
There are not many things more awe-inspiring than seeing our home galaxy The Milky Way in the 

night sky.  But most of us are not as fortunate as our sapient ancestors who, 40,000 years ago, were 

able to see the Milky Way every time they looked up from their campfires.  Nowadays few people in 

the United States ever get to experience this amazing celestial wonder.  The simple reason…light pol-

lution.  Most of the US population is concentrated in or near areas where light pollution abounds, and 

this includes cities merely as large as Lancaster.  Light pollution washes out the night sky by reflect-

ing off dust particles in the Earth’s atmosphere and making distant, dimly lit objects very difficult to 

see.  If you really want to get to the darkest skies our country has to offer, go to Death Valley Na-

tional Park (California), Arches National Park (Utah), or the summit of Mauna Kea (Hawaii).  I have 

been to these places on the darkest of nights, and until your eyes adjust to the dim light, you can 

barely see your hand held 15” in front of your face.  Also at the summit of Mauna Kea, it helps to be 

three miles above nearly half of the Earth’s atmosphere.  You can better appreciate the extent of 

light pollution by studying THIS light pollution map. 

 

All that considered, lucky us, here in Lancaster we live within short flying distance of at least three 

airports that are exceptionally dark places and where you don’t have to go off the airport to view the 

Milky Way.  Light pollution is low and the Milky Way galaxy can readily be seen or photographed un-

der the proper weather conditions: (1) Wellsboro-Johnston Airport (N38) in upstate Pennsylvania; (2) 

Ingalls Field (KHSP) near Warm Springs, Virginia; and (3) Piseco Airport (K09) in New York’s Adiron-

dack State Park.  Wellsboro is the closest at 108nm, however Ingalls Field and Piseco may be slightly 

better viewing sites because they have less light pollution. 

 

https://www.lightpollutionmap.info/#zoom=4&lat=5759860&lon=1619364&layers=B0FFFFTFFFF


The best time to see the Milky Way in the 

northern hemisphere is from March to Sep-

tember on a moonless, clear night with low 

humidity.  The rest of the year the Milky 

Way is too far below our southern horizon 

to be visible.  Having a partial moon in the 

sky does not rule out an awesome view or 

photographs, but you can usually coordi-

nate your viewing when there is either a 

new moon or after the moon has set below 

the horizon.  Even if you are not interested 

in astrophotography, it is worth a flight just 

to see The Milky Way as you have never 

seen it before. 

 

The Milky Way is an amazing astronomical 

feature.  It contains between 200 and 400 

billion stars.  There is a large black hole at 

its center, Sagittarius A, estimated to be equal to about 4.6 million solar masses.  For comparison, 

our sun is 330,000 times more massive than the Earth.  The last time our Earth was at this position 

in the sky in relation to our galaxy was 230 million years ago…the time it takes for the Milky Way to 

revolve once around its axis through Sagittaruis A.  All of the individual stars you can see in the sky 

are in our home galaxy.  With the unaided eye on a dark, clear night you can see about 2,000 indi-

vidual stars.  Distant galaxies appear as a smudge of light, but you cannot see individual stars. 

 

A word of caution: if you are a VFR pilot and do not feel comfortable climbing out in zero/zero con-

ditions for at least 5 minutes, I would not recommend attempting this trip.  These airports are in 

very desolate locations where there are no ground lights for visual reference, especially Ingalls Field.  

When you depart these runways at night, 

you will be flying IMC until you climb high 

enough to level off and see the horizon.  

Furthermore on a dark night, the horizon is 

often not visible.  Making a night landing on 

either runway at Ingalls Field is not for the 

faint-hearted.  At 3,792’ above MSL, Ingalls 

is the highest elevation public airport east of 

the Mississippi, and the runway is atop the 

ridgeline of Warm Springs Mountain.  There 

are often rotors and downdrafts at the run-

way thresholds.  Also there is a 4,300’ sum-

mit that needs to be avoided marked with a 

small red flashing light less than one mile 

southwest of the airport. 

 

 

Milky Way directly overhead at Ingalls Field(KHSP).  We are looking at the 
spiral arms of our galaxy edge-on here, not the central disk of the galaxy. 

Our "home" galaxy, The Milky Way, from Wellsboro       Airport (N38).  The 
galaxy looks like a cloud formation but the sky was almost perfectly clear on 
this night. The bright "star" near the left margin is the planet Mars and the one 
near the right is Venus.  View is looking south-southwest about midnight.  The 
brightest part of the Milky Way near the horizon is a view of the center of our 
galaxy looking edge on.  The dark portions of the galaxy's central disk are 
caused by cosmic dust blocking the light from the galaxy. 



