Ah, the crisp, long, bright winter nights. All evening, the Milky Way stretches overhead, and the delicate star clusters of the Pleiades and Hyades enchant. How lucky we are to live a few thousand feet above the lights and smog of Boulder and the front range! How much better would the sky look if we lived at 14 thousand feet instead!

No, we're at the perfect altitude for skygazing.

Yes, it's true that there's less light pollution at the top of Longs Peak. And, at 14 thousand and some-odd feet, we'd be looking through less atmosphere. This means that the stars are brighter and less twinkly, just as stars on the horizon twinkle much more than stars overhead do. So, if we were using a camera or other instrument to record the sky, we'd do much better at high altitude. This is why major observatories are built on mountaintops.

But the instruments we use to observe stars—our eyes and brains—don't work as well at altitude. Because of lower oxygen levels in our blood, our night vision and peripheral vision is less sensitive at fourteen thousand feet than at seven to ten thousand. So, you'll see more stars here near Allenspark than atop the peaks of the Rockies.

I was back at Mauna Kea in Hawaii in November, where we sleep at ten thousand and work all night at fourteen thousand. Even with telescopes and essentially fancy digital cameras, observing at altitude has its problems. After a few hours on the summit, you just don't think as well. You don't add as quickly, you get confused about whether to move the telescope east or west. And some people get depressed, or manic, or alternate between the two. And at the observer's dining hall, you often hear the following. "I think we got great data last night, but I'll let you know when I get down to sea level."

So enjoy the Hyades and Pleiades this month. Find them both by following Orion's belt past his right shoulder; the Hyades near the bright red star Aldebaran, and the Pleiades further along, nearly overhead. And for easy bright planets, look for Venus brilliant in the southwest during evening twilight, Saturn still in Gemini above Orion's left shoulder, red Mars in the south, and Jupiter rising in the late evening.
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