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Mexican astronomers suggest Bonilla
sighting might have been a very close comet
breaking up

October 19 2011, by Bob Yirka

Schwassmann-Wachmann3 Comet: Fragment B photographed during its passing
in 2006. We can observe up to 73 fragments. This photo is from APOD
(Astronomy Picture of the Day) (Internet 3). Credit: NASA, ESA, H. Weaver
(JHU/APL), M. Mutchler and Z. Levay (STScl)

(PhysOrg.com) -- Mexican astronomers Hector Javier Durand
Manterola, Maria de la Paz Ramos Lara, and Guadalupe Cordero
working out of National Autonomous University of Mexico in Mexico
City, have uploaded a paper onto the prepress server arXiv, suggesting
that objects Mexican astronomer José Bonilla recorded in 1883 passing
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in front of the sun and surrounded by a hazy mist, were in fact fragments
of a comet as it came apart very near the earth.

Binilla wrote down his observations at the time and took some
photographs of what he saw, but never really tried to explain what the
objects were. Three years later the French astronomy journal
L'Astronomie published the photos but deemed them likely high flying
birds or bugs on the camera lens.

Now Manterola and his colleagues suggest that there is sufficient
evidence to at least consider the possibility that the objects Bonilla saw
were comet fragments. First of all they say, Bonilla wrote down
everything about the sighting; where in the sky the objects appeared,
how many fragments he counted (447) over the two days that he could
see them, the type of camera he used and the photography techniques,
etc. And perhaps most importantly, the time it took for a single fragment
to cross the sun, because it’s that number that allowed the modern
researchers to calculate their distance from Earth, which they suggest
would have been somewhere near just 8000 kilometers. Also, because of
Bonilla’s precision in recording the events, it seems doubtful that he
would have overlooked bugs on his lens, or the possibility of the objects
being birds, etc.

The unfortunate thing in all this is that no one else reported seeing the
objects that Bonilla saw, and there was no associated meteor shower as
would be expected if a comet fell apart so close to Earth. Manterola and
his team say that this could be because of the parallax effect, which
happens when an object is so close, only those closest to it can see it.
They also note that because of the apparent position of the objects, they
would have been observable only from areas in roughly the same
latitude, which would have included parts of Africa and Northern India
and south-east Asia; places where no one was looking at the sun through
a telescope.
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Others clearly are skeptical, for obvious reasons. But that may or may
not matter because if the objects were in fact comet fragments, it
appears we came pretty close to being wiped out. The researchers
suggest that many of the fragments would have been on the order of the
size of the one that struck Siberia back in 1908, destroying everything
for miles around. If we’d been hit with hundreds or thousands of such
fragments at the same time, i1t might have knocked the life out of our
planet, literally.

More information: Interpretation of the observations made in 1883 in
Zacatecas (Mexico): A fragmented Comet that nearly hits the Earth,
arXiv:1110.2798v1 [astro-ph.EP] arxiv.org/abs/1110.2798

Abstract

In 1883, on the 12th and 13th of August, Mexican astronomer Jose A. 'y
Bonilla observed several objects passing in front of the solar disk. In
1886 in the L'Astronomie magazine, he reported his observations
without providing a hypothesis explaining the registered phenomena.
Our objective in this work is to interpret, with current knowledge, what
he observed in Zacatecas. Our working hypothesis is that what Bonilla
observed in 1883 was a highly fragmented comet, in an approach almost
flush to the Earth's surface. The fragmentation of the comet's nucleus is
a phenomenon known since the XIX century. Using the results reported
by Bonilla, we can estimate the distance at which the objects approach to
the Earth's surface, their size, their mass and total mass of the comet
before fragmentation. According to our calculations, the distance at
which the objects passed over the Earth's surface, was between 538 km
and 8,062 km, the width of the objects was between 46 m and 795 m
and its length between 68 m and 1,022 m, the object's mass was between
5.58e8 kg and 2.5e12 kg. Finally, the mass of the original comet, before
fragmentation, was between 1.83e12 and 8.19¢15 kg, i.e., between 2e-3
and 8.19 times the mass of Halley Comet.
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