Explain Like I'm 10

What is the Oort Cloud?
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Far beyond Pluto, much further than you might imagine, there's an enormous shell of
frozen chunks surrounding our entire solar system like a cosmic snow globe. This is
the Oort Cloud, named after the Dutch astronomer Jan Oort who figured out it must
exist in 1950.

A Cosmic Deep Freeze

The Oort Cloud contains billions—possibly trillions—of icy objects, each one a mixture
of frozen water, carbon dioxide, methane, and rocky dust. These aren't proper planets
or even large asteroids. Most are probably no bigger than a mountain, though some

might be the size of a small country.

Think of the Oort Cloud like the peel of an orange, if the orange were our solar
system. The peel would be incredibly thick—thousands of times thicker than the

orange itself—and filled with countless tiny ice cubes floating in the darkness.

These icy chunks are the leftover building materials from when our solar system
formed 4.6 billion years ago. When the planets were still taking shape, their gravity
flung these bits and pieces far out into space, where they've been quietly orbiting the

Sun ever since.

Where Comets Come From

Every now and then, something disturbs one of these frozen objects—perhaps the
gravity of a passing star, or even the gentle tug of the galaxy itself. The object gets
knocked out of its distant orbit and begins a long journey toward the inner solar

system.

As it gets closer to the Sun, the ice starts to melt and creates that brilliant glowing
tail we see in comets. Famous comets like Hale-Bopp and Hyakutake came from the
Oort Cloud, travelling for thousands of years before putting on their spectacular light

shows for us.

Invisible and Immense



Here's the remarkable thing: nobody has ever actually seen the Oort Cloud directly.
It's far too distant and its objects are far too small and dark. We know it exists
because of the comets it sends our way—they're like postcards from the edge of our

solar system.

The cloud stretches out to nearly 100,000 times the distance between Earth and the
Sun. If you could somehow travel there, our Sun would look like just another star in
the sky, barely brighter than the others. It's a cold, lonely place where temperatures

hover around -268°C, just a few degrees above absolute zero.
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