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All you need is your eyes 
and clear skies

Experts give tips for sky watching and star photography 
By Courtney 

Walston  
Photo Editor

As camping season 
creeps closer and the 
outside temperatures 
begin to climb, the 
opportunity to watch 
and photograph the 
night sky presents it-
self more readily than 
any other season, and 
local star gazers have 
some tips and tricks 
to share that can 
bolster the experience 
of sky watching. 

Allison Pluda is the 
owner of the Laramie-
based photography 
business Seneca 
Creek Photography 
that she founded in 
2007. Pluda has a vast 
amount of experience 
not only sky watching 
but also photograph-
ing the stars. 

“I always love 
looking up and I just 
love the stars,” Pluda 
said. “My story with 
my camera is kind of 
the same thing, it’s 
something that I’ve 
just always done. So, I 
got my first camera 15 
years ago now … basi-
cally I’ve been trying 
to take pictures of the 
stars since then.”

One of the 
biggest ques-
tions that 
arises with 
the topic 

of sky watching is 
where the best place 
to go see the dark 
night sky is.

“Pretty much 
anywhere outside of 
the city lights,” Pluda 
said. “Really anywhere 
as far away from light 
as you can get is the 
best, but honestly, 
you can go 10 minutes 
outside of town, 
whether it’s Cheyenne 
or Laramie; you can 
see the full-blown 
Milky Way.”

Cheyenne 
Astronomical Society 
Treasurer Marcy 
Curran said that a 
couple of hours away 
from Cheyenne will 
get you to areas like 
Fox Park, where dark 
skies can be found, 
and that the best 
spots are around Curt 
Gowdy State Park. 

Both Pluda and 
Curran stress the 
importance of being 
in the darkest setting 
possible for the best 
visibility results. This 
also includes reducing 
the amount of normal 
blue light you 
expose your 
eyes to 
once 

you’re under the night 
sky.

”Whenever you 
turn on your head-
lamp and you get that 
white light, it ruins 
your night vision,” 
Pluda said. “Your eyes 
have to spend another 
two minutes adjusting 
all over again.”

Both Pluda and 
Curran said that using 
a type of red light 
allows you to move 
around and see what 
you’re doing without 
disrupting your eyes’ 
night vision. 

“Some of the apps 
on your phone, the 
star gazing apps, 
always look for the 
ones that have a night 
shift or a red option 
so it doesn’t ruin your 
night vision,” Pluda 
said.

Curran also listed 
off a few other tips 
that a sky watcher 
should keep in mind.

“Beginning as-
tronomers should first 
familiarize them-
selves with the stars 
and constellations,” 
Curran said. “There 
are many websites 

where you can get 
this month’s star 

chart so you can 
start exploring 
the sky.” 

When it 
comes to the 

equipment involved 
with sky watching 
and photography, 
it’s all dependent on 
whether you want to 
further your explora-
tion and choose to 
invest in quality gear. 

“Once you can lo-
cate a few things, then 
maybe get a decent 
pair of 10x50 binocu-
lars to start looking 
for some deep sky 
objects — things like 

nebula, galaxies and 
clusters,” Curran said. 
“I personally wouldn’t 
invest in a telescope 
until you know this 
is something you will 
enjoy for a long time. 
Stay away from tele-
scopes you see in local 
department stores.”

The first number 
on a pair of binoculars 
indicates the strength 
of the magnification 
and the second indi-
cates the size of the 
objective lens mea-
sured in millimeters.  

Curran also said 
that having a basic 
star chart is a good 
place to start for a be-
ginning sky watcher.

Pluda said that 
when it comes to pho-
tographing the night 
sky, that you’ll defi-
nitely need a camera 
tripod, but you don’t 
necessarily need an 
advanced camera.

“It’s more about 
technique than it is 
about gear,” Pluda 
said. “A Canon Rebel 
was my first camera. I 
think patience is a lot 
(of the process).” 

Another element 
to factor in to have a 
successful sky watch-
ing experience is the 
sky conditions.

