, and hydrogen. The hydrogen tail cannot be seen from Earth but has been detected by spacecraft.

