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IRA FLATOW:  This is Science Friday. I'm Ira Flatow. When New Horizons whizzed past Pluto last 
summer, it sent back wonderful pictures of the planet, or the dwarf planet as you wish. 
 
Remember that cold, icy heart that stretched across the Plutonian surface? Beautiful stuff. But those 
pictures were only the beginning of a huge trove of data trickling through space back to Earth. 
We only received the last of that data a month ago and more than a year after the flyby happened. 
And this week, scientists announced that something strange may be lurking under that icy heart. 
Sophie Bushwick is here to talk about that. She's senior editor at Popular Science here in New York. 
Welcome back, Sophie. 
 
SOPHIE BUSHWICK:  Thanks. 
 
FLATOW:  Something strange in the neighborhood going on there? 
 
BUSHWICK: In Pluto? 
 
FLATOW:  In Pluto. 
 
BUSHWICK:  Yeah. It's really interesting. So the whole western part of the heart is this area called 
Sputnik Planitia. It's this enormous basin formed from an impact that then filled up with ice. And 
researchers have realized that since it's formation, it's moved about 750 miles away from its original 
location, and it's moved over to align with the tidal axis  of Pluto. 
 
This is the point where the pull from Pluto's largest moon is strongest. It's been dragged over there 
by this force, and it's also, as it moved, drag the whole crust  of Pluto with it. So Pluto's almost rolled 
over. 
 
FLATOW:  Wow. 
 
BUSHWICK:  And they think that one of the things that facilitated this movement was the existence 
of a subsurface ocean . 
 
FLATOW: There's, under all that, is an underwater ocean? 
 
BUSHWICK:  Yeah. Under the crust, there's like a slushy, liquid-y ocean, which is really surprising, 
because Pluto shouldn't be warm enough to support an ocean like that. 
 
FLATOW: How so then it must be warm enough right? 
 
BUSHWICK:  Yeah, must be. 
 
FLATOW:  Something going on under there keep it melted? 
 
BUSHWICK: Yeah. 

WWW.SCIENCEFRIDAY.COM 

http://www.sciencefriday.com/episodes/november-18-2016/


 

 
FLATOW:  Something, who knows? 
 
BUSHWICK:  Something that's going to give them a lot more to delve into that makes them happy to 
have the New Horizons data. 
 
FLATOW:  And yeah, who thought when they did this, when they launched this probe to Pluto, we'd 
find all this kind of stuff? 
 
BUSHWICK:  It's really amazing, because they found this by looking at fault lines on the surface. The 
fault lines look cracks in the surface ice-- those were the things that indicated to them that this 
Sputnik Planitia area had moved, and it also suggests that what they think happened is in order for it 
to move, it probably was because it's heavier there than the rest of the surface. That's why that 
heavy area got gravitationally drawn to the tidal axis. So that could be because when it formed a 
basin-- early in its formation, it was a basin-- the ocean beneath the surface pushed up into a bulge 
underneath that basin, because there was less weight on top of it there. And that bulge increased 
the weight in the area and dragged it over. 
 
FLATOW:  Wow. So much stuff coming back from there. Great photos. All this data. 
 
BUSHWICK:  It's really exciting. 
 
FLATOW:  We have to look at that planet-- minor planet-- 
 
BUSHWICK:  Dwarf planet? 
 
FLATOW:  Dwarf-- OK. 
 
BUSHWICK:  There's always going to be someone who will fight you on the name. 
 
FLATOW: That's true. Sophie Bushwick, a senior editor with Popular Science here in New York. 
Always good to have you. Thanks for joining us. 
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