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Image by Michael Jaeger—The image is from Nov 11  UT 22.45  taken with 8"/f-2.75 ASA-Astrograph and 

CCD (Sigma 6303) 4x20 sec with filter clear. Processed the image with maxim dl, PS and picture windows. 

A Tail of Two Comets 

By Mark S Deprest 

Well anyone who knows me even slightly knows that I have a special place in my heart for comets. And they 
also know that I’m always happiest when there is a “bright” comet in our skies to observe. I put the word 
bright in quotes for a reason and that reason is that “bright” simply means bright enough to be seen telescopi-

cally.  

For me that usually means any comet with an “m1” brighter than 13.1. For those of you unfamiliar with some 
of the terminology concerning comets I will try to explain as I go and for the rest of you … hey, just deal with 
it! “M1” is the total magnitude of the comet including the “nucleus area,” the coma and sometimes if present, 
the outer shell of the coma. “Coma” is that bright dusty part that surrounds the actual nucleus of the comet. 
And in these terms the “Nucleus” is the actual comet itself which may only be a few kilometers in diameter. 
So, the m1 of a particular comet is the magnitude for an area ranging from a couple of arc seconds to a half of 
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a degree or more! The m1 of a comet never includes the tail, and because it can sometimes be difficult deter-
mining where the coma stops and where the tail begins. The m1 is always listed as an estimated value, but take 
heart, the guys who do the estimating are very, very good at it. So, when you see a comet’s magnitude listed as 

a particular number remember two things;  

1. This is an estimated value 

2. This value is for an extended object 

The second part of this “caveat” is very important to take into consideration; a 13th magnitude comet is not the 
same as a 13th magnitude star! The brightness is spread out over a much larger (extended) area. Making a 
comet this bright much more difficult to see than a star of the same brightness. Power (high power), Patience 
(right conditions), Practice (experience), and Pitch-blackness (high contrast background) are the 4 P’s of comet 

observing as far as I am concerned. And as far as I am concerned all 4 of these carry equal weight!  

But this article is not about me or my observing techniques, this article is about two comets that are quite eas-
ily visible in our December night skies. Comet 8P Tuttle and Comet 17P Holmes are currently easy telescopic 
objects the former getting brighter as it nears it perihelion (closest point in its orbit to the sun), and the latter 
getting dimmer as it moves further away from us and its perihelion. Both comets are designated with a “P” 
coming after its number, this simply means that these particular comets are periodic comets or comets whose 

orbital periods are less than 200 years.  

Comet 17P Holmes had a recent catastrophic outburst and brightened from somewhere around 14.5 magnitude 
to 2.5 magnitude in less than 24 hours! In the very early hours of October 24, 2007 Juan Antonio Henriquez of 
Santana, Spain reported that the comet was MUCH brighter than expected. Comet observers all over the world 
quickly confirmed this. Bob King of Minnesota reported its magnitude as 7.1 and then just a few hours later 
reported that it had increased in magnitude to 4.0! Seiichi Yoshida of Japan gave his observational report 
shortly after Bob King’s and listed the comet’s m1 to be naked-eye at 3.5 magnitude and by end of his observ-
ing session it had brightened further to 2.8 magnitude! I can’t even imagine the excitement these observers 

must have felt watching a comet get noticeably brighter before their eyes!  

Comet 17P Holmes has a bit of a checkered past in that it was probably having a similar outburst when it was 
first discovered back on November 6, 1892 by E. Holmes. The seeing conditions were not real good and 
Holmes was actually get ready to “pack it up” for the night, when he decided to take a quick look at M31 thru 
his 32cm reflector. As he began to move the scope over to the area he noticed what he thought was M31 in the 
finder scope, but when he looked through the eyepiece he saw something extremely unexpected, a comet with 
a coma about 5 arc minutes in diameter and a very bright nucleus. Holmes was able to determine a rough posi-
tion shortly after mid-night and just before the clouds moved in. He immediately contacted the principle at the 
Royal Observatory at Greenwich, England. They expressed a certain amount of skepticism about this find be-
cause of its nearness to M31; however, all doubt was removed the next night when the powers to be were able 

to see it clearly with the naked eye! Original magnitude estimates put the comet at about 3.5 to 4.0 mag. 

