A good year for the Perseid meteor shower

August is the month to see one of the best of the meteor showers, the Perseids.   A meteor or shooting star is a speck of dust travelling at great speed through the earth’s atmosphere and becoming red-hot and incandescent in the process, and leaving behind a trail of hot gas.  Meteor showers happen when the earth, in its orbit round the sun, runs into a cloud of dust.  All night you can see streaks of light across the sky, perhaps one every few minutes.

The Perseids will peak after midnight on August 13th, at a rate of 80 meteors per hour, but you can see them almost as well any time of the night and for a week or so either side of August 13th.  This year is exceptionally favourable to see them because this will be the time of the new moon, so the sky will be at its darkest.  If you watch for some time and see several meteors, you may spot that they seem to originate from near the Milky Way, towards the northwest, in the constellation of Perseus (hence the name).

So what is the origin of these dust clouds ?  In fact they mark out the tracks of comets through the solar system.  Comets originate in the outer reaches of the solar system and plunge in towards the sun, generally on elliptical orbits.  As they pass they leave behind a trail of dust debris.  Some of these orbits happen to cross the earth’s orbit and then we can get the phenomenon of a meteor shower.  The Perseid meteors are associated with Comet Swift-Tuttle, which returns every 130 years.

So if there is a clear sky at sunset between, say, August 6th and 20th, make sure you go outside later in the evening when it’s dark.  Pick a spot away from the street lights and allow yourself about twenty minutes for your eyes to become adapted for night vision.  You should see several shooting stars.

I remember once sleeping in the open in France and seeing hundreds.

While you’re out there you’re bound to notice the very bright object towards the west, which is Jupiter.  You will also get a good view of the Milky Way spread across the sky.  Well worth taking binoculars and looking at the brightest parts of the Milky Way.  This will give you Galileo’s experience of 1609, when he realized that the fuzz of the Milky Way was due to the light of millions of stars.

[Past Stars’n Tides articles can be found at http://astro.ic.ac.uk/~mrr/starsntides/ ]

