
AFTER a journey of nine years 
and some 5 billion km, the New 
Horizons space probe is about 
to start taking data in preparation 
for its encounter with the dwarf planet 
Pluto on 14th July. 

New Horizons was woken from 
its final period of hibernation early 
last month, even though it’s still 200 
million km away from its target. This 
week, it will collect the first of many 
hundreds of images that will be taken 
of the dwarf planet and its moons in 
the coming months.

These initial images are required in 
order to make the final adjustments to 
the spacecraft’s course—which needs 
to be precisely mapped, as New Hori-
zons will fly through the small system 
of Pluto and its five moons at a speed 
of almost 14 km/s, passing to within 
13,700 km of the dwarf planet’s surface.

Moving 
at such a speed 
means that the scheduling of which 
science instruments take their data 
when, and in what direction, needs to 
be planned out exactly in advance.

It’ll take a few days for these new 
images to be beamed back to Earth, 
and we expect they will be publicly 
released in early February.

However, don’t expect anything 
particularly spectacular yet. The New 
Horizon images will only start exceed-
ing the best ones taken so far from 
Earth by about May.

With a diameter of about 2,300 
km, Pluto is the biggest object in the 
“Kuiper Belt” of small frozen worlds far 
out beyond Neptune.
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TONIGHT’S half-hour talk begins 
promptly at 7.15pm, when Chris-

tina Hedges will tell us what makes 
our own planet Earth such a haven 
for life, and what this really means 
in the search for Earth 2.0 and other 
habitable exoplanets.

Her talk will be followed by an 
opportunity to observe if (and only 
if…) the weather is clear.

The IoA’s historical Northumber-
land and Thorrowgood telescopes 
will be open for unaided-eye 
observations, and we will be staffing 
some smaller telescopes around the 
observatory lawns.

The Cambridge Astronomical 
Association will also provide an out-
doors floorshow relaying live images 
from three modern telescopes, with 
commentary.

If we’re unlucky and it’s cloudy, 
then we’ll offer you a cup of tea as 
compensation, and the CAA will 
offer some more astro-information 
afterwards in the lecture theatre for 
those who want to stay on.

TONIGHT’S SPEAKER

Christina Hedges
What is a habitable planet?
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Journey to the 
underworld: 
New Horizons 
gears up for 
Pluto flyby

The New Horizons probe 
draws nearer to Pluto and 
its largest moon Charon, 
with the closest approach 
to the dwarf planet set for 
14th July. Images: (Top) 
NASA/JHUAPL/SwRI; 
(Bottom) ESO



IMAGES taken with the Rosetta spacecraft 
suggest that Comet 67P could break apart. 

A large crack around 500 m long has 
been spotted across the “neck” region of the 
rubber-duck-shaped comet.

The neck is expected to be a natural fo-
cus for various mechanical stresses that act 
on the comet as it rotates every 12½ hours. 
It will also be the most active area for out-
gassing of material from the icy surface, as 
it lies in almost perpetual sunlight.

Tidal and heating forces will only in-
crease their effect on the comet as it nears 
the Sun during the next few months, with 
the comet getting warmer and the gravita-
tional field from the Sun getting stronger. 
Indeed, it is not uncommon for comets 
to completely break apart, and we might 
expect 67P to do this.

Rosetta will continue to monitor any 
changes such as possible widening in the 
observed fissure, as it escorts the comet in 
towards the Sun.
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Comet 67P cracks 
under pressure

I started a band called 1023 Megabytes, but 
we haven’t had a gig yet.

Scott’s joke of the week

CAMBRIDGE’S Institute of Continu-
ing Education is offering a physics 
and astronomy day school on 15th 
February.

Three tutors will cover the vast 
scales of both space and time: from 
the atom-by-atom fabrication of new 
materials to the distant parts of our 
galaxy, and from the geological his-
tory of our planet to the speculative 
technology of the future.

The course costs £75, which 
includes the price of tea, coffee and a 
sandwich lunch.

To learn more about the course or 
to book a place in it, please visit 
www.ice.cam.ac.uk/astronomy-day-
school, or contact Admissions on 
01223 746262.

Learn about physics 
on a range of scales

A 500 m-long crack on the 
surface of Comet 67P runs across 

the Hapi valley (inset) and 
extends into the Anuket region. 

Images: ESA/Rosetta/MPS 
for OSIRIS Team MPS/UPD/LAM/

IAA/SSO/INTA/UPM/DASP/IDA

CLOSE ENCOUNTER AS BL86 ZOOMS BY 
Whoosh! Did you feel the asteroid 
2004 BL86 as it flew overhead earlier 
this week? 

Well, in all honesty you shouldn’t 
have—even though it was classed as 
a close call, the 500 m-wide object 
passed by Earth at a distance of about 
1.2 million km (three times farther 
away than the Moon). However, it is 
the nearest such flypast that we know 
about until Asteroid 1999 AN10 makes 
a close approach in 2027.

Asteroid 2004 BL86 is moving 
fast—tracking across the sky at a rate 
of about four times the width of a 
full moon every hour. Despite being 
“close”, it was too faint to see without 
at least a small telescope.

The asteroid was discovered 11 
years ago, and follows an orbit that 
takes it round the Sun every 1.84 years. 
But after this approach, it won’t come 
anywhere close again for another cou-
ple of centuries.

Close encounters with asteroids 
give astronomers a rare but excellent 
opportunity to study the near-Earth 
objects with their telescopes. By track-
ing an asteroid as it passes near, we 
can refine our understanding of its 
orbit, determine its shape, surface and 
rotational behaviour, and even see if it 
has any of its own moons.

The data are collected by bounc-
ing microwave signals at the asteroid 
and analysing them on their return 
to Earth. This method allows us to re-
solve surface features down to details 
about 4 m across.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF GALAXIES 
This Friday (30th January), the third 
of the Darwin College lecture series 
will be “The development of galaxies”, 
given by Richard Ellis from Caltech.

The lecture starts at 5.30pm in 
the Lady Mitchell Hall on Sidgwick 
Avenue—but arrive early if you want a 
seat in the main hall, rather than the 
overflow space.

Other things that caught our eye


