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INTO THE DARKNESS
A dark, starry sky peers through the dome of the 32-inch Schulman Telescope atop Mount Lemmon. 
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I was tired and nauseated and colder 
than any person in Southern Arizona 
should be, and I could not have been 

happier. Finally, after years of staring at 
the stars, I was going to get a picture of 
a nebula. I shivered up Mount Lem-
mon, slipping across patches of ice 
and stumbling through the darkness as 
I made my way to the large telescope.

It was a cold weekend in February, 
and it was my first experience as an 
astronomer. In spring 2013 I was tak-
ing a course that allowed University of 
Arizona astronomy minors to experi-
ence field research firsthand. Five other 
students and I were loaded into a rented 
van and forced to make awkward small 
talk as we wound our way from Tucson 
to the tip of Mount Lemmon.

Once at the Mt. Lemmon SkyCenter, 
we unloaded our gear and settled into 
our rooms for the weekend. We were 
staying in former Army barracks, and 
our rooms had all the comfort of a 
dilapidated mental asylum. Despite the 
barracks’ obvious charm, the other stu-
dents and I decided to leave our rooms 
and gather to discuss our projects.

I was there to take a picture of a 
nebula. My entire life, I’d been obsessed 
with celestial bodies, especially nebulae. 
Everything else in the sky, such as stars, 
planets and galaxies, could be seen, at 
least somewhat, with the naked eye. But 
nebulae, like the giant rats populating our 
rooms on Mount Lemmon, were nothing 
I had ever seen before.

I wanted to have a picture of a nebula, 

something I could show off and say, 
“That is mine. I plucked it from the sky.”

In preparation for the long night 
ahead, the other students and I began 
making dinner. I heated up a frozen 
dinner in an ancient microwave roughly 
the size of the Large Hadron Collider.

My nebula, the Orion Nebula, would 
not be high enough in the night sky 
to be captured by our telescope until 
4:23 a.m., so after dinner I settled 
down with my computer, planning to 
do some research on the celestial 
body. As I powered up my MacBook, 
I discovered there was no Wi-Fi, so 
I spent the next few hours watch-
ing movies and thinking about all the 
research I would have been doing if I 
had an Internet connection.

One bad movie later, I bundled up 
and prepared for the cold outdoors. 
The heavy barracks door swung shut 
behind me, taking the warm light with 
it. We were not allowed to use any 
lights outside, as they could interrupt 
the telescopes’ research. The Mt. Lem-
mon SkyCenter uses very advanced 
telescopes. Any light, even the small 
amount that spills out from the head-
lights of a car or an open window, can 
leak into the telescopes, blurring or 
dimming the stars.

Well, that was fine. I could still see 
by the light of the stars, right? I looked 
up and saw a thick, gray quilt covering 
the sky. Oh.

I trudged through the darkness and 
slipped into the observatory, hoping for 

the best. When I reached the telescope 
control room, my professor, Dr. Thomas 
Fleming, shook his head slowly. His dark 
hair flopped in front of his eyes, and I fol-
lowed its example by flopping into a chair.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “There’s too much 
cloud cover for your nebula.”

I would like to paint myself as having 
a stiff upper lip and saying, “Oh, well, 
jolly good. I’ll just pop off for a cuppa.”

But I’m not English. I don’t have a stiff 
upper lip. I’m American. We complain 
often and about everything. As we 
walked back to the dorms, I com-
plained about the clouds and the cold 
and the fact that I felt a little sick.

It wasn’t until after I said good-night 
to Professor Fleming that I realized the 
gift I’d been given: I had truly experi-
enced the life of an astronomer. As-
tronomers live in fear of clouds, which 
can arise suddenly and ruin night after 
night of observation. For a moment, I 
had lived that life.

Instead of showing others a small 
picture of some gas millions of miles 
away, I could look them in the eye and 
say I was an astronomer. I had felt the 
pain and heartache that comes with the 
profession. In astronomy, as with any 
science, there are setbacks and mis-
takes. Science is learning from those 
mistakes and not giving up. 

As I stood out in the cold, watching the 
clouds roll overhead, I realized a truth 
I had been missing. It turned out that 
I wanted to be a scientist more than I 
wanted a picture of a nebula.

The Cold, Hard Truth

A Front Row Seat to the Heavens

A bright rim of ionized hydrogen forms the boundary of the Cave Nebula, about 2,400 light-years from Earth. 
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