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INTRODUCTION
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Do you look up at the night sky and wonder? If you do, then this book is for you, and every member of your family, young and old. It’s for your friends, aunts and uncles, parents and grandchildren, neighbours and colleagues. Even your cat or dog – if they could read, that is.


There are billions of humans on this planet, and only a tiny fraction of us understand and enjoy the night sky, or even remember it’s there sometimes. I wrote this book to enable and encourage more people to look up and understand as much or as little as we want to about what can be seen in the dark night above. I want everyone to delight in this aspect of the natural world a little more, and to feel the benefits to our health and wellbeing of picking up the stargazing habit.


Starting young


I started my own stargazing journey at a very early age really, as a toddler in a rural Oxfordshire village with amazing dark skies. My grandparents lived just two or three doors away from my home. Because of that, my parents and grandparents would go from house to house most days. We’d often have dinner later in the evening at their house, and when we’d return home the sky would be filled with stars on a clear night. Luckily, our small village had no streetlights.


I was amazed by the night sky and nature in general, and my parents and grandparents would encourage this, making up stories about the stars for me. They weren’t astronomers themselves, but they did their best to nurture my enthusiasm. I also remember lots of travelling to visit family as a child, and I would be stuck in the back of the car really late at night going home and just gazing out the window, watching Orion up above. I think I witnessed my first shooting stars on a trip like that.


As I grew up, I was always drawn to science fiction in books and magazines, and on the television. I think the key moment for me was actually Star Wars in 1977, when I was about six years old. My mind was totally blown away because I could look up into the night sky and to me, this stuff was going on for real up there, out there.


It was these thoughts that made me feel wow, this is brilliant. I enjoyed a lot of the TV programmes, such as Tomorrow’s World, The Sky at Night and Space: 1999. Astronomy came from my interest in both science fiction and science. Growing up in the 70s and 80s, every science fiction TV programme would tell you that by 2021 we would be flying around the universe.


And these things fired me up – I was looking to the future. As a child, the future was bright according to programmes like Tomorrow’s World. But as I got older, I became more realistic about science. I was interested in technology, but also natural science – geology, the world at large, and the universe, space and astronomy.


As an adult, I became involved with astronomy groups. I have written articles for well-known online astronomy magazines and have provided content for the web and TV. I do group guided Night Sky Tours for prominent organisations such as the National Trust, and many other stargazing related activities. I have run a popular website for the past ten years and have a massive following on my VirtualAstro channels on social media.


Astronomy for real people


It was actually when I met one of the key presenters of Tomorrow’s World, Maggie Philbin, who got me to where I am. About 12 years ago, I met Maggie at an International Year of Astronomy event. This was one of my childhood idols, talking to me. Once I stopped being starstruck, we had a great discussion and she introduced me to Twitter. My Twitter journey started as I wanted to encourage a new way of looking at science and astronomy. I thought that the traditional astronomy scene could be quite stuffy and unappealing for the general public. Astronomy events felt awkward and formal, and I loved talking to normal people who didn’t know anything, and who would look up and ask the obvious questions: ‘Where do I see this? What time can I do that?’ That is why you often find me doing guided tours to groups on the side of a windswept hill, on a theatre stage or online – talking stars with normal people who just want to know more.


My brain is not mathematically built like professional astronomers. My interests are in a natural form of astronomy rather than the depths of astrophysics. I think my major passion is the actual beauty of the night sky, and what is to be seen in the motion of the sky as it changes with the months. And I see that this is what people are generally most interested in.


Astronomy is a fascinating and rewarding activity but people often tell me that they think it involves a lot of maths and physics and that it’s ‘not for them’, that it’s inaccessible for those with just a casual interest, or who aren’t scientifically or technically minded. I’m here to prove you wrong. We won’t be doing any of that stuff in this book – we don’t need it to be able to find and view an astonishing array of celestial offerings.


