
Comets, Asteroids, 
& Meteor Showers 

OLLI Week #5



Gaspra from Galileo

Smallest craters ~350 ft.

Asteroids



Hayabusa 2 at Ryugu



OSIRIS-REX at Bennu



So . . What do they look like?



Lets play . . .find the asteroid



Pallas, Juno, Vesta, etc



Ceres (dwarf planet)





This isn’t your parent’s asteroid 
belt . . . .



What?  There’s more?*

• Main belt . . . 2-4 A.U.  971,829 objects, 235 at 
>120 miles dia.   Mass <Mmoon

• Trojans = ahead/behind Jupiter (8622)

• Apollos = Earth-crossing (13,396)

• Amors = Mars crossing (9013)

• Atens = closer than Earth (1858)

• Centaurs = outer sol. sys.          *as of Nov 2020

• . . . . Check this out . . . .



Dec, 2015:

1.25 million total

35 = 120-180 mi

200=60 mi +

2222  “PHAs” (10/11/21)

Total:

4% of mass of the Moon

Ceres = 30% of total mass



Source:
Spaceweathr.com



Larger asteroids

Name Year Discovered Diameter (mi) Max magnitude

Ceres 1801 582 6.6

Vesta 1807 326 5.2

Pallas 1802 317 6.5

Hygiea 1849 269 9.0

Interamnia 1910 206 9.9

Europa 1858 188

Sylvia 1866 170

Davida 1903 167 9.5

Euphrosyne 1854 166 10.2

Juno 1804 153 7.5







COMETS

Nature’s “dirty snowballs”



The press has yet to figure out 
comets . . . . . . .

Comet Bennett, 1970 . . . . . .you 
didn’t hear a word about it . ..





So . . . . Comet Kohoutek, 
discovered in 1974

Comet of the 

Century!!



Nobody saw it



“You won’t fool me again” . . . 

Comet West, 1976 . . . . . . . No press 







Comet Hyakutake, 1996



Comet Hale-Bopp, 1997



Comet PanSTARRS, 2013



Comet NEOWISE





Gas Tail

Dust tail

Coma





https://www.wcia.com/morning-show-features/morning-show/whys-guys-
making-a-comet/

https://www.wcia.com/morning-show-features/morning-show/whys-guys-making-a-comet/


Halley’s Comet 1986



Wild II

from 

Stardust



Comet Borrelly

from Deep 

Space 1



Rosetta, Fall, 2014
10 –year journey to Comet 

Churyumov–Gerasimenko

Philae lander

Comet disc. 1969

About 2.5 miles across





Fall, 2016





Fall, 2018



Comet Leonard



The “Hansel & 

Gretel” scenario

What if the Earth 

hits one of these 

comet paths?  









Definitions . . .

• “Meteoroid” – small bit of rock/dust in space

• “Meteor”- glowing trail seen in the sky from a 
meteoroid passing through our atmosphere.  
110,000mph!  Size of pencil eraser!  40-80 
miles up

• “Meteorite” – a bit of rock (usually from the 
asteroid belt) that is large enough 
(~basketball) to actually hit the ground.



Meteor shower names









The “down side”

So  . . . how do you observe a 

meteor shower?  



Geminids – Dec. 13 am


