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THE UNIDENTIFIED BRIGHT OBJECT SEEN NEAR
THE SUN

August 7, 1921
By J. A. PEARcCE

The object seen near the setting sun on the evening of August

| 7, by observers in both hemispheres has been the subject of much

discussion and the following brief account of it may be of interest
to the readers of the JOURNAL.

On Sunday evening August 7, a party, which included Pro-
fessor Henry Norris Russell, of Princeton, Major Chambers,
Capt. Rickenbacher and Director Campbell, were observing the
setting sun from the porch of the latter’s residence upon Mt.
Hamilton, Cal. Just at sunset (14h. 50m. G.M.T.) Major Cham-
bers said: ‘‘What star is that to the left of the sun?” Capt.
Rickenbacher said that he had been watching that star for several
minutes but had not mentioned it because he supposed it was well
known. All agreed that the body was star-like. Its appearance
still seemed stellar when a minute later Diitector Campbell ob-
served it through binoculars, not more than two seconds before
it disappeared behind the cloud stratum at the horizon. R

Upon consulting the Nautical Almanac it was evident that the
object seen could not have been the planet Mercury, as was at

first supposed. Professor Russell and Director Campbell con-

cluded that it was brighter than Venus would have been under
similar circumstances. After a comparison of notes the following
telegram was sent to the Harvard College Observatory:—* Star-
like object, certainly brighter than Venus, three degrees east, one
degree south, of sun seen several minutes before and at sunset by
naked eye. Five observers. Set behind low clouds. Unquestion-
ably celestrial object. Chances favour nucleus bright comet, less
probably nova.” This information was distributed by telegraph
the following day and is contained in H. C. O. Bulletin 757 of
August 9.
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The object was not seen again, although careful searches
were subsequently made. The position assigned by Campbell
was R. A. 9h. 22m., Decl. 1514° N; or in ecliptic coérdinates,
Long. 139°, Lat 0°.4 N. For his account of the observation see
the October number of the Publications of the Astronomical Society
of the Pacific. '

Two observations were made in England on August 7. Lieut.
F. C. Nelson Day and others at Ferndown, Dorset, saw the object
at sunset (7h. G.M.T.), estimating its position as 4° from the sun
and its magnitude as —2. Mr. S. Fellows observed it at Wolver-
hampton with binoculars shortly after sunset. He noted it as
reddish, elongated towards the sun, which was distant 6°.

Asttonomische Nachrichten No. 5118, contains an observation
on this object made at Plauen, Vogtland, Lat. 50° 30" N., Long.
12° 77 E.; by the daughter of Professor E. Kaiser and several
others. It appeared like Venus at its greatest brilliancy, low in
the evening sky shortly after sunset. The time was 7h. 35m.
G.M.T. Its azimuth was determined as 98° 27’.6 from south to
west, and its apparent altitude as 2° 359, or 2° 21’.9 when corrected
for refraction. Professor Wolf, of Heidelberg, deduces that the
R. A. was 11h. 6.7m. and Decl. was 7°9’ N., or Long. 165°, Lat. 1°
20'N.

Nature, October 6, gives the following report:—‘‘Dr. W. Bell
Dawson of Ottawa, claims he saw a bright object low in the west
in unusually clear air just before sunset on September 4, which he
assumes to be the same as that observed at Mt. Hamilton, on
August 7. .

One other observation may be mentioned. Part of H. C. O.
Bulletin 759 of October 14, is as follows:—“Dr. H. C. Emmert,
of 3403 Warren Ave. West, Detroit, Michigan, states that he saw
a bright object in the western sky on August 6, at 5h 50m E.S.T.
Its altitude was 14°.5 to 15° and its azimuth 85°, the sun’s altitude
was 15° and azimuth 90°. The object was fully as bright as
Venus in twilight at her greatest brilliancy, and the light was
perfectly steady.” The date of August 6, was later confirmed by
Dr. Emmert. '

The writer plotted the above observations upon a celestial
sphere from which the following deductions were drawn. The
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positions of the planets on August 6, at 5h 50m p.m. E.S.T. were
as follows:—Venus (—3.6) had just set; Mercury (—1.0) and
Mars (41.7) were too near the sun to be visible; Jupiter (—1.2)
and Saturn (41.4) were within 3° of each other in azimuth 55°
and altitude 35°, the moon being in conjunction with each on that
day. All planets were north of the ecliptic except Venus.

Dr. Emmert’s observation was made in broad daylight two
hours before sunset. The altitude and azimuth he assigned gives
a position of Long. 139° and Lat. 8° S., the object being 11° from
the sun. Clearly some discrepancy in his observation exists, for
on that day when the sun’s altitude was 15°, its azimuth was 99°;
and when its azimuth was 90°, its altitude was 25°, and not 15°,
as stated by Dr. Emmert. Moreover, there is the difference of
one day to be accounted for.

It is very probable that Dr. Bell Dawson saw one of the planets
which set soon after the sun on September 4. At sunset Mercury
(—0.7) had an azimuth of 89° and an altitude of 4°; while Jupiter
(—1.2) had an azimuth of 86° and an altitude of 6°, either of which
would agree with his statement.

Miss Kaiser's observation was made one hour after sunset.
According to the position given by Professor Wolf, its azimuth
and altitude at sunset were 87° and 11°, respectively, which differs
considerably from the observation made in England half an hour
earlier, the azimuth of the sun when setting being 116°. It would
be interesting to know more details concerning Miss Kaiser’s
observation as the position of the body is so accurately stated.
It should be pointed out that Jupitersat the time of the observation
had an altitude of 3°, and an azimuth of 93°, which is indeed very
near the position assigned by her. It is therefore not unlikely
that she observed Jupiter. otherwise it is difficult to account for
the great difference between the position of her object and the
position as stated by the English and Californian observers.

To account for the great motion along the ecliptic of 27° in
8 hours, if the Plauen and the Lick objects are to be assumed
identical, the distance of the body from the earth on August 7,
was, according to Professor Wolf, 0.005 astronomical units, or
about twice the moon’s distance. Itappears unlikely that a comet at
this distance would have had such a well-defined stellar appearance.
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The English observations agree very closely with Russell’s
and Campbell’s. Although the estimates of distances are probably
too rough to be used for a deduction of motion, it would appear
that during the interval of 8 hours the body had moved a degree
or two closer to the sun.

What was it then, a nova or a comet? Being 40° from the
Galactic plane would almost certainly rule out the former. A
comet is more feasible. It may be noted that a comet with retro-
grade motion, near the plane of the ecliptic, and approaching the
sun from behind might remain in close proximity to it the whole
time it was bright. This was the case with the Tewfik comet of
May 17, 1882. Although this hypothesis seems the most likely,
the object still remains somewhat of a mystery.

NoTE:—On August 8, at 12h G.M.T., luminous bands were seen
at Konigstiihl, (Heidelberg) and Sonneberg, and it was subse-
quently reported that the earth had passed through the tail
of a comet on the night of August 7-8. Astronomische Nach-
richten No. 5116 contains full particulars of the luminous bands
seen and which now are believed to have been auroral.

Toronto, November 10.
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