No equipment required


Historically, astronomy has always been viewed as rather elitist: the domain of academics, scholars, school kids and retired old men with lots of time and money – construed as something not for everyday people. The night sky can certainly be confusing. There is lots to see, and much of it looks chaotic and random. But I want stargazing to be accessible to everyone in the way that, in a sense, it always has been – with the naked eye.


Many of us just enjoy looking up at the night sky and taking it all in. Some look up in the dark to wish, to dream, to get creative or simply to relax. There are countless emotions and thoughts, all different and personal to each stargazer, but there are so many, many questions.


So I have written this book to answer many of these questions and to show you that you don’t have to be a scientist or a grade A student at school to enjoy, navigate and understand the night sky. Stargazing isn’t hard, and I want it to be enjoyable and fun.


The reward for spending a few hours reading The Secret World of Stargazing is that you will be able to navigate your way around the night sky, and in doing so will find yourself more in tune with the seasons, the planet and the nature around you.


It’s not just about stargazing; it’s also about you. Being outside at night taking in the sights of the universe is an awe-inspiring, invigorating, uplifting and soothing experience – unique for everyone. This is an opportunity to enrich yourselves by doing something wholesome, interesting, fun and good for you and for the planet, with your whole family or friends.


Together, we will learn how to understand the night sky’s motion and movement, to identify some of the most prominent stars, and learn the more familiar constellations (the shapes in the sky) to help you navigate your way around the sky using these as signposts.


I’ll tell you when and where to look for planets, meteor showers, the International Space Station and other things that mysteriously appear and move in the sky, all in an easy-to-understand and non-technical manner. The Secret World of Stargazing is not an academic textbook, nor is it technical or heavy-going. No prior knowledge is needed.


Astronomy is a rich, varied and fascinating subject that you can study at your own pace. With this book, you’ll become a competent stargazer, and this is an excellent stepping-stone into the world of astronomy and scientific study if you want to learn more. You’ll also learn to relax and quiet your mind as you stargaze.


So, let’s take our first steps to enjoy and understand the stars together.









Chapter One


STARGAZING IS GOOD FOR YOU
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When I get onto my soapbox about how stargazing is one of the simplest and most magical activities you can embark on to strengthen your mental wellbeing, some people ask, ‘How can that be? Don’t you just look up?’


But there’s more than that to watching the stars in so many ways. The sounds, the smells and the very act of standing, sitting or lying outside and stargazing are refreshing and rewarding. In this chapter, I want to share one of stargazing’s biggest secrets: how it can make us all feel better, happier and more at ease with ourselves.


Wellbeing is one of those buzz words you hear a lot nowadays. More and more of us seek out rich and varied ways of being healthier, living longer and feeling happier. Common ways to do this might involve taking up a sport, exercising outdoors or going to the gym. We try to get out in nature more – especially in the warmer months – with walking, jogging and open swimming popular pastimes. Often, we look for the means to bring stillness and calm into our over-busy and demanding modern world, to carve out time for ourselves and let our minds unwind in a good book, hobby or even computer game. The list of possibilities is endless … but you rarely see astronomy or stargazing on the list. Why is that?


Just stop and stare


Stargazing is the part of astronomy we can all enjoy. I think that the main reason astronomy is overlooked as an enriching and healthy outdoor pastime is because it is traditionally seen as a science – and educational, so is largely disregarded as a health and wellbeing opportunity. But stargazing, once you strip away the heavy-going astronomy, science and technical bits that can turn people off, is refreshingly fun and so very easy.


One of the things I love most, though, is that you need nothing to get started. Of course, many do study it professionally and buy extensive equipment to help develop their interest (I talk about telescopes and other paraphernalia later in the book). There is no requirement to buy equipment though, to find time in a hectic schedule, buy a subscription, arrange childcare or a pal to go with, or wear a certain outfit (though warm clothing will often come in handy). You can bring a comfy chair to sit on but a patch of grass to sit or lie on is just fine too – or some people lie on their trampoline. You can take or invest as little or as much time as you like, on whatever night of the week fits into your life. You don’t need any prior knowledge or skills. Your only requirement is a clear sky. It’s just you with nature. That’s it.


