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W H E N  T H E  A L A R M  sounds, I turn to my phone, 
bleary eyed, to find it’s 3 o’clock in the morning, about six hours 
after I laid my head on the pillow. It takes me a moment to 
remember why in the world I set my alarm for such an hour. 
Slowly, the day's events begin to crystalize: Earlier, Mike Usher 
from the Everglades Astronomical Society sent an all-mem-
ber email saying it’d be a good night to see stars at Big Cypress 
National Preserve. The payoff for waking up after moonset 
on a Sunday would be the opportunity to see Saturn, double 
clusters, nebulas, a building meteor shower and maybe even 
Mercury rising, just before the sunrise.

There was still some possibility the skies would not coop-
erate, since it was summer in Florida. But my husband, Josh, 
and I thought it was worth a shot. We gathered ourselves and 
drove east toward the park from Everglades City.

I have gone stargazing with astronomy clubs a number of 
times, including a few years ago with the Las Vegas Astronomy 
Society at The Oasis at Death Valley in Death Valley National 
Park, designated a Gold Tier park by the International Dark 
Sky Association. Last year, at the base of Maunakea with Kapo-
hoKine Adventures on the Big Island of Hawai'i, I joined the 
experts and saw Saturn’s rings and distant galaxies. Then, 
earlier this year, I was impressed when the Kaua'i Educational 
Association for Science and Astronomy set up on the beach at 
Waimea Plantation Cottages and showed me what may have 
been my first nebula. For Josh, our outing with the Everglades 
Astronomical Society would be his first foray into astronomy. 

 As we drove into the park, our car’s high beams illuminated 
the pitch-black road. Big Cypress National Preserve was des-
ignated an International Dark Sky in 2016. According to the 
National Park Service, dark skies are essential natural, sci-
entific, cultural and economic resources; and national parks, 
including Big Cypress National Preserve, are home to some of 
the last remaining dark skies in the U.S.  
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W E E K E N D  P L A N

On an outing with the Everglades Astronomical 
Society, our writer discovers why Big Cypress National 
Preserve—designated as one of the darkest places in 

the state—is a holy grail for star fans. 
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Mike Usher, the dark sky coordinator for the Everglades Astronomical Society, standing at 
Big Cypress National Preserve with the 8-foot-tall telescope he built. 
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These places are committed to protecting the night skies by 
ensuring  light pollution doesn't take over. 

To qualify as an International Dark Sky, the preserve has 
to develop outdoor lighting guidelines that specify when and 
where outdoor lights are necessary. A maintenance team  
undertook the painstaking task of assessing and retrofitting 
hundreds of light fixtures throughout the park's 729,000 acres. 
With its designation, Big Cypress became the first of the 19 
national preserves to achieve Dark Sky Park status. 

I hadn't spent any time at Big Cypress before (or even in the 
Everglades, for that matter), so I had no bearings when it came 
to the landscape our car’s lights illuminate as we drive in. Once 
we drive about 20 minutes into the swampland and turn off onto 
a small road to the designated meeting spot, silhouettes begin 
to appear. We see what looks like a red-lit baton floating in the 
air, waving us to park on the side of the road. 

Usher, who I’m told is about as fanatic about stars as anyone, 
is there to welcome us. Our eyes adjust to the darkness as we 
step gingerly onto a grassy field and make our way to a group of 
eight society members—a die-hard group of amateur astron-
omers. As the dark sky coordinator, Usher monitors the skies 
almost nightly to determine when the group should venture 
out. Having clear skies is the most important consideration 
but patchy clouds don't matter much. Besides, they are mostly 
inevitable here in Florida. He also looks for low humidity and 
“good seeing,” which those involved in the hobby know means 
the atmosphere is stable and there is no thermal turbulence, 
like the mirage-like vision you see over the road when driving 
down piping-hot asphalt. 

“An often overlooked parameter for beginners is the presence 
of moonlight,” he goes on to explain. A full moon can erase the 
stars from the sky almost as much as a streetlight. And, while 
urban stargazing is possible, the best viewing occurs when you 

get yourself “many miles from city lights.” When all the right 
factors line up, Usher sends an email alert to the society's 80 
members, a diverse bunch ranging from scientists to artists to 
college students. He indicates the time and place to meet, and 
anyone who wants to shows up. The turnout tends to depend 
on who is in town, but Usher is always present, as is the society's 
president, Denise Sabatini. 

The Everglades Astronomical Society was created in 1981 to 
support amateur astronomers. During monthly meetings on 
the second Tuesday in season, members meet to discuss the 
equipment they’re using, observation techniques and upcom-
ing celestial events. Weather permitting, they go stargazing 
together twice a month on moonless Saturdays.

On this particular night, a handful of telescopes are focused 
skyward around a big field at Big Cypress, each pointed toward 
a different celestial being. The night is humid and a few tele-
scopes’ lenses fog over, rendering them useless, so the group 
takes turns on shared scopes. 

Josh and I make our way to Usher’s 8-foot-tall telescope, 
which he built himself with features trimmed in Honduran 
rosewood. He designed it to be able to be disassembled so he 
can pack it in his pickup truck. “I call it the largest telescope 
in Southwest Florida, and it might actually be,” he says, while 
standing on the ladder he uses to reach the eyepiece. “I do know 
this is the only one the public can look through.”

