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The Wi ld  S ide
COMETS

Two weeks before Thanksgiving this year a comet became visible in the 

northeastern sky. Below and to the right of Cassiopeia in the constellation 

of Perseus, I spot through my binoculars a nebula-like fuzzy ball. Lacking 

the classic tail but larger and clearly distinguishable from the nearby galaxy 

Andromeda and star cluster Pleiades, it is Comet Holmes. Breaking up now, 

it has a magnitude of 3 and has visited earth 16 times since British observer 

Edwin Holmes first noticed it in 1892. It is a “short period comet” originat-

ing from the Kuiper Belt. An area in space extending from Neptune past 

Pluto, it contains debris left over from the formation of the solar system. 

Far beyond the Kuiper Belt in the outer solar system surrounding us lies the 

Oort Cloud where “long term comets” like Halleys Comet originate. There 

are believed to be 10 trillion comets in the Oort Cloud orbiting around the 

sun. The last type of comet is the “single apparition comet” whose path is 

permanently cast away from us.

In the last five years, 600 comets have been discovered. On average, every 

six years one will be visible to the naked eye and every ten a spectacular 

comet like Hale-Bopp will appear. Comets are always unpredictable, and 

this one came from nowhere. Its circuit is now calculated to take 4026 years. 

In 1997 it lit up the western heavens like no other that I’ve seen before or 

since. With its nucleus of rock, dust, and ice vaporizing during its closest 

approach to and exit from the sun, it formed a beautiful split tail or “coma.” 

Pushed by solar wind, the yellowish part of the “coma” streamed dust par-

ticles and the blue part ionized gasses such as carbon dioxide, methane, and 

ammonia. Set over the snowy Continental Divide it provided many days of 

inspired viewing. It was just the year before that I’d seen my first comet. 

Comet Hyakutake was not as bright as Hale-Bopp but just as memorable. 

Having no others to compare it to, it captured my interest as I tried to re-

cord it on film on repeated evenings. Quite unlike the most recent comet, 

its blue tail stretched half-way across the sky. One night the luminescent 

aqua head of Hyakutake was right next to 

the North Star.

Some scientists believe that comets deliv-

ered the first carbon-based molecules and 

amino acids theorized to be the building 

blocks of life on earth. Others think that 

they may have been the cause of mass ex-

tinctions. The age determined for the 180 

kilometer diameter Chicxulub Crater in the 

Yucatan coincides with the disappearance of 

the dinosaurs at the end of the Cretaceous 

Period 65 million years ago and may have 

been formed by an asteroid or comet.

When you make wishes on “shooting stars” 

during the Leonid Meteor Shower in No-

vember you are in actuality witnessing piec-

es of the Comet Temple-Tuttle entering our atmosphere. In 1994 Comet 

Shoemaker-Levy 9 split into several chunks and crashed dramatically into 

Jupiter, leaving the world humbled with amazing footage and Jupiter with 

dark spots from the explosions. On May 24th of this year two small comets 

plunged into the sun. I prefer not to dwell on the doomsday scenario as 

the odds of it happening in my lifetime are remote. There is nascent talk 

of firing a nuclear weapon on dangerously approaching celestial bodies and 

we’ve already fired a probe and detonated it on a comet. There are enough 

things to worry about in life and this is probably not one that I need concern 

myself with. I think that for now I’ll just appreciate the view when the rare 

opportunity presents itself.

by  Dave  G ibson

Dave Gibson is a photographer & writer focusing on the natural world around 

us.  His imagery can be found on his web site at www.davegibsonimages.com
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