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Abstract. Loosely bound, fragile binary stars, whose separations may reach ∼ 0.1 pc, are like
open clusters with two coeval components. They provide a largely overlooked avenue for the
investigation of many astrophysical questions. For example, the orbital distribution of fragile bi-
naries with two long-lived main-sequence components provides a sensitive test of the cumulative
effects of the Galactic environment. In pairs where one component is evolved, the orbits have
been amplified by post-main-sequence mass loss, potentially providing useful constraints on the
initial-to-final mass relation for white dwarfs. The nearly featureless spectra of cool white dwarfs
usually provide little information about intrinsic radial velocity, full space motion, population
membership, metallicity, etc. However, distant main sequence companions provide benchmarks
against which those properties can be determined. In addition, the cooling ages of white dwarf
components provide useful limits on the ages of their main sequence companions, independent
of other stellar age determination methods. This paper summarizes some of the ways fragile
binaries provide useful leverage on these and other problems of interest.
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1. Fragile Binaries: A Definition
During the first large-scale proper motion surveys of the mid-twentieth century, Luyten

(1969 et seq) and Giclas et al. (1971) identified over 6000 very wide common-proper-
motion binaries (CPMBs) based upon angular proximity in the sky (< 300′′) and similar
proper motion. Most are likely to be low-mass main-sequence pairs (MS+MS). About 10%
of these CPMBs were identified as potentially containing at least one white dwarf (WD)
component based upon their location in reduced proper motion diagrams constructed
from a color index, apparent magnitudes and proper motions. Luyten chose the symbol
H (= m + logµ + 5) for reduced proper motion as a tribute to Enjar Hertzsprung, who
he credited with the first use of the technique.

The separations of CPMBs range from 10 to 104 AU, averaging about 103 AU (Oswalt
et al. 1998). CPMBs may not represent the large separation tail of a continuous distri-
bution of binary separations that includes the closer classical visual and spectroscopic
binary classes. The latter are believed to form via fragmentation or fission processes;
the former may arise from multi-body capture or cluster disintegration processes (see
Zinnecker 1984 for an early review). In any case, CPMBs are almost certainly the most
common type of binary system (see Luyten 1969). Oswalt & Smith (1995) and Smith &
Oswalt (1995) have shown that even the current large sample of known CPMBs within
100 pc of the Sun is at most 20% complete and that many new CPMBs remain to be
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found among the new large-scale surveys such as the Sloan Digital Sky Survey (see Smith
et al. 2005) and by combining existing surveys (see Chanamé & Gould 2004, Lépine &
Shara 2005). We suggest here that the term fragile binary (FB) is more physically de-
scriptive of such loosely bound pairs than the traditional term CPMB, because they are
exquisitely sensitive to the influence of the Galactic environment (see below).

2. Importance of Fragile Binaries with Evolved Components
FBs provide unique observational leverage on important astrophysical problems that

are difficult to address using samples of single stars or clusters. The importance of wide
unevolved (MS+MS) pairs is outlined elsewhere in this volume and we defer that discus-
sion to the papers by Allen et al., Chanamé, Sinachopolous et al., Kiyaeva, and Poveda
et al.. For the remainder of this paper we will examine only those areas of opportunity
afforded by FBs containing at least one evolved component, i.e., WD+MS or WD+WD
pairs. FBs with more highly evolved companions (neutron stars or black holes) experi-
enced a supernova explosion that almost certainly disrupted them.

As the end stage of over 90% of all stars the Galaxy has ever spawned, the observed
physical properties of WDs provide important boundary conditions on evolutionary mod-
els for stars less massive than ∼8 M�. For example, they constrain the mass-radius re-
lation for degenerate matter and provided one of the first tests of relativity theory,
via gravitational redshift measurements. They comprise an accumulating history of the
Galaxy containing clues to the initial mass function (IMF), star formation rate (SFR)
and initial-to-final mass relation (IFMR) for degenerate stars. Moreover, they provide
information about the various components of the Galaxy, e.g., the thick and thin disk,
halo and dark matter.

WDs have a very narrow mass distribution with a mean of ∼ 0.6 ± 0.1 M� (Silvestri
et al. 2001). Lacking significant energy sources, the evolution of WDs is a simple cooling
process in which there is an inverse relation between the age and luminosity. The cooling
ages of the oldest WDs played a key role in resolving the discrepancy between the age
of the Universe derived from the Hubble constant and globular clusters (Liebert et al.
1988, Oswalt et al. 1996, Bergeron et al. 1997; see also the review paper by Lineweaver
1998).