Because the comet’s perihelion distance is over 2 AU, the initial orbits were somewhat inconsistent. Before the 
comet dust settled and an orbit could be agreed upon there were 10 different orbits plotted and at least as many 
different perihelion dates. The final numbers came in as June 13 (perihelion date) and 6.9 years (orbital period) 
for this particular time around the Sun. I say this “particular time” around the Sun because this comet’s orbital 
period varies from time to time. I’ll try to explain, but please take into account that I am not Brian Marsden of 
the International Astronomical Union. In a nut shell; comet Holmes’ orbit takes out far enough that both Jupi-
ter’s and Saturn’s gravitational forces influence and perturb the orbit of this comet. If these perturbations are 
not correctly interpreted and applied you lose the comet, as what happen after the 1906 apparition, certain fac-

tors were not taken into account and comet Holmes was lost.  

It wasn’t until December 1963 when Brian Marsden integrated the motion of the comet from 1899 to 1975 us-
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ing a high-speed computer, that he was able to determine that these perturbations had increase the orbital pe-
riod from 6.86 years to 7.35 years and that the perihelion distance increased from 2.121 AU to 2.347 AU. 
Brian was able to correctly predict comet Holmes’ perihelion date for November 15.36, 1964 and on July 16, 
1964 comet Holmes was recovered after 58 years by the U.S. Naval Observatory in Flagstaff, AZ. Magnitude 

estimates put it at a very dim 19.2 and every return since then the comet has been observed.  

As I mentioned earlier the actual size of most comets is very small and comet Holmes is no exception at only 
2.5 kilometers in diameter and that coupled with its distance from the Sun tends to make this periodic comet a 
dim one. Generally not getting much brighter than 14th magnitude … and other than its discovery pass, back in 

1892 this has been the case.  

Fast forward to the 2007 return of comet 17P Holmes and nothing unusual seemed to be happening thru its 
perihelion on May 4th and as it made its way back out to the dark corners of the solar system this comet was all 
but forgotten until its next return in 2014. But all that changed on October 24th when the cataclysmic outburst 
threw a shockwave through the comet observing community. As of November 30th comet 17P Holmes remains 

a naked eye object and should continue to be an easy binocular / telescope target through December.  

Finder Chart for Comet 17P Holmes for the month of December. 
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That’s enough for the first comet in this article; remember this is the “Tail of Two Comets.” Comet 8P Tuttle 
is also visiting the inner solar system now and it well placed for observing in our circumpolar skies thru the 
month of December and is a respectably bright comet in and of its self. Although comet 8P Tuttle doesn’t have 
as colorful history as Holmes’ namesake, comet 8P Tuttle does enjoy an illustrious past. It was first observed 
by P. Mechain of Paris, France on January 9th 1790, it was also observed by Charles Messier and William 
Herschel over the next few weeks. So why isn’t it called 8P Mechain or Messier or Herschel? Simply because 

they did not recognize the comet’s short period due to the limited duration of its visibility on that pass. 

Horace Parnell Tuttle of the Harvard College Observatory in Cambridge, MA discovered this comet on Janu-
ary 5th 1858 and the first elliptical orbit was computed by James C. Watson of Ann Arbor, MI during late Feb-
ruary, when he used three positions obtained between January 5th and February 25th. Watson determined the 
perihelion date to be February 23.26, 1858 at a distance of 1.026 AU and an orbital period of 13.96 years. The 

comet’s total magnitude on the 1858 pass may have been slightly bright than 7.0 magnitude. 
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The 2007 – 2008 apparition of Comet 8P Tuttle has been predicted to be a very nice one because it will pass 
within 0.26 AU of the Earth on January 2, 2008 and it could be a naked eye comet from a very dark site. At 
any rate it will be an easy target for binoculars and telescopes through December and the first part of January. 
After that the comet moves to the southern hemisphere. However, while it’s visible in our skies it should be 

bright enough for all to get a good look at it.  

