
 

This weekend's Lyrid meteor shower: How to
see it

April 18 2013, by Universe Today

  
 

  

Lyrid meteors will appear to radiate (red circle) from a point near the bright star
Vega in the constellation Lyra. This map shows the sky facing southeast around
3:30 a.m. April 22 – around the time of meteor maximum. Credit: Stellarium

Feeling a little meteor-starved lately? Me too. It's been a meteor shower
desert since the Quadrantids of early January. That's about to change.
This weekend brings the celestial version of April showers with the
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annual appearance of the Lyrids.

The Lyrids ding the bell at maximum strength this weekend April 21-22
(Sunday night-Monday morning in the Americas) hurtling meteors at the
modest rate of 10-20 per hour from a point in the sky not far from bright
Vega in the constellation Lyra. While some showers spread their meteor
crumbs over several days, the Lyrids' peak activity lasts less than a day.
The western hemisphere – particularly the western half of North
America – is favored this year.

There will be a small price to pay for the show. The Lyrid radiant, the
point in the sky from which the showers members radiate, rises in the
east rather late – around 10:30 p.m. local time. Then there's the bright
gibbous moon, which has a habit of drowning out fainter stars and
meteors alike. That makes the best time for viewing the shower after
moonset or around 4 a.m. Monday morning. Since dawn begins about 5,
you'll have one good hour. That's plenty of time to snag at least a few
flaming motes of Comet Thatcher.

  
 

2/5

https://phys.org/tags/meteors/
https://phys.org/tags/peak+activity/
https://phys.org/tags/western+hemisphere/
http://bit.ly/Zwp0fo


 

  

A Lyrid meteor captured by NASA astronaut Don Pettit out the window of the
International Space Station on April 21, 2012. The lights of Florida are visible to
the right of the meteor. Click to enlarge. Credit: NASA

Like most meteor showers, the Lyrids have a parent and single parents
are the rule. For the Lyrids, it's Comet Thatcher, discovered on April 5,
1861, a week before the start of the Civil War, by amateur astronomer
A.E. Thatcher observing from New York City. Later it was found to be
linked to the Lyrid meteor shower.

Each year in late April, Earth passes through centuries of dust shed by
the comet's tail. When bits of Thatcher flotsam strike the air some 60-70
miles high, they burn up in flashes of meteoric light. Comet tears.

All meteors are worthy of keeping an eye on, but bear in mind that the
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https://phys.org/tags/meteor+showers/
https://phys.org/tags/comet/


 

Lyrids are no Perseids, the famed summertime shower offering up to 60
meteors per hour under dark skies. But what they lack in numbers, they
make up in reliability and surprise.

Records indicate that people have been watching the Lyrids for at least
2,600 years, the longest of any shower. Our oldest descriptions come
from the Chinese who penned that "stars fell like rain" on March 16, 687
BC. Apparently the shower was more active in the past and has since
evolved into a minor display. But there have been occasional surprises,
and that's what keeps the Lyrids interesting.

  
 

  

A bright fireball meteor in twilight. The Lyrids, like all meteor showers, offer up
the occasional fireball among a mix of fainter meteors. Credit: John Chumack
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On April 20, 1803 a fire bell roused Richmond, Virginia residents from
their beds to witness a similar rain of stars when up to 700 meteors per
hour were seen. Other Lyrid outbursts occurred in 1922 (100 per hour),
1945 (100/hr), 1982 (90/hour). Last year's peak hit 37 per hour from a
dark sky site. Now and then, Earth encounters a thicker band of comet
debris left behind by Comet Thatcher, suddenly increasing the meteor
count by many times and just as suddenly dropping back to the usual
10-20 per hour.

So here's the bottom line. Don't expect a big blast, but do avail yourself
of the leisurely pleasure of meteor watching and the possibility of seeing
pieces of a comet that rounds the sun only every 415 years. Find a spot
where artificial lights is at a minimum, dress warmly and head out
around 3:30 a.m. Monday. Set up a comfortable lawn chair and have tea
or coffee and a blanket at the ready. You'll do well to face south or east.
Now recline back to allow a fulsome view of the sky above and wait for
a few well-deserved ooohs and aaahs.

Source: Universe Today
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