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Meteor Showers

If you look up at the night sky carefully, you can see a few
meteors each hour. Several times a year, though, the earth passes
through a dust cloud left over from a comet, and for a few hours tens,
hundreds, or even thousands of meteors will pass across the sky in a
meteor shower. When they enter the part of Earth's atmosphere
called the thermosphere* at an extremely high speed, they become
very hot due to friction. The thermosphere lies between about 80 km
and 120 km 1in altitude.

In 1833 the Leonid meteor shower was discovered and the
interest of scientists became focused on the predicted return of the
Leonids as the decade of the 1860's began. Nowadays, many meteor
showers can be predicted, since they come every year or so when the
earth returns to the same place in its orbit around the sun.

During a meteor shower most of the meteors seem to start near
the same place in the sky, called the radiant**. They are named after
the constellation that the meteors appear to be coming from. For
mstance, the meteor shower that has its radiant in the constellation
Leo 1s called the Leonid meteor shower because the meteors appear
to be showering out of the constellation Leo.

The Leonid meteor shower occurs every year around November 16
and 17. Every 33 years, the Leonid meteor shower becomes very
active because the comet Temple-Tuttle passes by and leaves more
comet dust for the earth to pass through.

The only thing you need for a good viewing of the Leonid meteor
shower 1s a dark sky. If possible, find a location with a large area of
clear sky. Bright city lights make it impossible to see meteors. The
best way to view these shows is to recline on the ground so you can
see the whole sky without getting a stiff neck.
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