Comet 8P Tuttle is the parent comet of the Ursid meteor shower which reaches maximum on December 22. 
We’ll have to wait until next year to see if this pass has any impact of the normal ZHR of 15 (rather light for 

meteor showers).  

So, as you might have guessed I am a rather “happy camper” right now and as long as the skies clear occasion-
ally over the next month, the smile on my face should be a pleasant and permanent fixture at least for a little 

while. 

Finders chart for Comet 8P Tuttle for the month of December 

 

All images in this article are used with the imagers expressed written permission and are not for republication.  
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A Beginning Amateur Astronomer 
By George Ferrier 

 

I became interested in astronomy when I was at Bible Camp in Eaton Rapids, Michigan, I enjoyed looking at the night 

sky filled with stars and I liked seeing meteors cross the skies.  

My interest peaked when I moved to Ann Arbor, MI from Pennsylvania after my Army discharge after being a POW in 
Afghanistan and meeting my wife. I took her to Peach Mt. one night for an open house and we saw several satellites and 
a piece of “space-junk” re-entering the atmosphere. We also got to see the Orion Nebula and many other “deep-sky” ob-
jects. While we were there I learned (from a member) about the University Lowbrow Astronomers and later I joined the 

club. 

My main goal was to buy a scope of my own, and use it to learn the sky and share it with some of the neighborhood kids, 
in hopes that they too might become interested in astronomy. However, losing my job, being force into early retirement 
and living on a small fixed income, makes it almost impossible to save. So, I currently use a pair of 7 x 50 binoculars, 

and that makes it kind of difficult for neighbor kids to get into star gazing that way. 

 

These limitations have not prevented me from enjoying astronomy and here are some of my observations: 

October 4, 2007 11:35pm – Cassiopeia, Almach in Andromeda, a double star, the larger one blue and the smaller one 

white 

October 5, 2007 5:00am – Orion M42, Gemini’s Pollux, Canis Minor’s Procyon, Canis Major’s Sirius, Taurus’ Alde-
baran and the Pleiades; Betelgeuse appeared Red/Orange, I could see 6 stars in the Pleiades, M43 was like 3 stars, above 

I observed a bright orange-ish object that I presumed to be Pollux but it might have been Mars. 

October 7, 2007 4:00am to 5:15am – Venus, Moon & Saturn in a line close together in the east. Venus looked like a 
plane’s landing light (possibly a DC10). I also observed several “quick flash” meteors, there was a meteor brighter than 
Rigel that went north to south above Salph in Orion, it had a “tail” that lasted a couple of seconds. Also, a smaller one 

with a “tail” that lasted 1 second and it went thru Orion between M42 & Alnilam 

October 20, 2007 7:45pm to 7:50pm – ISS pass moving northwest to east passing between Ursa Major and Ursa Minor 

with a magnitude of about -2.0 

October 20, 2007 9:15pm - satellite Cosmos 2394 passed south-southwest to west and was about 3.0 magnitude. 

October 21, 2007 3:00am to 4:13am – Observing the Orionid Meteor shower saw approx. 7 “quick flash” meteors. One 
lasting about a half second going toward the east between Orion and Gemini, one lasting about 1 second, just below 
Orion and moving north to south and a very bright “fireball” twice as bright as Spica passing thru the Pleiades and last-

ing about 2.5 seconds. 

 

Editorial comment: Modest beginnings and this type of enthusiasm and tenacity needs to be cultivated and nurtured. I 

hope that George continues to come to open houses, meetings and ACNO sessions. Nice article! 
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Places & Times 

Dennison Hall, also known as The University of Michigan’s Physics 
& Astronomy building, is the site of the monthly meeting of the Uni-
versity Lowbrow Astronomers. Dennison Hall can be found on 
Church Street about one block north of South University Avenue in 
Ann Arbor, MI. The meetings are usually held in room 130, and on 
the 3rd Friday of each month at 7:30 pm. During the summer months 
and when weather permits, a club observing session at the Peach 

Mountain Observatory will follow the meeting. 

