
       The ‘Professor Comet’ Report – February 2010 
 
 All of the major comets for this year as we progress into 2010 have so far been 
predicted not to brighten above visual magnitude 9.0 and we have a few comets that are 
expected to reach that brightness for the year. Among our major comets are 81P/Wild 2, 
C/2007 Q3 (Siding Spring), C/2009 O2 (Catalina), and C/2209 K5 (McNaught). 
Among our minor comets that are starting to come up or finally regress for this year are 
118P/Shoemaker – Levy 4, 88P/Howell, 29P/Schwassman – Wachmann 1, C/2006 
W3 (Christensen), and 65P/Gunn.  
 
MAJOR COMETS – 
 
81P/Wild 2 
 
 This comet is in a 6.4 year periodic orbit with takes it a perihelion distance of 
just 1.49 AU at an orbital eccentricity of 0.543 making the orbit extremely elliptical. 
Wild 2 during its last apparition of 2003 did not approach a visual magnitude 
greater than 14.0 and was lost in the glare of the Sun from most of that year. Wild 2 
of course was the mission target of the NASA Stardust mission which made 72 sharp 
images of the comet and collected samples from the comet tail during its flyby on 2 
Jan 2004. The nucleus of the comet is very small; only about 5 miles across and this 
is common among most comet nuclei with tend to have a range in size from 1 – 10 
miles. The last time it flew so close to Earth was on 12 Feb 1997 with got to within 
0.85 AU of our planet. It has flown as close 0.0061 AU or a mere 912 000 km back in 
1974 which altered its flight path and turned into a Jupiter comet. 
 
 In this century Wild 2 is expected to make three closer approaches to Earth 
then in 1997. This upcoming April 5 expect Wild 2 to get within 0.67 AU of Earth. 
Wild 2 will then make a periapsis approach to Earth again in Feb 2029, but at a 
further 0.92 AU. Comet Wild will not approach the Earth so closer than it will this 
year until April 2042 when it is expected to be within 0.65 AU.  
 
 For most of this winter Wild had been flying across the southern edge of Leo 
and has now moved into the constellation of Virgo. As of Feb 4 it was located about 
halfway between Heze (ζ Virginis) and Spica. It will stay in that general area of the 
night sky (far – eastern region of Virgo) and undergo retrograde motion. This will 
occur near τ Virginis from March until June! Afterwards the com et will accelerate 
further eastward soaring thru Libra by late August during which the comet is 
expected to reach a maximum brightness of 9.3 during the period of 20 – 25 March! 
After that the comet will recede to a visual magnitude of 9.5 by late April when it 
reaches the eastern edge of Libra. Wild 2 will eventually fade to 14th magnitude by 
the time it reaches Sagittarius and then head out to Jupiter’s orbit while in 
Capricornus, but during those successive years it will lost in the Sun’s glare! 
C/2007 Q3 (Siding Spring) 
 



 Previously this comet was only visible in the southern hemisphere up until 
about April of last year when it was moving thru the constellation Columba. For the 
rest of last year it soared past Canis Major, SE section of Monoceros, S of the ‘Little 
Polygon’ or the head of Hydra, and flew past the hind legs of Leo by late Oct 2009. 
At the beginning of this year it was located just E by a few degrees from the 
globular cluster M3 located to the West of Boötes. It did fly by Seginus (γ Boötis) by 
a couple of degrees during the last week of Jan 2010. It is now located more than 4° 
to the east of Nekkar (β Boötis) at a visual magnitude of 10.4. It was only the 
previous month that Siding Spring has obtained a maximum brightness of 10.3! This 
comet’s path has an inclination of 65.7° to the ecliptic and with an eccentricity of 1 it 
is a non - periodic comet. It currently has a distance of 2.194 AU from Earth and 
will continue to dim to 11th magnitude by 21 March to 12th magnitude by 8 May by 
then it will be in the central part of the tail of Draco. 
 
C/2009 O2 (Catalina) 
 
 Currently this comet lies in Aquila, so it is right now visible just over an 1 
hour or so before daybreak and it is low in the sky making it difficult to observe it at 
its present visual magnitude of 13. It was located about 2° to the NE of Altair earlier 
this month and it should approach 9th magnitude lies moving through the Summer 
Triangle just north of Aquila during the period of 21 – 29 March. It will continue to 
be brighter than 10th magnitude until 12 April! Comet Catalina will move rather 
quickly thru the triangle fly across the eastern wing of Cygnus after mid – April. 
Expect the comet to then moving thru Lacerta and then to the far north of Pegasus 
where it will be just to the north of Almach in Andromeda by 30 March. Then it will 
start to dim in Early April when it will move towar ds and into Perseus at its 
southern edge near the star ζ Perseii by April 9. This all occurs before the comet 
fades to 10th visual magnitude! 
 
Discovered on 27 July 2009 by the Catalina Sky Survey! 
 
C/2009 K5 (McNaught) 
 
 This is an early morning comet located between Sagittarius and Scutum 
about 1 to 1.5 hours before sunrise. This comet is currently far to the north of Kaus 
Borealis (λ Sagittarii), but it is faint at magnitude 12.1! McNaught will move rather 
quickly through the western part of the summer triangle and then by late March be 
located to the Tarazed (γ Aquilae). Afterwards it will should be in the western wing 
of Cygnus by mid – April and then get brighter before approaching Cepheus. The 
progression of brightness will go from 10th magnitude by 30 March to magnitude 9.6 
during the period from 12 April thru May 1. McNaugh t will move past the western 
edge of Cepheus and will fly within the region between Polaris and northern 
Cepheus.  
 
 It will be sometime on and after 18 May when K5 will dim back again to 10th 
magnitude before crossing Camelopardalis by early June and then 11th magnitude 



by 14 June as it move within the area between Lynx and the head of Ursa Major. 
During it location it that part of the sky tit will  go under retrograde motion from 
late summer to mid fall of this year as it downgrades to a 14th magnitude object. 
 
MINOR COMETS –  
 
118P/Shoemaker Levy 4 
 
29P/Schwassmann – Wachmann 1 
 
C/2006 W3 (Christensen) 
 
65P/Gunn 
 
All of these comets are not of any significant interest right now since they are for the 
present fainter than 12th magnitude and for any comet its magnitude brightness 
refers to condense the combined light of the comet to single, bright point. Therefore 
the actual brightness of a comet when smeared over a greater area of the sky can be 
several magnitudes fainter. 
 
Not the comets above have nuclear magnitudes brighter than 16th magnitude and 
that refers to the brightness of the false nucleus seen in the roughly the center of a 
comet’s coma. A good example was the bright nucleus of Comet 17P/Holmes with 
obtained a nuclear magnitude of 8 with a coma diameter that reach in some cases 
over 1 degree across!! 