The natural world/nature


Birdwatching is a popular hobby that encourages people to venture out in nature, to explore the world around us, take in lots of fresh air and enjoy a relaxing experience. Similarly, gardening is a common pastime in the great outdoors, inspiring us to learn about plants and the earth (and studies show the broad health benefits of getting our hands into the soil). Why don’t we associate those same benefits with stargazing?


The night sky is an integral part of the natural world. Just as the land around us reflects the changing of the seasons, the circle of life and the passing of time, so too do the stars above.


It’s yet another way to connect with Mother Nature, plus it also involves the magic of darkness.


Night-time is something special – different smells, different sounds and a new view of everyday surroundings. As our senses sharpen, the everyday demands of life diminish. For many, it is the time when children sleep, emails stop pinging and we are able to disconnect from our worldly problems. Finally, we have time to stop and look. To be present in our environment, and to explore what time outdoors means to us.


Life in perspective


I call stargazing a ‘band aid for the soul’: it has the same effect as sitting on a beach and staring at the ocean’s waves, or walking through a deep green forest. The environment washes over you and it alters your state of mind, as well as calming your breathing and heart rate – helping you to relax and to relieve tension. It brings clarity, and knocks back the noise and the anxiety; the day’s stress is washed away in the starlight as you look up and let your mind wander.


There’s a passion for ‘slow living’ at present and stargazing represents that desire to move away from our ‘everything now’ culture, to increase our awareness of the here and now as we observe the skies, searching out constellations. Looking up fills us with unadulterated awe – we have no negative associations or fears of the night sky, and following the stars and learning about them gives us a clear sense of our permanency in the world, and our sense of place. Frustrations, grievances and struggles are pushed further away as we immerse ourselves in the immediacy of the night sky.


I notice the effects when I do my Sky Tours with the National Trust. I have up to 40 people – adults and children – at the event, and at the beginning everyone’s a little anxious. There are questions about the night and people are waving their torches around; children are running around and being noisy. But I’ve noticed that, after a while, everyone relaxes. They ask deeper questions. Even the children are calmer, looking up and enjoying themselves, not running around.


Stargazing doesn’t just help your mental health either. Ongoing stress and poor mental health are damaging for your physical body, and can contribute to health issues such as high blood pressure, heart problems, diabetes and other illnesses. Like meditation and mindfulness, I want to prescribe half an hour of stargazing every single night.


Some have told me that stargazing makes them feel like they do when they stroke a kitten. Others have compared it to relaxing in a hot bath, but without the hot water and tub. (But if you want to lie in a bathtub and look at the stars in your garden, go ahead.) It draws you into the present moment like a meditation/mindfulness session, as you embrace the dark, the night environment and zone out from daily life.


Recent times


I have heard many share their stargazing experiences and how much it has helped their health and wellbeing, both via social media and face-to-face. From people reminiscing about fond memories of camping under the stars or lying on a beach on holiday and observing the night sky, to those walking home from a night out who ended up spending hours gazing upwards as something above grabbed their attention. All expressed immense feelings of peace, awe, contentment and curiosity.


The benefits for our mental health became overwhelmingly evident while we were all in lockdown during the Coronavirus pandemic. It was a tough time. The health and wellbeing of a lot of people were impacted.


As most places were out of bounds and closed, and mixing outside of your own household was also restricted, many families were forced to find alternative ways to entertain themselves. It was a hot spring and summer for many, so people ventured outside into their gardens, back yards and any outdoor space they could find.


And something happened, something profound. On those warm summer evenings, people started to look up! The Sun would set, and the stars would come out. The sky’s pollution had cleared with much less traffic on the roads than usual, and the universe presented itself to everyone in all its beauty and splendour.


