
How to choose stargazing site 

Selecting the perfect stargazing site requires balancing convenience with atmospheric clarity. To get 

the best views, prioritize these key factors: 

• Minimize Light Pollution: Use a Bortle Scale map to find locations rated Class 1 to 3, where 

the Milky Way is clearly visible. 

• Maximize Limiting Magnitude: Choose a spot where the naked-eye limiting magnitude 

(NELM) is 6.0 or higher to ensure faint stars aren't washed out. 

• Seek High Elevation: Higher altitudes put you above the densest part of the atmosphere, 

reducing atmospheric extinction and scattering. 

• Check Atmospheric Seeing: Look for sites with low turbulence to ensure stars appear as 

steady points rather than shimmering, blurry blobs. 

• Ensure Horizon Clearance: Avoid valleys or dense forests that block your view of low-hanging 

constellations and planets. 

• Monitor Humidity: Low humidity prevents "sky glow" from reflecting off water vapor and 

keeps dew from forming on your equipment. 

If you want to explore further, you can use these tools to check real-time light pollution data:  

• Light Pollution Map: Zoom into your specific location to see the exact Bortle Scale and sky 

brightness. 

• Dark Site Finder: A global map specifically designed to help astronomers find dark zones.  

Finding your Naked-Eye Limiting Magnitude (NELM) is a simple way to "test" how dark your sky 

really is. It basically tells you the brightness of the faintest star you can see. 

To do this without complex tools, follow these steps: 

1. Let Your Eyes Adjust 

Your eyes need at least 20 to 30 minutes in total darkness to reach "dark adaptation." Do not look at 

your phone or any white light during this time, as it will reset your night vision and ruin your 

calculation. 

2. Find a "Star Gauge" 

Astronomers use specific constellations as "gauges" because we already know the exact brightness 

(magnitude) of every star in them. The Little Dipper (Ursa Minor) is the classic choice: 

• Polaris (North Star): Magnitude 2.0 (Very bright, easy to see). 

• Kochab: Magnitude 2.0 (Bright). 

• Pherkad: Magnitude 3.0 (Moderate). 

• The "Hidden" Stars: The other stars in the bowl and handle range from magnitude 4.0 to 5.0. 

3. The Test 

Look at your chosen constellation and see which stars disappear: 

https://www.lightpollutionmap.info/
https://darksitefinder.com/map/


• City Sky: If you only see Polaris and the two brightest stars in the bowl, your limiting 

magnitude is about 3.0. 

• Suburban Sky: If you can see the fainter stars in the handle, you are hitting 4.0 to 5.0. 

• True Dark Sky: If you see "extra" tiny stars between the main points of the constellation, you 

are likely at 6.0 or higher. 

4. Use the "Triangle Count" Method 

For a more precise number, find a well-known triangle of stars (like the Great Square of Pegasus). 

Count every single tiny star you can see inside that square. 

• 0 stars: Magnitude < 4.5 (High light pollution). 

• 4-5 stars: Magnitude ~5.5 (Good sky). 

• 10+ stars: Magnitude 6.5+ (Pristine, world-class dark sky). 

Important Note: The higher the magnitude number, the fainter the star. A magnitude 6 star is much 

dimmer than a magnitude 1 star. 

 


