
 

How to see stars and tackle light pollution in
your own backyard

November 11 2019, by Daniel Brown

  
 

  

Credit: Dean Gnjidic from Pexels

The dark skies of the great outdoors help people to see the wonders of
space, either with the naked eye or using telescopes. That's why
observatories are usually placed in high altitudes or remote locations,
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where there's often outstanding natural beauty and little light pollution.

A report commissioned by the UK government recommended that every
school child should be given the opportunity to spend a night under the
stars in such places.

In my research I've noticed the awe and wonder that young people feel
while watching the stars in dark sky sites such as the stone circle at
Callanish in Scotland. The stones here are made from Lewisian
Gneiss—the oldest rock in Britain—formed three billion years ago and
erected by people more than 5,000 years ago. Here, the immensity of
time and our universe can be felt in every fiber of the body.

Exploring the night sky in a national park could be a transformative
experience for both young and old. They might see the dust lanes of the
Milky Way galaxy for the first time, stretching across the night sky.
Learning that this band is made from millions of stars, each not too
different to our sun, gives us a new appreciation of the universe and our
place within it.

Perhaps they might spot the closest galaxy to ours—Andromeda, 2.5m 
light years away—and marvel at how the light they're seeing set off just
before our species walked the Earth.
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/833726/landscapes-review-final-report.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-49781600
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-49781600
https://arxiv.org/abs/1011.5186
https://phys.org/tags/young+people/
https://phys.org/tags/stars/
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/visit-a-place/places/calanais-standing-stones/
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/visit-a-place/places/calanais-standing-stones/
http://ecosensing.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/A-critical-pedagogy-of-place.pdf
http://ecosensing.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/A-critical-pedagogy-of-place.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/light+years/
http://humanorigins.si.edu/evidence/human-fossils/species/homo-habilis


 

  

School children aged ten to 11 on a summer school exploring a stone circle,
Arbor Low in the Peak District National Park, UK. Credit: D Brown & T
Sherwood, Author provided

The sky at home

But protecting dark sky sites in national parks is only half the story. It's a
shame that light pollution means these wonderful experiences are only
possible far from home. Connecting everyone with the wonders of the
universe should be taken up where people live.

In the UK the Dark Sky Discovery partnership—a network of astronomy
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https://phys.org/tags/light+pollution/


 

and environmental groups—has developed dark sky discovery sites that
offer safe and accessible stargazing in towns and cities. Urban parks are
often perfect for this if the lighting can be reduced and shielded.

Outside of these sites, there are many things that stargazers can do to see
more of the night sky close to home, like picking somewhere away from
direct street light or switching off outdoor security lights. Turning off all
the lights in the house can make a big difference to how much of the
night sky is visible from outside.

  
 

  

Finding chart to locate the Andromeda Galaxy as seen from a dark sky discovery
site, Surprise View, in the Peak District National Park, UK. Credit: Daniel
Brown/Stellarium, Author provided
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https://phys.org/tags/environmental+groups/
https://www.darkskydiscovery.org.uk/dark-sky-discovery-sites/map.html


 

The brightest objects in the solar system, such as Jupiter, Saturn, Venus
and the moon, are still visible in cities. But these simple steps to limit
light pollution near your home can make it possible to see more stars and
even some of the brightest constellations. It's possible to spot and track
these objects from night to night and understand the pattern of their
movements.

Noticing how the moon seemingly changes shape and color while rising,
setting and moving through the surrounding stars from night to night is a
memorable experience. The regular crazes around super moons suggest
that people have sadly forgotten the nightly pleasure of tracking the
moon.

It's still nearly always possible to find the Plough on a clear night in the
northern hemisphere. The two stars at its back—opposite the handle and
known as the pointer stars—can also help people locate the pole star,
which gives the direction of north. But, it's interesting to remember that
this is only a coincidence. Over thousands of years the Earth's axis
tumbles and points to many different stars that become, in each of their
era, the new pole star.
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Surprise View in daylight – a dark sky site in the Peak District National Park,
UK. Credit: Daniel Brown, Author provided
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The night sky in Nottingham at 1am, November 7 2019. The pole star is the
centre of the clock and the two pointer stars of the plough are the hour hand.
This is a 24-hour clock that rotates anti-clockwise. First you need to read off the
hour and then you will need to correct the time for your date. Every week after
March 7 deduct half an hour or two hours per month. Here the time is initially
17:00 but needs correcting: eight months after March 7 means subtracting 16
hours. This results in 1:00 or 1 am. Credit: Adapted from ‘The Walker’s Guide to
Outdoor Clues and Signs’ by Tristan Gooley. Daniel Brown

You can even tell the time using the position of the pointer stars in the
Plough, as if the whole constellation were a giant clock with the pole star
at the center.

Spotting Orion is also simple enough when looking for his belt—three
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https://www.amazon.co.uk/Walkers-Guide-Outdoor-Clues-Signs/dp/1444780107
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Walkers-Guide-Outdoor-Clues-Signs/dp/1444780107


 

bright stars in a line. Looking below the belt reveals three much fainter
stars forming the sword. The object at the middle of this is not a star, but
the Orion Nebula—a cosmic nursery of new stars.

Local action on light pollution—by people in their homes or local
councils dimming and reducing non-essential lighting in parks—might
seem small in scale, but the results can be impressive.
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https://phys.org/tags/light/


 

  

A finding chart including only the brightest stars in the constellation of Orion,
many of which can be typically seen in towns away from direct light. Credit:
Daniel Brown/Stellarium
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While dark sky sites remind us of how beautiful the night sky is, 
bringing that opportunity back to where most people live could broaden
the appeal of stargazing to those who've never tried it before. School
trips to these places are still a wonderful idea, but allowing children and
their families to experience the majesty of space in their own
neighborhood could connect them to the stars for life.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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