
Being an amateur astronomer is great fun, with many different and interesting areas to get involved in.
This complete reference provides a wealth of practical information covering all aspects of amateur
astronomy. Organized thematically for ease of use, it covers observing techniques, telescopes and
observatories, internet resources, and the objects that can be studied.Those new to the field will find
tips, techniques and plans on how to begin their quest, and more advanced observers will find lots of
useful advice on how to get more out of their hobby. Containing the most recent data, the book is
highly accurate, and is illustrated throughout with stunning color images and graphics. It is an
essential guide for both beginning stargazers and more advanced observers.
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Jeff Medkeff
Contributing Editor, Sky & Telescope

When I got my start as an amateur astronomer at about age
nine, I proceeded with a planisphere and my grandmother’s
opera glasses. From the front yard of my childhood home in
Cuyahoga Falls, Ohio, I was able to identify Vega and the
summer triangle, and find many of the brighter summer
Milky Way clusters. Over the years, I gained proficiency in
recognizing the constellations and observing the sky, and I
found myself wanting to spend time under the stars more
and more. I acquired a telescope and a few eyepieces, and
some spiffy star charts. I began to enjoy hunting down
obscure deep-sky objects and striving to see fine detail in
tiny planetary images on nights of steady seeing. But more
than this, I made friends of my fellow astronomers – people
who proved to be important mentors to me.

And yet nothing has proved more enduring and closer to
my soul than the night sky itself.As the years have passed, the
night sky has more and more proven to be my natural
element. Nowhere do I feel more comfortable or more
natural than out in the countryside, alone or with a few good
friends, in the dark, looking at the night sky. Urban paranoia
may not sympathize with my enjoyment of nighttime walks
in the country, spent mostly looking upward; nor do
corporate managers relate well to the special circumstances
required for my nocturnal pursuits. It doesn’t bother me
much at all. Every clear, dark night, I can plunge deep into
the wilderness – a wilderness untouched by humans, and
utterly isolated from every nuisance of society. I lay my eyes
on things and places that few, if any, humans have ever seen,
and where none have ever been. And only there – even with
all the special places in this world of ours, and even with all
its people to spend time with – only there, in the night sky,
do I find my true element.The night sky is my true home.

Today, over twenty years since I first directed opera glasses
toward the summer Milky Way, I sleep soundly while a
robotic telescope and electronic camera automatically take
images of variable stars for later analysis. With this
equipment, my backyard has turned into a fully fledged
research observatory, complete with published scientific
papers and recognition from the IAU.

I have not lost my passion for looking at the night sky with
my eyes, binoculars, and telescopes. But the twenty years I

have spent in this hobby have been years of change. When I
got my start, an eight inch scope on standard German
equatorial mount was a good-sized scope – with the now-
venerable C-8 a new-fangled alternative for those who drove
subcompact or sports cars. I was observing with a 4.5"
reflector that my uncle had picked up for me at an astronomy
convention – a scope whose optics are still in use today.
Within a few years, an inexpensive alt-az design swept
through the ranks of amateur astronomy like a wildfire – the
Dobsonian revolution had hit us hard. By the mid-1980s I
upgraded to a ten inch Coulter dob – which, judging by the
weight, was built of neutron star material. In short order,
wide-field eyepieces were replacing the narrow-field Plossls
as the observer’s ocular of choice. Soon Dobsonians didn’t
weigh as much as a semi truck. By the early 1990s, the
computer revolution took off in earnest, and we began to see
computerized telescopes, CCD cameras, and online amateur
astronomy discussion forums.

The hobby, in short, has not been static. The changes have
shocked some of the old timers, who increasingly retreat to
their observatories and star party sites for secluded observing
in the old style. (I am shocked, in my turn, to be identified by
some as one of the “old timers” myself.) Others have
embraced the changes and have pursued new facets of the
hobby with gusto. The changes have attracted a new crop of
amateur astronomer as well – some of whom adopt the latest
technology for its own sake, or as a tool; while others prefer to
“go retro,” keeping the heritage of amateur astronomy alive.

This book serves as a snapshot of where we are as amateur
astronomers today. For many of us, it will also show where
we’ve been.There is no facet of the hobby, as it has existed in
the last quarter century or more, which isn’t at least hinted at
here.Those looking for current information will find much
more than hints. I’m convinced that both beginner and
veteran will find plenty of material here to instruct and
entertain. I expect I’ll get a lot of use out of my copy. I hope
you do too.

The past twenty years have been quite a ride. It will be
interesting to see where we are in another twenty years.
When we get there, be sure to look me up. You’ll find me
somewhere dark.
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You want to observe the sky, but you don’t know where to start.
You are ready to buy equipment, but you don’t know which
would be the best for you.You want to produce results, but you
don’t know how. To top it all off, you are in a hurry. Purchasing
this book may be the first step you have taken in your quest to
become an amateur astronomer.

Practical. If I could only use one word to sum up what I am
trying to accomplish with this book, it would be the word
“practical.” There are so many books that present great
quantities of facts about astronomy. I’m not saying there’s
anything wrong with that. After all, I wrote two of them! And
while this book will indeed present many facts related to
astronomy, its main purpose is to help the reader learn more
about how to do astronomy.

I started learning about the sky 40 years ago. I suppose when
one begins that young and stays that long with any subject it no
longer seems as difficult.As an educator in planetariums for half
of those years, however, I have been forced to take a step back and
see the reactions of those who are just being introduced to what I
like to call “the wonders of the heavens.” In most cases, it isn’t
easy for them. Things that I now take for granted are met with
wide-eyed puzzlement. “How do you know that’s Jupiter?”, “Is
this a good telescope for me?” and “When can I start taking
pictures of what I see?” are only three of a myriad of questions
asked by budding amateur astronomers.

I intend that this book provide some answers.Those new to
the field of amateur astronomy will find tips, techniques, and
plans on how to begin their quest. The first few chapters will
provide a working knowledge of some of the terminology and
concepts involved. More enlightened amateurs may find a
review of this information helpful. Advanced amateurs will, I
am certain, pick and choose from the many sections within this
book.

This book is intended as a beginning, not an end.There is so
much information on each of the subjects covered. If you view
this work as a personal tour through what I consider “the
highlights,” you will be on the right track.The “highlights” of
others may differ somewhat. Because of this, I have provided an
annotated bibliography, as well as information on catalogs,
software and websites, for those wishing to go into more depth
on a particular subject. Each of us has a higher interest in one or
two of the topics covered here.Whatever the subject, I hope that
this book will help you not only to understand astronomy
better, but, in the most practical sense, to do astronomy better as
well.

The telescope of the author’s dreams. A 500 mm StarMaster with GoTo drive.

This is the personal “travel scope” of Rick Singmaster, owner of StarMaster

Telescopes. (Photo by the author)
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