
Starry nights

I was brought up in Southwold and have returned many times over the years, but it is only in the last three years that I have begun to stay here regularly throughout the year again.  One of the things that has really struck me is how clear the nights can be here.  

Normally one thinks of Britain as being a pretty terrible place to try to look at the stars and it’s often quite a revelation to holiday in the Mediterranean and see the clear night skies.  But on cold clear nights, and if you can get away from the street lights, the Southwold sky seems exceptional sharp and clear.

During my career in astronomy  I have worked at many of the very best astronomical sites on earth.  These sites are on mountain tops of course and the UK has optical telescopes in the Canary Islands, at Siding Springs, Australia, and at Mauna Kea, Hawaii.  Recently, as part of our drive to be better Europeans, the UK joined the European Southern Observatory, which has a suite of huge telescopes in Chile.  These observatories, often located at altitudes of over 14000 feet, do provide an amazing view of the sky.  The wealth of stars, the clearness of their colours, the creamy consistency of the Milky Way, cannot be matched by any site at sea level.  The old hands like to play a trick on the young research students out at 14000 feet for the first time and ask them to go outside the dome and check whether there are any clouds in the sky.  Generally the students come back and report that the sky is cloudy, whereupon the old hands fall about laughing.  If you are used to the sea-level night sky the blaze of starlight around the sky at 14000 feet can look like clouds.

But as sea-level sites go, Southwold does seem to me to be surprisingly clear. Two tests are: can you see the different colours of the brighter stars and how clearly can you trace out the Milky Way across the sky ?  On both counts Southwold scores well.

It’s a pity about the orange glow towards Lowestoft, due to scattered light from neon street lamps.  This kind of light pollution is unnecessary because it can be avoided by having low-pressure neon tubes or having a cap on top of all night-time lighting.  On La Palma, where the UK has a suite of telescope on top of an extinct volcano, the local government is extremely proud of its observatory and enforces strong controls on night-time lighting throughout the island. Perhaps one day there will be enough astronomy enthusiasts in this area to persuade our local authority to follow suit.   

