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Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the MAS has
canceled all public gatherings until further notice.

The August general meeting will be broadcast online, via Youtube
Live. All other observing sessions, public presentations, etc. have
been canceled.

Comets I Have Known
by William J. Bulser
I’ve been observing the heavens since early in 1957. Since that time, I’ve been fortunate to see many comets –
some were faint smudges, others were spectacular. In this article, I won’t delve into the nature of comets and
what’s been learned about them during that 63-year period; I just want to share a few personal recollections of
the most memorable comets I’ve seen. The year given is when they achieved prominence, not necessarily the
year of discovery.
Comets Mrkos and Arend-Roland: 1957. These were
the first comets I ever saw as a young astronomer. I had
been attending M.A.S. meetings since March, but I was
too young to join. All that spring and summer, the
members were excited about the appearance of two
comets at the same time, and several meetings were
devoted to the upcoming event. The more experienced
members started to make observations and report on
them. I didn’t have a telescope yet.—I had my eye on a
Palomar Jr from Edmund, and was cutting yards all
summer to save up enough money. I didn’t even have a real pair of binoculars – just some plastic ones that had
come in a cereal box. One clear August evening we went down to the river, and from Tom Lee Park (where I
would propose to Karen some 14 years later), I finally saw the two comets in the western sky. Mrkos was 1stmagnitude and Arend-Roland was -0.5. One man was overheard to say “I bet them two stars is at least five
miles apart!” Which they were. This was still two months before the beginning of the Space Age.

Comet Seki-Lines: 1962. Although this comet was really a great one (it reached 0-magnitude and had a
nice long tail), I was finishing up high school and was really busy with my
science project, so I didn’t have much time to observe it. What makes it special
was that many years later, we ran into Helen Lines, one of the co-discoverers, in
Forrest City, Arkansas. We went to her house and she asked me to do some
repairs on her telescope. I brought it home and fixed it up. Rather than taking it
back to her, I talked her into coming to one of our meetings and giving a
presentation on her recollections of the discovery. Small world.
Comet Ikeya-Seki: 1965. This was the most spectacular comet of the 20th
century, and one of the greatest of all time. It was a Sun-grazer, and reached
magnitude -10 right after perihelion. It was easily visible right next to the
Sun all day long. All you had to do was block out the Sun with your hand,
or stand in the shadow of a building. It had extremely long multiple tails
after perihelion, which could be seen rising in the pre-dawn sky before the
bright nucleus was visible. I should say “nuclei”, as it broke into two or
three pieces when it passed less than 750,000 miles from the center of the
Sun.
It was at its brightest in October, but faded rapidly in November. What I
thought was really weird was that the tails, 75 million miles long, were
easily visible even after the nuclei and coma had faded away. It had the
appearance of a headless comet. Alas, it won’t return for about 1,000 years.

Comet Bennett: 1970: I really enjoyed observing Comet Bennett. It was well-placed
in the early-morning sky, and I had my telescope out nearly every morning before
going in to UT, where I was in graduate school in Biochemistry. It was a “textbook”
comet, with a 0-magnitude head and a medium-length curving tail after perihelion.
Early one morning, the M.A.S. held a public observing session on the front lawn of the
Pink Palace. Hundreds of people showed up, including a lot of the news media. I was
attempting to show off my telescopic view of the comet to a particularly lovely young
reporter from the Commercial Appeal, but the image seemed really dim and fuzzy. As
it turned out, in my haste to please, I had failed to remove the plastic dust-guard from
my eyepiece holder. (Blush!)

Comet Kohoutek: 1973-74. I’m listing Kohoutek here not because it was spectacular, but because it
was a classic example of a decent astronomical sight not living up to the
media hype. Even NASA messed up, predicting that Kohoutek would
reach -4th magnitude, as bright as Venus. Although it did reach -3 right at
perihelion, it had faded to +4 by the time it was well placed for evening
observation in January 1974. That’s still naked-eye visibility, and its tail
was 25º long at one point, with a prominent anti-tail. I was Planetarium
Director at the time, and took the brunt of a lot of public dissatisfaction.
There were even political overtones to Kohoutek. Its appearance coincided with the height of the
Watergate scandal, and it was not lost on observers that comets had previously been linked to the
downfall of rulers. President Nixon did in fact resign later on that year. But the main lesson was that the
media-hyped “comet of the century” turned out to be the dud of the century.

