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COMET CONTACT: Rosetta Spacecraft’s Stone 

Sometime in November 2014, 

if all goes well, astronomers 

will fulfill a dream that hu-

mankind has had ever since 

we first marveled at one of 

those impetuous dots of light 

with a long tail streaking 

across the night sky. They will 

catch a comet. The Rosetta 

spacecraft, launched in 2004 

by the European Space Agen-

cy, will have closed in on 

Comet 67P/Churyumov-

Gerasimenko after looping more than 3.7 billion miles through our solar sys-

tem. It will deploy a 220-pound lander that will fire thrusters and alight on the 

comet’s surface. A sampling device will drill down more than nine inches and 

collect material from the 2 1/2-mile-wide icy dust ball for on-site chemical anal-

ysis. An imaging system will take pictures.  

The data, to be gathered over the course of at least three months, will be trans-

mitted back to Rosetta and then to receiving stations on Earth, where astrono-

mers hope the information will yield new insights into the origins of the solar 

system itself. That’s because comet cores, unlike planet cores, have changed 

very little in the last 4.5 billion years and still hold in their icy depths the chemi-

cal fingerprints of the solar system’s birth. The lander, named Philae, will re-

main on the comet after the mission ends, but, says ESA’s Matt Taylor, no one 

knows how long the machine will survive. Rosetta, the first spacecraft propelled 

through deep space on solar power alone, will cease operating in early 2016. As 

it passes the 418 million-mile mark from the Sun, its solar panels will no longer 

be able to capture enough energy to run its instruments. 

In late August 2014, investigators narrowed down the list of possible comet 

landing sites to five candidates, with most of them located on the smaller of the 

two lobes. At the time, ESA 

officials said more investigation 

was needed to figure out if the 

area was safe for landing in 

terms of boulder hazards as 

well as lighting conditions. 

Here’s a video of the possible 

landing  sites: 

VIDEO OF THE WEEK: The iWatch, Err, Apple Watch 

Titera’s Titbit: First Underground Nuclear Bomb Test 

On September 19, 1957, the United States detonates a 
1.7 kiloton nuclear weapon in an underground tunnel 
at the Nevada Test Site (NTS), a 1,375 square mile re-
search center located 65 miles north of Las Vegas. The 
test, known as Rainier, was the first fully contained 
underground detonation and produced no radioactive 
fallout. Rainier was part of a series of 29 nuclear weap-
ons and nuclear weapons safety tests known as [More] 
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