At present about 500 FBs consisting of WD+MS components have been spectroscop-
ically identified. Most are among the Luyten and Giclas proper motion surveys. Such
wide noninteracting pairs are of special interest because the WD component gives in-
formation about its MS companion that would otherwise be unobtainable if it were a
single star and vice versa. Because a faint star like a WD is many times more likely to
be found when it is near a brighter MS star of high proper motion, FBs are likely to
harbor a more complete sample of WDs, all other things being equal (search volume,
magnitude limit, proper motion limit, etc.). Moreover, in an H-R diagram, the natural
dispersion about the WD cooling track is about half the scatter of the MS. Thus, for
pairs without trigonometric parallax determinations, a WD component provides a more
precise photometric parallax for its MS companion than one based on fits to the MS.
Even if trigonometric parallaxes are available, a pair provides two independent distance
and luminosity estimates that will be consistent if they are bound. Oswalt et al. (1996)
used this leverage to probe a deeper sample of WDs to obtain a new WD luminosity
function that set a firm lower limit of ∼10 Gyr to the age of the Galaxy. It also indicated
that WDs contribute only a few percent of the dark matter content in the Galaxy.

Among WD+MS pairs, the MS components provide a benchmark for the intrinsic ra-
dial velocity and, when trigonometric or photometric parallaxes are available, the full
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space motion of each pair can be computed. With such large orbits, the orbital velocity
of both components is <1 km s−1, usually below the precision of measurement in faint
stars. Thus, the observed difference in radial velocity between a WD and MS compo-
nent is essentially the gravitational redshift of the WD. FBs have provided several hun-
dred independent WD mass determinations via gravitational redshift measurements (see
Silvestri et al. 2001 and references therein).

Age is one of the most difficult to determine physical properties of single stars. In the
years since Skumanich (1972) first introduced it, Barnes (2001), Lachaume et al. (1999),
Soderblom et al. (1991) and others have shown that Ca II H&K emission, a proxy for
chromospheric activity, provides a reliable age estimate for F, G and K MS stars. For WD
components that are warm enough to exhibit Balmer lines, it is relatively easy to estimate
cooling ages, temperatures, gravities and final masses from line profile fits, as in Kawka &
Vennes (2006). In a wide non-interacting binary, the cooling age of a white dwarf (WD)
component provides a firm lower limit to the age of any distant main sequence (MS)
companion. The difference between the apparent ages of the WD+MS components is the
time the WD originally spent as a MS star. Using the canonical mass vs. lifetime relation
for MS stars (e.g., Cox 2000), one can then estimate the initial mass of the WD, i.e.,
its mass before post-MS evolution mass loss occurred. The relation between this and a
WD’s current (i.e., final) mass, the so-called initial-to-final mass relation (IFMR) is one
of the weakest links in all of stellar evolution (Jeffries 1997, Weidemann 2000, Catalán
2007). FBs offer a unique opportunity to improve this situation that we are currently
exploiting.

Silvestri et al. (2005) attempted to extend the chromospheric activity vs. age relation
to M stars using the ages derived from distant WD companions in 116 FBs. In M stars, Hα
emission serves as a better proxy for chromospheric activity than Ca II H&K. The nearby
Ca H2 and Ti O5 bands are useful indicators of effective temperature and metallicity
(Reid et al. 1995). Silvestri et al. (2005) found that in general a higher fraction of early
M stars are active (i.e., have strong Hα emission) in accord with studies of M dwarfs
whose ages were derived from cluster membership (Reid et al. 1995). Clearly a different
excitation mechanism applies to M stars than the canonical self-sustaining dynamo in F,
G and K stars. A much larger sample of WD+dM stars will be needed to fully explore
where the transition to a proposed ‘turbulent dynamo’ process occurs, and to identify
any additional variables, such as metallicity, that influence whether a star maintains
long-lived chromospheric activity or not.

All but a handful of the currently known FBs are members of the Galactic disk (Silvestri
et al. 2005, Montiero et al. 2006). Chanamé (2007) is conducting a search of the Sloan
Digital Sky Survey to find FBs in the halo. Most will be long-lived low-mass MS+MS pairs
whose orbits can set constraints on the dark matter content in the halo (see Chanamé &
Gould 2004). The number of WD+MS pairs found to have large space motions is likely
to be sufficient to provide the first robust determination of the WD luminosity function
and age determination of the halo. As outlined above, the full space motions of these
pairs will be provided by their MS companions regardless of whether their old cool WD
companions exhibit measurable lines. Moreover, the metallicities of the WD progenitors
is easily measured via their MS companions’ spectra and this provides an independent
indicator of population membership that single WDs cannot provide.