Peach Mountain Observatory is the home of the University of Michi-
gan’s 25 meter radio telescope as well as the University’s McMath 
24” telescope which is maintained and operated by the Lowbrows. 
The observatory is located northwest of Dexter, MI; the entrance is 
on North Territorial Rd. 1.1 miles west of Dexter-Pinckney Rd. A 
small maize & blue sign on the north side of the road marks the gate. 
Follow the gravel road to the top of the hill and a parking area near 
the radio telescopes, then walk along the path between the two 
fenced in areas (about 300 feet) to reach the McMath telescope build-

ing. 

Membership 
Membership dues in the University Lowbrow Astronomers are $20 per 

year for individuals or families, $12 per year for students and seniors (age 

55+) and $5 if you live outside of the Lower Peninsula of Michigan.   

This entitles you to the access to our monthly Newsletters on-line at our 

website and use of the 24” McMath telescope (after some training).   

A hard copy of the Newsletter can be obtained with an additional $12 an-

nual fee to cover printing and postage.  Dues can be paid at the monthly 

meetings or by check made out to University Lowbrow Astronomers and 

mailed to: 

The University Lowbrow Astronomer c/o Yasuharu Inugi 

1515 Natalie Lane #205 

Ann Arbor, MI 48105 

Membership in the Lowbrows can also get you a discount on these maga-

zine subscriptions: 

Sky & Telescope - $32.95 / year 

Astronomy - $34.00 / year or $60.00 for 2 years 

For more information contact the club Treasurer. Members renewing their 
subscriptions are reminded to provide the renewal notice along with your 
check to the club Treasurer. Please make your check out to: “University 

Lowbrow Astronomers” 

Newsletter Contributions    
Members and (non-members) are encouraged to write about any astronomy 
related topic of interest. Call or Email the Newsletter Editor: Mark S De-

prest (734)223-0262 or msdeprest@comcast.net    to discuss length and 
format. Announcements, articles and images are due by the 1st day of the 

month as publication is the 7th.  

Telephone Numbers 
President:  Charlie Nielsen  (734) 747-6585  

Vice Presidents:   Jim Forrester  (734) 663-1638  

Ken Cook (734)769-7468 

Mike Kurylo (517)223-7585 

Bob Grusczynski  (734) 461-1257  

Treasurer:   Yasuharu Inugi (734)913-7981 

Observatory Director:  D. C. Moons  (586) 254-9439  

Newsletter Editor:   Mark S Deprest  (734) 223-0262  

Key-holders:   Jim Forrester  (734) 663-1638  

Fred Schebor  (734) 426-2363  

Charlie Nielsen  (734) 747-6585  

Webmaster   Dave Snyder  (734) 747-6537 

 

Lowbrow’s Home Page 
http://www.umich.edu/~lowbrows/ 

Email at: 

Lowbrow-members@umich.edu 

Public Open House / Star Parties 
Public Open Houses / Star Parties are generally held on the Saturdays 
before and after the New Moon at the Peach Mountain observatory, 
but are usually cancelled if the sky is cloudy at sunset or the tempera-
ture is below 10 degrees F. For the most up to date info on the Open 
House / Star Party status call: (734)332-9132. Many members bring 
their telescope to share with the public and visitors are welcome to 
do the same. Peach Mountain is home to millions of hungry mosqui-
toes, so apply bug repellent, and it can get rather cold at night, please 

dress accordingly. 



Yasuharu Inugi 
1515 Natalie Lane #205 
Ann Arbor, MI 48105 

Phone: 734-913-7981 
E-mail: yinugi@hotmail.com 
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University Lowbrow Astronomers 
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Ann Arbor, MI 48105 

Check your membership expiration date on the mailing label 

Image by David Tucker the bright star in the image is Mirphak / 

alpha Perseus. 