After making a few adjustments, Usher invites me to peer 
into the eyepiece and quizzes me on what I see. Even with the 
SkyView app on my phone, I normally call myself lucky if I 
can identify the Big Dipper. But with the telescope positioned  
just-right by Usher, I see a bright object with rings and properly 
identify it as Saturn. 

“And that’s the Milky Way right across here,” Usher points 
out as Josh takes over for me on the telescope. With another 
quick micro-adjustment, the planet’s rings come back into the 
frame. Josh looks and says quietly, almost reverently, “Holy cow. 
Wow. That’s amazing. That’s incredible. Thank you.”

Over the course of the next two hours, Big Cypress’ nightlife 
plays like a soundtrack accompanying the clear, dark, star-filled 
sky. It feels like we are the only people for miles. Aside from 
quiet conversations, the only other sounds are frogs calling out 
to each other, birds singing their night songs, and perhaps an 
alligator bellowing in the distance. All the while, the telescopes 
swivel, lift and lower as the stargazers continue  their quest to 
witness and better understand the night skies. Some focus on 
finding planets. Others look for nebulas and distant galaxies. 
Some people, myself included, simply marvel at the blanket of 
stars we can see overhead with our naked eyes.

Usher urges me to come over, again. “What you’re looking 
at is a double star,”  he says. “Look carefully at the color… What 
colors are those stars?” 

What I see are bright specks of blue and yellow, which Usher 

identifies as Albire, a double star considered a favorite among 
stargazers for its distinct colors. As he turns his telescope 
toward another distant spot, Usher explains that we are about 
to see a double cluster, essentially a big grouping of stars.

Meanwhile, the Perseid Meteor Shower is heating up, so the 
sticky summer night also brings meteors, large and clear enough 
to see without a telescope. 

After some time, Usher declares it's time to go beyond our 
own galaxy. “Let's go extragalactic; let's go out there,” he says 
excitedly. “Let's leave this Milky Way of ours.” 

Moving his giant telescope, Usher settles on a small galaxy 
orbiting another bigger galaxy.  “That big, bright one is approxi-
mately 2.25 million light years away,” he says. The entire galaxy 
will stretch across the eyepiece about three times, but since the 
night is a bit foggy, we're only getting to see the core. 

Admiring his enthusiasm, I ask Usher how he got into 

“ L E T ’ S  G O  

E X T R A G A L A C T I C ;  L E T ’ S  G O 

O U T  T H E R E .  L E T ’ S  L E A V E 

T H I S  M I L K Y  WAY. ” 

– M I K E  U S H E R

58  |  GULFSHORE LIFE

astronomy. Like many star lovers, Usher, who is an accountant 
at a local hotel, became interested in the field when he was a 
little kid. “We have a rule of thumb,” he says with an easy laugh. 
“Almost everyone is interested, but for about one in every thou-
sand, it makes you want to change your life.”

Another one of the club members who was out there that 
night, Robyn Pritchard, a retired owner of a landscape company, 
has been stargazing with the society for five years. She chimes 
in to say she was hooked by the humbling experience. “Makes 
you realize how small we are,” she says. “I mean, what you see 
is the Milky Way, and we’re just in one little arm. You take one 
grain of sand at the beach—that’s how much we see.”

I wonder aloud how beginners such as myself can get started. 
Mostly, I'm perplexed about telescopes and the type of gear I'd 
need. The key to a good telescope, Usher explains, is for it to 
have a lens with a large diameter. Magnification doesn't mat-
ter as much; it’s the size of the telescope’s mirror that counts. 
“You don’t have to take out a second mortgage,” he continues. 
“If you get a 6-inch Dobsonian [telescope], that’s about $300 
and that’ll show you everything I showed you tonight. A 6-inch 
is a good-sized starter scope, and it would take you 15 seconds 
to set up —plop the mount down, plop the telescope on top and 
you’re ready to go.” 

With that, he focuses his lens in on yet another spot far, far 
away  and shows me a star that appears to be surrounded by a 
white haze. “Some of the stars look like they are surrounded 
by fog. It’s called a reflection nebula and it’s shining the same 
color as the star for the same reason our sky is blue, it scatters 
the light,” he says. 

Throughout the night, observers share stories and photos 
from previous viewings. One man shows us a photo of the 
Milky Way he had taken in this very same spot. The image was 
striking, with lightning flashing from a thunderhead just below 
the galaxy. 

As the sun began to peek over the horizon, telescopes are 
packed away and stargazers get ready to return home. Some 
will squeeze in quick naps before heading off to work. Others 
have to go directly into their days. No one complains; the view 
was worth the lack of sleep. Driving out of the preserve, Josh and 
I vow to get out and see the stars as often as we can. 

JOIN THE CLUB: 
The Everglades 
Astronomical Society 
hosts Stargazing at the 
Marsh at Collier-
Seminole State Park 
certain Saturday 
evenings, from 
December through 
March. For information, 
visit naples.
net/~nfn19284/eas 
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Messier 81, one of 
the galaxies seen 
in the Ursa Major 
constellation (which 
also includes the 
Big Dipper), was 
captured by society 
member Ted Wolfe.

gulfshorelife.com