Comet West: 1976. This was my favorite comet of all. It was a beautiful sight in the early dawn sky
during March, with a -3.0-magnitude head (one of the brightest in
history), and a long, broad tail, which had wispy cirrus-cloud-like
brush strokes throughout. The news media gave it very little
attention, coming only two years after they got burned by Kohoutek.
It “renewed our faith” in comets again, and restored the credibility
of astronomers (including amateurs like me) who could show off a
spectacularly beautiful comet that hadn’t been oversold. Karen still
comments on the beauty of this comet, which is her favorite as well.
Comet Halley: 1986. Halley’s Comet is the only bright periodic
comet with a sufficiently short period (76 years) to be seen twice
during a person’s lifetime. Those who saw Halley in 1910 and again
in 1986 remarked that it wasn’t nearly as spectacular this time
around. This was due mainly to two factors: the drastic increase in
light pollution, and the fact that the comet’s inherently brightest
period did not coincide with its closest approach to the Earth. The
media, having forgotten the lessons of Kohoutek, hyped the comet
mercilessly, generating sales of huge numbers of telescopes now
residing in attics. Since its optimum appearance was in the morning
sky, the M.A.S. held a Halley watch at Craigmont Planetarium,
starting at 4:00 a.m. on the very cold morning of March 22nd. Hundreds of people showed up to see the
most famous comet in history, including 12-year-old Jeremy Veldman.

Comet Hyakutake: 1996. Ten years after the appearance of Halley’s Comet, the astronomy world awaited the
passage of the recently-discovered Comet Hale-Bopp. All indications were that
it would make a spectacular appearance in 1997, but astronomers and the
public alike were wary after the disappointing experiences with Kohoutek and
Halley.
Then, out of nowhere, another comet was discovered and began rapidly
moving through the inner Solar System. Named Hyakutake, it upstaged HaleBopp and beat it to the punch. It was the best comet since West, 20 years
earlier, mainly because it passed very close to the Earth when at its brightest. It
was so close, in fact, that its 0-magnitude nucleus could be seen moving slowly against the background stars in
the telescope field.
Comet Hale-Bopp: 1997. As Hyakutake was fading, Hale-Bopp appeared and right away began to live up to
expectations. Its head attained -0.8 magnitude, and after perihelion, displayed
clearly distinct dust and ion tails. But in Memphis, all we had were reports
from elsewhere. A two-week rainy stretch made viewing the comet
impossible. I was now a chemistry professor at CBU, and one evening after a
long physical chemistry lab, I stopped to get gas on the way home. At the
filling station, I noticed a few stars – finally. I moved around to where I could
see the comet’s position. There it was! It was shining brilliantly, right in the
middle of Memphis, through the bright lights of a gas station! This was really
going to be some comet! The best part was that it was with us for a long time
– it was visible to the naked eye for 18 months.

Comet NEOWISE: 2020. Which brings us to the most recent comet – NEOWISE. Discovered in March by an
orbiting infrared observatory, the comet eventually
attained first magnitude as it drifted across the sky
below the Big Dipper, sometimes being visible in
the morning and evening of the same day. Far from
spectacular, especially with current levels of light
pollution, it nevertheless filled the gap since the
last really good comet. Perhaps the rule of “one per
decade” was thwarted by having two at once more
than 20 years ago. Karen and I easily saw it with
binoculars, and I was able to show it off to our
neighbors, including three boys, who might
someday remember seeing the comet and even be
moved to look toward the skies again. They
certainly liked the Moon, Jupiter, and Saturn much
better!
Besides being associated with the deposition of rulers (see Kohoutek), comets have also been blamed for wars
and pestilence. Modern science would rule out any connection between NEOWISE and COVID-19, not to
mention civil unrest, but the near-simultaneous appearance of all three certainly gives one pause.
On a more personal level, the “one-per-decade” rule (especially if it’s really two decades) doesn’t work in my
favor, and might make this the last good comet I see, 63 years after the first ones. In other words, I might have
to see the next great comet “from the other side.”
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Minutes of the MAS Board of Directors Meeting
July 2020
The July meeting of the MAS Board of Directors was held online on July 24, 2020.
President Jeremy Veldman called the meeting to order at 7:00 pm.
M.A.S. Board Meeting Minutes are available to Members only.
Thanks

