
With their bright “hairy”
heads and long, wispy
tails, the sight of a comet
in the night sky used to
scare people. 

Now we know that
comets are part of our
solar system family. They
are icy objects made of
materials left over after
our solar system formed.
Scientists want to find out
all about comets to help us
understand how the solar
system formed.

Most comets come from
the Kuiper Belt, a region
beyond the orbit of Nep-
tune. Sometimes the gravi-
tational pull of a planet
flings one of these comets
headlong toward the sun.

Comets have another
hangout, the Oort Cloud, a
far-far-distant cloud of
comets that surrounds the
solar system. Sometimes
the gravitational pull of a
passing star stirs up
comets in the Oort Cloud,
sending some of them fly-
ing toward the inner solar
system.

Wherever the comet

came from, as it ap-
proaches the sun, the
sun’s gravity shapes the
comet’s path into a lop-
sided orbit. The comet
swings around the sun,
then heads out again far
into the solar system.
When the comet is in the
inner solar system where
Earth is, that’s when we
may see it in our skies.

We can see a comet be-
cause it grows a big, fuzzy
cloud around its nucleus
(the solid part) as the sun
heats it up. Some of the ice
on the surface starts to boil
off, and trapped gases may
escape in jets. The solar
wind pushes this misty
cloud of gas and dust into
a long tail. (The solar wind
is the windy blast of parti-

cles from the sun.)
NASA has sent several

spacecraft to visit comets,
and we have already
learned a lot about them. 

A new mission called
Rosetta, is now on its way
to a comet with the long
name of Comet Churyu-
mov-Gerasimenko. 

Rosetta is a European
Space Agency mission
with help from NASA.
When Rosetta arrives at
the comet in 2014, it will
orbit the comet’s nucleus
and drop a lander on it.
Neither of these feats has
ever been done before!

You can be a part of the
Rosetta mission. Get
“Comet Quest,” the brand
new iPhone and iPad ac-
tion game. Check it out at
http://spaceplace.nasa.go
v/comet-quest. It’s free.

This article was written by
Diane K. Fisher and provided
courtesy of the Jet Propulsion
Laboratory, California Institute of
Technology, under a contract
with the National Aeronautics
and Space Administration.
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Quest for a comet
The Rosetta spacecraft will orbit a comet and drop a lander on its surface. Both orbiter and lander will
gather information about how the comet changes as it approaches the Sun.

Woman lands
plane after

husband dies
STURGEON BAY, Wis.

(AP) — An 80-year-old
woman was able to suc-
cessfully land a twin-en-
gine airplane in
northeastern Wisconsin
after her husband became
unconscious at the con-
trols and died.

Door County Sheriff
Terry Vogel says the dis-
patch center was told just
after 5 p.m. Monday that a
Cessna about 6 miles south
of Sturgeon Bay had de-
clared an emergency.

The pilot, an 81-year-old
man from the Sturgeon Bay
area, had suffered a med-
ical emergency and was
unconscious. 

His wife, who was the
passenger, was flying the
plane.

A certified pilot was able
to fly alongside the plane
and coach the wife. Just
after 6 p.m., her right en-
gine ran out of fuel and lost
power.

She was able to land at
Door County Cherryland
Airport. The wife suffered
minor injuries. Her hus-
band was pronounced
dead.

Space tourist is just one 
way to describe Simonyi
SEATTLE (AP) — Charles

Simonyi may still be de-
scribed as a space tourist
even though the Microsoft
billionaire has no plans to
take a third vacation on the
International Space Station
and hasn’t hung out in outer
space for a few years.

He’s still obsessed with
space and is heavily in-
volved in the Seattle Mu-
seum of Flight’s new space
gallery, which is named in
the philanthropist’s honor.

Since 2002, Simonyi has
been running his own com-
pany called Intentional Soft-
ware that specializes in
creating industry-specific
computer software, and he
recently he took on a new
title: book publisher.

e son of a Hungarian
physicist, the 63-year-old
just made one of his dad’s
dreams come true by help-
ing translate the senior Si-
monyi’s epic about physics
into English.

“A Cultural History of
Physics” by Karoly Simonyi,
who died in 2001, is a heavy
tome with an intimidating
name, but, inside, the non-
scientist will find lots of pic-
tures and stories that offer a
whimsical side of physics.

Flip through the book,
which has had five editions
in Hungarian and three in
German, and you’ll find a
full-page diagram showing
how the scientists of the
17th century enjoyed dis-
missing each other’s theo-
ries. A diagram and an
explanation by Sir Isaac
Newton of how rainbows are
formed are on another page.

An illustration of a cat
with its hair standing on end
may catch your attention to-
ward the end of the book. If
you stop to find out why the
cat is on the page, you’ll find

an explanation of quantum
mechanics and radioactive
decay.

Simonyi says that page is
just one of many parts of the
book that illustrate his fa-
ther’s sharp sense of humor.

e project was personal
for Simonyi but has ele-
ments of other things he
does for work and fun: It was
a challenge, it’s about sci-
ence and it has the potential
to help people learn.

e man who led the Mi-
crosoft teams that devel-
oped Word and Excel also is
great at explaining scientific
concepts. From the stories
he shares about his father,
that’s a quality he likely in-
herited from the former
physics professor, who Si-
monyi says inspired genera-
tions of Hungarian electrical
engineers.

Charles Simonyi left Hun-
gary at 17 and says his inter-
est in space as a child
helped him learn English —
two of his first English words
were “propellant” and “noz-
zle.” His knowledge of space
trivia led him to win a junior
astronaut contest at age 13.
e prize was a trip to
Moscow to meet one of the
first cosmonauts, Pavel
Popovich.

His next project will be
writing a book about his
space trips in 2007 and 2009
with Virginia-based Space
Adventures, which cost him
a total of $60 million. e
idea was inspired in part by
all the questions he was
asked on a website he set up
during his space travels
called “Charles in Space.”

“I love talking about
space flight,” said Simonyi,
who says the privilege of
going to space can be meas-
ured by the fact that only
about 500 people have ever

left Earth’s atmosphere. “If
you’ve been there, then you
kind of have this obligation
to tell people about what it’s
like and share the experi-
ence.”

Earlier this week, he
dropped off a space toilet at
the Museum of Flight.

Going to the bathroom in
space is quite a bit more
complicated than sleeping
there, and Simonyi is enthu-
siastic about sharing all the
personal, yet technical, de-
tails with anyone curious.
He even made a video about
the mechanics of bodily
functions in zero gravity.

Sleeping is actually easier
in space than on earth, Si-
monyi said.

“You can sleep anywhere
in any position — vertical,
horizontal or at an angle,” he
said, adding that he slept in
a room where the Russian
space suits were kept. “It
was out of the way and
pretty quiet. I enjoyed it very
much.”

anks to Simonyi, the
museum also has one of the
Russian Soyuz space cap-
sules he used to ride back to
earth from the space station.
Simonyi gave $3 million to
the museum to help build
the space gallery and has
given the Soyuz capsule, a
space suit, space toilet and
other artifacts to the mu-
seum on a long-term loan.

Eventually the small
cone-shaped capsule will sit
beside the giant U.S. space
shuttle trainer, for which the
hangar-sized gallery was
built.

Simonyi said he never felt
claustrophobic on the space
station or in the Russian
ships to or from the station.

“I find the spacecraft very
comfortable, very cozy,” he
said.
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