It should take less than one hour to reach       

Wellsboro Johnston Airport (N38) in most GA air-

craft flying direct 108nm.  Both runways are left 

traffic and far more landings are made on RW28 

than RW10.  RW28 is the calm wind runway.  At 

1,891’ MSL, N38 is one of the top four highest ele-

vation airports in PA.  There is a sheer drop off at 

the west end of the airport which may cause se-

vere turbulence in high winds.  Wild animals includ-

ing deer, turkey, bear, and coyotes may be seen on 

or in vicinity of each of these airports, especially at 

night.   

 

 

All three of these airports also have IAP’s and pilot-controlled MIRL for night ops.  Wellsboro has 

takeoff minimums and obstacle departure procedures that can be reviewed in the Airport/Facility 

Directory or online.  Always be aware of possible NORAD ops. at untowered airports.  The runway at 

Wellsboro is 3,597’ X 60’ and should present no problems for night landing GA A/C.  For additional 

information about Piseco and Ingalls airports, consult AirNav. 

 

If you go: it takes 30 – 45 minutes for the rods of your retina to become fully dark-adapted.  This is 

just about the time you will need to get your pho-

tography equipment out of the plane, walk to the 

end of the taxiway, and set up your tripod.  You 

will want to be as far away from the spotlights 

around the terminal buildings as possible.  The 

runway lights time out and will go off after 10 

minutes.  Once your eyes are dark adapted, you 

will be astounded to see all the stars in the sky, 

including The Milky Way, that you were never able 

to see in Lancaster County.  If you are exposed to 

a bright light source for several seconds, it will re-

quire merely three to four minutes for your eyes to 

become dark adapted again if they were fully dark 

adapted previously.  A red light source should be 

used for making adjustments on your camera.  The 

color red has the longest wavelength in the visible 

light spectrum and the least effect on your eyes pupillary reaction. 

 

Typical camera settings for photographing The Milky Way are (1) ISO 3000 – 6400; (2) f/1.4 – 

f/2.8; (3) very wide angle lens (fisheye preferred); and (4) manual focus.  The key to getting great 

photos of the Milky Way is, in a word, experimentation.”   

 

 

View of the Milky Way looking northeast.  The background sky 
appears much brighter in these photos than it appeared to our 
eyes.   These are 20 sec. to 30 sec. exposures. 

View of the Milky Way with some clouds in  the sky.  The Milky 
Way is slightly below the center of this photo and is in fo-
cus.  The clouds are out of focus.  A partial moon lighting up 
the sky was near the horizon off the right side of the photo and 
imparts the blue tinge to the sky.  The blue color was not ap-
parent to the naked eye. 

https://www.airnav.com/


 

You should try different ISO settings,           

f-stops, and exposure times from 10 to 30 

seconds.  Exposures longer than 30 seconds 

will usually show star tracks.  If you are 

lucky, you may get a shooting star in your 

time exposure.  If you do not have the prop-

er camera equipment for night photography, 

you should consider borrowing or renting the 

camera and a wide angle lens for the even-

ing…it will be well worth the expense. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you go you might enjoy the added novelty of 

hearing a coyote howling in the distance while you 

are viewing our home galaxy…possibly another re-

minder of the lives of our prehistoric ancestors who 

lived in the wild tens of thousands of years ago 

when they could see the Milky Way unimpeded. 

With a fish-eye lens you would be able to appreciate that the Milky Way 
stretches all the way across the sky from horizon to horizon, south-
southwest to northeast. The Milky Way looks the same from everywhere 
on Earth because we are all viewing it from the same vantage point.  As-
tronomers estimate it is 13.51 billion years old...only slightly younger than 
the known universe. 

The Milky Way is called a "double-arm spiral galaxy" by 
astronomers.  Our solar system is located merely 26,000 
light years from the galactic center (one light year is about 
5.9 trillion miles).  To put that into perspective, if man could 
design a spacecraft that travels at 1 million miles per hour, 
it would take 673 years to travel merely one light year.  This 
is an artist's rendition of what the Milky Way would look like 
from above since no one has ever been able to appreciate 
this viewfrom a space craft photo. 

Straight lines of light in the sky are airplanes. 