“Avoid nights when 
the stars are twinkling 
a lot,” Curran said. 
“That means the sky is 
not very steady.”

Pluda said that 
the Wyoming plains 
are seemingly more 
fortunate, as extreme-
ly dark night skies 
are hard to come by 
around the rest of the 
United States.

“I just love showing 
people that we live 
in such an awesome 
place where most 
people, I think it’s like 

90 percent of people 
nowadays, haven’t 
seen the Milky Way, 
and I think out here 
we definitely take that 
for granted,” Pluda 
said. “… a lot of peo-
ple don’t even believe 
what I say ‘yeah, I look 
up and I can see all of 
Orion and the Milky 
Way in town.’”

Curran echoed 
Pluda in the idea that 
Wyoming skies are 
good to sky watchers.

“Wyoming has 
some of the best skies 
you will find. In really 
dark sites you can see 
glints of objects that 
generally require bin-
oculars,” Curran said.

Pluda said that 
patience is very 
important in both sky 
watching and photo-
graphing the stars.

“Sometimes 
people think I just 
walk outside and take 
this awesome picture 
but there are a lot 
of bad trips,” Pluda 
said. “There are a lot 
of clouded-over trips 
and sometimes it’s 
worth it to wait it out 
and remember that 
it’s not always about 
getting the picture, 
sometimes if you get 
‘bad’ pictures where 
it’s clouding up, some-
times you just wait an 
hour it clears up, even 
for 10 minutes; that’s 
all you need some-
times.”

For those who are 
interested in explor-
ing the night sky and 
how to photograph it, 
you can get connected 
with the Cheyenne 
Astronomical Society 
and Seneca Creek 
Photography by visit-
ing their websites:

Cheyenne 
Astronomical Society: 

killerrabbit.co or at 
facebook.com/

cheyenneastro/
Seneca Creek 

Photography: sen-
ecacreekstudios.com 
or at facebook.com/
SenecaCreekStudios/

“Hooking up with a 
local astronomy club 
will give you a chance 
to further explore your 
hobby,” Curran said.

Pluda has offered 
star photographing 
workshops in the 

past and is possibly 
looking to offer them 
again this coming fall 
due to an influx of 
questions about it. To 
stay connected with 
up to date informa-
tion about these 
classes, you can sign 
up for the email news-
letter on her website.

“The sky is amaz-
ing and full of many 
wonderful things. I 
hope you’ll explore it,” 
Curran said. 

Author’s
Note: 

I just wanted to 
chime in on this 
story to throw out 
some tips of my 
own that I’ve picked 
up over the past few 
years of sky watch-
ing. Hopefully, they 
can help you have 
a better experience 
sky watching/star 
photographing.

First off, de-
pending on the 
time of year and 
weather, make 
sure to dress in 
accordance to the 
weather. I’ve gone 
to photograph a 
meteor shower in 
December and it’s 
absolutely miser-
able if you don’t 
dress in layers and 
have things such as 
gloves.

Next, as Allison 
Pluda mentioned in 
the story, make sure 
to have a tripod 
for your camera 
if you’re planning 
to photograph the 
stars. In addition 
to that, I suggest 
possibly investing 
in a wireless shutter 

remote that will 
open the camera 
shutter without 
having to push 
down the shutter 
button. This will 
make your photos a 
little sharper by not 
having motion blur 
from you shifting 
the camera.

Even if you sky 
watch during the 
summer, I would 
suggest bringing a 
blanket or com-
forter to sit/lay on 
so you don’t have to 
lay on the ground. 
(Just so you’re a 
little bit more com-
fortable). 

If you’re going 
to go sky watch 
by yourself, make 
sure to tell at least 
one person where 
you’re going! Most 
places that are nice 
and dark don’t have 
the greatest cell 
reception, so be 
careful.

Lastly, make sure 
to be present and to 
soak in how incred-
ibly fascinating and 
vast the night sky is. 
In my book, it’s per-
fectly okay to spend 
hours laying on the 
ground staring up 
at the night sky.