People from all walks of life were captivated for the first time. It was a seismic shift for astronomy and stargazing. I don’t believe there have been so many people looking up at the night sky in recent times. As a result of this new perspective, and the opportunity to explore the heavens above, many saw the Milky Way stretched across the sky for the first time and faint streams of newly launched internet satellites traversing the darkness like a celestial string of pearls. They tried to distinguish the brightest stars in the sky and looked for planets visible with the naked eye, while noting that what appeared above them moved as the seasons changed, and that stars and celestial objects came in varying shades and brightness. The International Space Station mesmerised as it passed over, many waving to the astronauts on board. The planets shone, and shooting stars sparkled. We saw new objects for the first time; there was even a rise in UFO sightings and reports.


Due to this almost overnight mass interest, people wanted to find out more. My own social media channels expanded hugely in less than a month. Everyone wanted to know what they were viewing with their naked eye, and what they could look for next. Questions and requests for guidance kept coming in. Lockdown made us grateful for any nature on our doorstep, and the clear skies were right there.


And with that was the sheer volume of people expressing how good the night sky and stargazing made them feel. Doctors and nurses who had been working hard in intensive care wards were telling me how soothing and mentally relaxing looking up at the night sky was for them after long shifts. Those struggling with stress and grief found themselves able to think more clearly and pull themselves out of the darkness and back into the light by looking at the stars.


Families were able to bond over this new activity, it engaged all ages and generations and the lack of skills and learning needed meant that no one was excluded. A friend of mine started stargazing with their teenager during exam time. They found that time sitting in darkness, in near silence, together for half an hour each night helped hugely to settle both their whirring minds and levels of stress.


I, like many other people, enjoy many activities that help make me calmer, healthier and happier, but stargazing is the big one that ticks all the boxes. It’s at the top of my must-haves for my mental health. I feel the benefits as soon as I relax into the night sky.


Sparking creativity


People also tell me how watching the sky boosts their creativity and helps them with their thoughts. Since humans have looked up at the night sky, it has sparked imagination and innovation, religion, literature and art – from the early hunter gatherers spreading across the world through to the earliest civilisations, such as the Mesopotamians (located in modern day Iraq). Depictions of constellations such as Orion have been found on 30,000-year-old mammoth tusks, and one of the most famous astronomical landmarks – Stonehenge – was built over 5,000 years ago. Indeed, astronomy is the oldest of the natural sciences and was developed to an advanced level by the ancient Greeks. We still use much of what they understood and mapped today. Those who explored and expanded our understanding later are household names: Copernicus, Galileo, Kepler and Newton.


The night sky has always fired our thought processes – and the calming views help me open my mind and concentrate. Sometimes you don’t even have to focus, ideas or thoughts just present themselves. It makes me think of famous writers and creatives in history who would take themselves off on retreat to shut out the rest of the world and use the tranquil environment to allow their natural creativity the space and time it needed. The night sky has the same function.


Learning about the stars at your own pace is rewarding also. Learning new things or finding out about stuff we have an interest in fills us with good feelings. Trying new experiences and pushing our brains into new habits is invigorating, challenging and, from that, comes the gratifying sense of pay-off as we gain new skills and knowledge.


You’re in charge


You can, of course, take stargazing as lightly or as seriously as you wish. Some may want to see a few well-known constellations or locate a particular star, or just want to take it all in and enjoy the view. Others will want to hone their skills and knowledge by venturing deeper into the world of astronomy and beyond. You may think about investing in some equipment. It’s entirely up to you. Those who haven’t done it before will tell you how they soon become hooked and wanted to learn more. However you decide to stargaze, it’s such a fascinating and accessible hobby with which to energise and stretch your brain.


Now that I’ve convinced you what a difference exploring the night sky can make to your life, it is time for us to take our first steps to understanding and enjoying the stars and the wonders within, learning how to enjoy and understand their scale and movement. We will tune in to the sights, sounds and smells of the night and immerse ourselves into the natural world and beyond.


Remember that the key is to enjoy yourself; there’s no test at the end. See! It’s making you feel more relaxed already, so let us begin.
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