During post-MS evolution much mass is lost and the orbit of a FB expands. Green-
stein (1986) and Oswalt & Sion (1988) were among the first to present observational
evidence for such expansion. Oswalt & Strunk (1994) and Sterzik & Durisen (2004) no-
ticed that FBs with MS components of early spectral type tend to have much wider
mean separations than those of later spectral class. Valls-Gabaud (1988) and Wood &
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Oswalt (1998) showed that expansion of up to an order of magnitude can occur with the
right combination of initial primary mass and binary mass ratio. Fahiri (2006) showed
observational evidence that a gap in the orbital separation distribution may occur near
5 AU. Closer pairs experienced a common envelope phase and their orbits contracted,
while wider pairs’ orbits expanded as the primary became a WD.

Recently, Johnston et al. (2007) have taken up the challenge of modeling the orbital
evolution of FBs in greater detail, including not only the effects of post-MS mass loss,
but eventually including the perturbations caused by the Galactic tidal potential, giant
molecular cloud encounters, and stellar interactions. Using large samples of FBs drawn
from the SDSS, model separation distributions will be constructed for observed samples
of evolved (WD+MS, WD+WD) pairs and unevolved (MS+MS) pairs. By matching
observed and computed angular orbit separation distributions for Galactic disk FBs,
Johnston et al. are attempting to derive average mass loss as a function of average initial
mass, thereby achieving a new constraint on the WD IFMR that is independent of other
techniques. As the known sample of FBs in the halo becomes large enough, an attempt
will be made to model orbit amplification in these ancient pairs as well.

Among the rarest of all FBs are those pairs consisting of two WD components. Luyten
(1969) identified about two dozen such pairs in his original proper motion survey. Even
today, only about 50 WD+WD pairs are known. Probably this is because both com-
ponents tend to be intrinsically faint, but also because the Galaxy is not old enough
for many of them to have formed. Sion et al. (1991) showed that WD+WD pairs tend
to have slightly smaller average physical separations than WD+MS pairs. This could
plausibly have arisen from initial mass ratios that were closer to unity in the progenitors
of WD+WD pairs. Because they contain some of the oldest known WDs, such pairs
have also played an important role in determining the age of the Galaxy (Oswalt et al.
1996, Bergeron et al. 1997). Holley–Bockelmann examined the possibility that the closest
WD+WD pairs will pose a significant source of foreground noise for future gravitational
wave detectors.

It came as a surprise to the WD community when Saumon & Jacobsen (1999) and
Hanson (1999) independently predicted that the coolest WDs would not be red in color,
but blue, due to the onset of collisionally induced absorption by H2 molecules. It was
not long after that the first cool blue degenerate star was actually discovered (Hodgkin
et al. 2000). Oppenheimer et al. (2001) stirred up a controversy by finding several dozen
such objects in a deep proper motion survey and suggesting that most or all of the dark
matter content in the Galactic halo might be cool blue degenerate stars. FBs played
an important role in rejecting this conclusion. Silvestri et al. (2002) showed that among
∼100 FBs consisting of WD+MS stars, all but one pair were high velocity members of
the thick disk, not the halo. This was a firm conclusion because the MS companions
provided radial velocities, gravitational redshift masses, full UVW space motions and
metallicities for their WD companions (see Silvestri et al. 2005 for details). Silvestri
et al. (2002) showed that the velocity histograms for the WD+MS sample, look like
those of Oppenheimer et al. (2001), when degraded by the zero radial velocity assumption
necessary for single WDs lacking radial velocity measurements. Recently, Monteiro et al.
(2006) and Chanamé (2007) have begun looking for FBs of high space velocity. Such
pairs will be very important probes of the age and dark matter content in the halo.

3. Conclusions
Much science remains to be gleaned from the many thousands of FBs awaiting study

in the large new imaging and proper motion surveys now underway. It is not much of
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a stretch to assert FBs are comparable in importance to open clusters in terms of the
leverage they potentially provide on astrophysical problems. Although each has only 2-3
coeval components, FBs span nearly a continuous range of ages over the entire history
of the Galaxy, (∼10 Gyr). By comparison only a half dozen or so age milestones are
provided by the nearest clusters that contain comparably bright stars. Finally, the shear
number of FBs (at least 12,000 WD+MS pairs in the SDSS alone, according to Smith
et al. 2005) provide a golden opportunity to attack various problems using subsets that
isolate such variables as mass, spectral type, metallicity, age, etc.

Luyten (1969) was right in declaring that we have been ignoring the common man
in space by focusing our attention on the more flashy close interacting binaries, OB
associations and other rare members of the stellar zoo. He would be pleased to know
that several groups are now beginning to use these pairs in ways he could not foresee 40
years ago.
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