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Go out and look at the stars





JUST BY LOOKING UP at the night sky you can see objects that are a hundred times as big as the sun. You can see, across quintillions of miles, stars in the process of colliding, exploding, or being born out of dust. And the light you see, in the case of the furthest stars, was emitted before mankind even existed.


Is it conceivable anyone would want to stay indoors while all this was going on?


You don’t need a telescope. With your own naked eye you can get to know the colours, sizes and personalities of the stars; you can explore the trail of gas and stars at the edge of our galaxy that we call the Milky Way; see other galaxies such as Andromeda or the Large Magellanic Cloud; track the movements of the planets; and spot comets, asteroids, meteors, and our own man-made star, the International Space Station. It’s even possible for amateurs to make a contribution to space science – a large proportion of all supernovae (massively-exploding stars) are discovered by amateurs. 


Light pollution is a problem in towns and cities, but there are still great swathes of darkness away from urban centres. The truly dark places make for spectacular viewing.


Gazing at the stars is a humbling but also exhilarating experience. And it’s free! 




[image: ]






















2


Keep a diary – but only one sentence a day





MANY PEOPLE KEEP LONG and detailed diaries, and some famous people even publish them. Tony Benn has published his diaries in several volumes, beginning in the 1940s – which means he is now writing his diary knowing it will eventually be published. (Tony, this is not a diary, this is autobiography.)


The diary is a rather daunting commitment, requiring you to set aside a part of your day, every day, to detail what has happened to you and what it all means. Because of this it is difficult to keep up.


But what about a diary that is not a chore at all? That is over almost before it has begun? That is fun?


This is the one-sentence diary.


Writing one sentence a day is a simple way to reflect on the current state of your life. It is brief, concentrated, self-contained. It can record a single major event, an insight, a plan. Or none of these. If you open the diary and your mind is a blank, you can just write ‘My mind is a blank,’ and snap it shut. 


More likely you will find that the removal of the obligation to ‘keep a diary’ will allow you the freedom to write something truly meaningful.
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Meter your energy use with a smart meter





A SMART METER is a portable device, about as big as an alarm clock, that runs on batteries and can be placed anywhere around the home. It has a readout showing exactly how much electrical energy is being consumed throughout the house at any one time. The readout can be set to show the number of kilowatts used per minute, hour, day, year and so on, or alternatively how much your electricity usage is costing in money or contributing to carbon dioxide emissions (per minute, hour, day, year, etc.). By turning various devices off and on – such as light bulbs, heaters or kettles – you can see in real time how much energy you are consuming, and adjust your devices – and your expenditure – accordingly.


Smart meters are not free, but the new parsimony you develop will certainly cover the cost several times over.
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Give up your car





FOR MANY PEOPLE, giving up their car is impractical – they need it to commute to work. Or they live in the country where there is no reliable public transport.


But for others, who only make short journeys, and who live and work in towns, giving up their car might make a lot of sense.


Consider: a car costs about £700 a year in road tax, insurance, government checks, repairs, maintenance, parking permits and parking tickets. This is without the cost of fuel, or, indeed, the cost of the car. Why not consider the alternatives?


For example: you can cycle. You can join a car club and pay for the car only when you need it. You can car-share or car-pool. You can go places by taxi (£700 plus the cost of a car and fuel will buy a lot of taxi rides). You can go by public transport. You can do a combination of all or any of these.


In Kurt Vonnegut’s novel Breakfast of Champions, alien beings look down on our planet and try to determine its dominant life-form. Eventually they decide it must be the car.
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Get up earlier





IT IS GENERALLY AGREED that six to eight hours sleep out of the twenty-four is about right. Let’s call it seven hours on average.


But which seven?


If you go to bed late, say at midnight, your seven hours will mean you get up at seven o’clock. This will mean, if you have to go to work, that you have just enough time to get dressed, shaved, etc., before you leave the house; if you have children you will have just enough time to get the children up and out of the door.
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But what about going to bed earlier and getting up earlier?


A bedtime at 10.30 means rising at 5.30 – or, if you need less sleep, even earlier.


Getting up earlier brings definite benefits. After waking and dressing you have an appreciable amount of time to yourself before you need do anything at all. This is not, as evenings tend to be, time filled with TV, alcohol and computers, but time filled with an unearthly quiet. At 5.30 a.m. the world is very still, even in town. You can use the time to meditate, to watch the sun rise, to go for a walk, to write something in your one-sentence diary, to read a chapter of a book, to do some uninterrupted work with a clear head, or to check on your sunflowers. When the working day starts you will feel calm, relaxed, prepared, and energized.
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Sketch your relatives – it’s better than photos





PHOTOS ARE FINE but a portrait reveals two souls – the model’s and the artist’s.


A photograph is an object mediated by a camera. While photos can be very evocative, they can never achieve the immediacy, the humanity, of a drawing or painting.
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Most photographs are not ‘art’; and yet the meanest sketch is ‘art’. A sketch is an exploration.


Most people who draw portraits agree that it is best not to work from photos. If you do, what you will get is really nothing more than a copy of a photo. Draw from life and your work has to be fast and spontaneous. This is more likely to catch something of the essence of the person. If you are lucky or persistent, it could be something extraordinary.


If your drawing/sketching skills are not everything they could be, and stick-men are your limit, Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain by Betty Edwards is highly recommended. In it she shows how a person can dramatically improve their skills by letting the intuitive side of the brain take over.
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Treasure your precious human body





‘PRECIOUS HUMAN BODY’ is a concept in Tibetan Buddhism. It draws attention to the marvel of the temporary and fallible bodily vehicle we inhabit.


We live in a paradoxical world. Western society is very body-conscious, and yet the body is remarkably unappreciated. No-one goes up to their friends and says, ‘I hear you have great liver function,’ or ‘Nice spleen.’


We compound our ignorance and lack of appreciation with an active hostility to our own bodies. We abuse our bodies because it is easy. We take drugs. We fail to stay fit. We eat the wrong things.


Of course, this weakness is human.


But perhaps, whenever we have a dark moment and think ‘what’s the point of exercising?’ or ‘I could do with cigarette’ we might find it useful to remember:


Precious Human Body. 
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Go on an archaeological dig





THE GOOD THING ABOUT archaeological digs is that the people who run them are always desperate for free labour. This sets them apart from other scientists – such as the ones who sequence genes or run particle accelerators.


Archaeology is also unlike other sciences in that it tends to involve whole communities. It is often a public activity, conducted in the midst of life. There are even digs with activities for children.


The best way to get involved is probably to contact your local university: most university archaeology departments have programmes that welcome volunteers. Or go to the library or look online, where entire archaeological holidays are available. 


You will normally have to find the funds to travel to the site and pay for your own sustenance and accommodation while you are there – but you’d have to do that if you stayed at home.


Archaeological volunteers were present at the unearthing of the longship at Sutton Hoo; at the exploration of the lower levels of the Coliseum in Rome; and at the uncovering of the ruins of Chichen Itza in Mexico. It’s hard to think of another science where unskilled enthusiasts are present at the moment when our knowledge of the world is enlarged.
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Write a letter to your future self







Dear Future Self,


I sit here today obscurely troubled. I have problems at work, the children are a constant source of worry, I am fat and unfit, and I am getting older by the minute.
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