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sun, the tail goes before the comet. In other On the contrary, the influence of the sun and its 
words, the sun seems to exercise some strong re- planets may have broken it up into meteors, or 
pelling influence, which first drives out the tail what is. called cosmic dust. 
'from the head, and then keeps it on the side of The most celebrated of these peculiar wan
the comet opposite the sun. One explanation derers is known as Halley's comet, after the 
is that the surface of the sun is negatively famous astronomer whose prediction (in 1682) 
charged with electricity, and consequently that it would return in about 75 years was 
drives out from the comet dense particles which verified. Since then it has appeared regularly 
are also negatively charged, thus forming the at abou.t that interval of time. An earlier 
tail and accounting for its peculiar positions. appearance was in 1066, just before the invasion 

The Wanderings of the Comets of England by William the Conqueror. At its 
The motions of the comets themselves are last appearance, in 1910, it was disappointingly 

nearly as much in doubt. It used to be held dim, suggesting that it may be breaking up. ~---_, 

HOW .THE SUN CAUSES THE COMET'S TAIL TO TURN 

• 

Here are six different positions of a comet, as it passes round the sun. No matter in what direction the comet travels, its 
tail always points away from the sun. Scientists have not yet found a satisfactory explanation of this curious beha-viour. 

that the comet is really a celestial visitor which 
wanders into our solar syst em for a brief 
period in the course of a series of journeys from 
star to star. Astronomers are coming to believe, 
however, that most, if not all, comets are mem
bers of the solar system, and that they have been 
formed from the thin outlying masses of a vast 

. nebula from which the sun and planets were 
evolved. At least lOO comets revotve in orbits 
that make it certain they will return to the sun. 
If these were once celestial vagabonds, they 
have now changed their habits and are merely 
permanent residents of the solar system, given 
to long-distance travelling. 

Comets which return over and over again 
are commonly called '' periodic.'' The others are 
termed ''unexpected.'' If a comet never comes 
back, we do not need to assume that it has started 
0n a journey to some distant part of the universe. 

Other famous comets are Encke's, which returns 
every three and a half years ; Biela's comet, 
which divided into two parts in 1846, and after
wards broke up into fragments too small to be 
seen (some reach the earth every year jp. Nov
ember as shooting stars) ; and Donati's comet 
(1858), the brightest of the 19th.:century comets. 

The Comet's Enormous Tail 
The nucleus of a comet varies in diameter 

from lOO miles to that of the earth, while the 
diameter of the head, or "coma," may extend 
anywhere from 10,000 to 100,000 miles. The 
length of the tail is enormous ; even when it is 
shortest it has to be measured in millions of miles . . 

The speed of comets depends entirely upon 
their distance from the sun. At the earth's dis
tance from the sun a comet would travel about 20 
to 25 mi.les per second. The great comet of 
1882 att.ained about 400 miles per second. 
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