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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK




Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.



Look out for linked text (which is underlined and/or in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.
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INTRODUCTION




I WAS ABOUT TEN years old the first time I looked through a telescope. What I saw that night was a vision that had somehow transported me through space to an alien world, a real alien world. Set against the velvety blackness of space, almost leaping out at me in glorious 3D, was the planet Saturn. I had seen pictures in books and on television, but to see it for real, well, I can only tell you that it set a fire burning deep inside me and that fire is still burning strong and pure, because I still look at the night sky with a childlike wonder. The crazy thing is that I have seen Saturn countless times since, but not once has it seemed as incredible as it did that night. The reality is it probably has looked as good if not better, and I certainly have better equipment now than I did then, but it was the excitement and joy of seeing it for the first time which gave it an extra sparkle.

Since then I have been lucky enough to introduce other people to Saturn and the other planets, and always get a real joy from seeing their reaction. For a few, they will have had their curiosity satisfied and may never look through a telescope again, but for most it sets them off on a journey to learn more about the Universe and to try to find their own way around the sky. It is a journey that can be quite daunting at the outset and while the thought of navigating around the sky or choosing your first telescope might fill you with dread now, I will make sure that before very long you are hopping around the sky like a pro. Over the years, I have helped hundreds of people get started in astronomy and have seen them progress, but unfortunately I cannot be there to help you in person. Do not panic, though – this book includes everything you need to know. Along the way I will give you loads of little hints and tips that I have picked up over the years, so I can still be your companion and guide you through your early stargazing experiences.
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Saturn – the sixth planet from the Sun and the object that has inspired my journey to explore the night sky.
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Through this book, I will help you get started on your exploration of the Universe and all its wonders.



As you will see in Chapter 3, one of the most common questions I get asked by those new to the subject is: ‘What telescope should I buy?’ My answer to them is always the same: do not rush out and spend your hard-earned cash until you know which type of telescope best suits your interests. A friend of mine decided – against my advice, I hasten to add – to spend thousands of pounds on a telescope before they actually knew how to use one. Sure enough, they got frustrated with it and ended up selling it and losing a few hundred pounds in the process! It is a big decision and one that deserves thought and research, so make sure you read the chapter carefully before heading out to buy your first telescope.

As you work your way through this book, you will find it structured to take you through learning the essential skills that you will need as an astronomer. The first chapter, for example, starts with the basics and teaches you how the sky moves and how you can hop among the stars, slowly homing in on your target. The focus for the rest of the chapter is on a number of other background subjects such as keeping warm, the weather, even a little bit about time, and while I know you will want to get started, time spent here will give you a great foundation to build from. Do not forget, too, that many of the concepts and discoveries that underpin modern astronomy were made before telescopes were invented: the size of the Earth, the distance to the Moon, the passage of time, and even a rough idea of the layout of the Universe!

The rest of the book looks at extending your new-found skills to more advanced techniques, but while we go through the chapters there are some other things you can do to get yourself started. A great way to learn and get further advice and information is to join your local astronomical society. There are hundreds of groups of like-minded people up and down the country, and for the cost of the annual membership you will not only have access to friendly advice but you will also more than likely forge some new lifelong friendships with others with whom you can enjoy the glory of the Universe. It is worth subscribing to astronomy magazines too, because these monthly publications are a great way of keeping up to date with news and events in the world of astronomy. Along with the news and events sections you will find information about things you can see in the night sky for the coming months, second-hand equipment sales, equipment reviews and all sorts of other great information. Social media sites are also a great source of advice and information. I love using Twitter to share information around – you can find me as @PeoplesAstro and if you get stuck you can always ping me a message and I will do my best to respond.
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Local astronomical societies are a great place to get help and advice. Attending their group observing sessions and star parties can add a lot of fun to an otherwise solitary activity. This image showing the Milky Way was taken in the United States at the Okie-Tex Star Party near Black Mesa, Oklahoma.



Whether looking at the sky with just your eyes or later through a telescope, you, like me, may find one of the most inspiring things is understanding the nature of the objects you are looking at. In the closing chapters of this book I concentrate on explaining a little about the science behind the objects you can see and take a look at some observational projects you can get involved in. The projects can be fun and for some people the focus of these activities adds a whole new dimension to the experience. Many of the projects even help out professional astronomers in their quest to understand and decode the Universe. Projects can include monitoring brightness changes in variable stars, searching for comets, long-term observations of planetary atmospheres and even hunting down exploding stars.

It can be really daunting to start a new hobby, particularly a scientific one, but believe me it is really not that hard. Certainly, it can be more challenging if you delve into the heavy science, but the great thing about amateur astronomy is that you can take it to whatever level you wish. You might read this book, glance at the night sky occasionally and become a little more informed than you were before, or you might become one of the dedicated bunch who help out professional astronomers. Whatever level is right for you, I am sure you will enjoy it. ‘Amateur astronomy’ has been a passion of mine for 30 years and that phrase encapsulates everything about why I do it. The word ‘amateur’ has its origins in French and means ‘for love’, and this for me, as I hope it will be for you, builds a beautiful connection between you and the night sky. It is an amazing and wonderful Universe and together we will get you started on one of the most amazing journeys of your life.
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