STARGAXING SUMMERS AT A LAKESIDE CAMP
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\1 IMPLY FLY to the “second star on the right
and straight on "t morning,” Peter Pan
told the Darling children when asked

b\. how to fly to Neverland. I always felt
those were sensible and clear directions. Proba-
blv because | had grown up with my own sim-
ple star-based ser of dircetions for traveling to
my own Neverland—Lake George.

It was easy to ger there, You could find Lake George
from almost anvwhere in the country, as long as vou could
“follow the ladle.” That is, locate the Big Dipper and fol-
low the frone ewo stars of ies ladle in the direction it seems
to be pouring, There I would find the North Star, which
in my mind hung directly over our cabin at the lake.

Oh sure, | knew it wasn't really over the lake, but when
winter's chill would finally thaw and thoughts would begin
to fly toward summer, it was only natural wo look out my
window to the norch, to Lake George, to wet bathing suits
and fluffernutter sandwiches. Since [ have alwavys lived, in
some way, south of Lake George, the North Star has been
a constant reminder—especially when the darkness of
IFebruary seemed it mighr never end—rthar somewhere
under it lay the lake, the Adirondacks and our camp,

The MNaorth Star is just the beginning. In my family,
srargazing is an important part of growing up. My father
spent many summer evenings at the lake weaching me
the constellations. Wrapped in one of Grandma's old wool
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blankets, we would stand in the damp night grass
and look up tw Cassiopeia, the Pleiades and
whatever planets were gracing us with their ap-
pearance that week.

The lessons were not just about the stars
either, One night when 1 was eight vears old,
around two in the morning, my parents woke
me. (I was asserting my childhood independence by
slecping alone in one of our small cabins—ten brave feet
from the main cottage.) They told me o come outside to
see the Merry Dancers. | had no idea what they meant,
bur anvehing at two a.m, was just plain exciting, and so into
the darkness 1 went.

When I emerged from under the cover of the trees and
crossed the minefield of acoms in my bare feet, [ saw many
of mv family members sicting on an incline in front of our
main cabin, They were all staring up, and mv gaze fol-
lowed theirs o the most wonderful display of northern
lighes. There were reds and blees and greens. The move-
ment was constant and complicated. 1 was entranced.

At the time, the stars and norchern lights were merely
exciting, but as [ gor older [ became increasingly interest-
ed in knowing exactly what T was seeing and how [ was
seeing it. I was ueterly intrigued by the idea that some of
the stars had emitced their light so long ago that they
might not even exist anymore, My response to thae knowl-
edge was to shine my flashlight up into the dark nighe. It
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