The Northern Lights
The Northern Lights, or Aurora Borealis to give them their correct name, are a natural light show that can be seen around the North Pole. They begin when large numbers of electrically charged particles, known as solar wind, stream in towards the Earth at high speed along its magnetic field and collide with the highest air particles. The air lights up and the resulting colours depend on which gases are present. The yellow-green colour comes from oxygen and is the most frequent colour seen; red results from a combination of oxygen and nitrogen; violet is due to nitrogen.
The charged particles come from the sun and the aurora appears (or does not appear) depending on weather conditions on the sun. The aurora is only seen at the Poles (Aurora Australis at the South Pole) because the rest of the earth is protected by its magnetic field. At the Poles, the solar wind can interact with the Earth's atmosphere. The lights can be seen in Alaska, Greenland, Sweden and Norway; they have even been seen in the northern UK.
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The lights are seen in a ring around the Pole; this ring is called the auroral oval. It expands to cover a greater area when more particles travel from the sun. The usual height of the aurora is over 40 miles, but the lights have even been seen 600 miles above the Earth - this is higher than space shuttles fly.

Many years ago, before this natural phenomenon was understood, people often created stories to explain the lights. In Norway, they believed the northern lights were old maids, dancing and waving. During the Viking period, they were thought to be reflections from dead maidens. The Eskimos in Greenland and northern Canada believed the aurora was the kingdom of the dead and when the lights changed quickly it meant that the dead were trying to contact their living relatives. Many Native Americans believed that they could conjure up ghosts and spirits by whistling to the lights. A tale from Denmark is that the northern lights were caused by swans flying so far north that they were caught in the ice; each flap of their wings caused reflections which created the aurora. During medieval times the northern lights were thought to be an omen of disaster, wars or plagues. Thankfully today, we can simply admire their beauty.
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