
The Modoc Plateau 
beckons amateur astronomers 
This Californ ia location has beautiful scenery, lots of amenities, and spectacular dark skies. 
by Tony Hallas 

T
he Modoc Plateau region lies in 
the extreme northeastern cor
ner of California (with parts in 
Oregon and Nevada). The area, 
which sits about 5,000 feet (1.5 

kilometers) above sea level, features volca
nic lava flows and cinder cones 25 million 
years old. I rate it as one of California's 
undiscovered gems and, more importantly 
for amateur astronomers, one of the darkest 
places in the United States. 

hours. You'll arrive at the main town in the 
area, Alturas, which has a population near 
3,000. Here, you can find several good 
motels and a few places to eat, including 
-one of my favorites, the Brass Rail, a 
famous Basque-style restaurant. If you're an 
amateur astronomer like me, you'll prob
ably use Alturas as a base camp and drive 
out into the countryside with your setup to 
enjoy the incredible skies. 

be a crater lake surrounded by trees. It was 
late in the day, so we headed back from 
where we came and in the dark pulled onto 
a knoll to spend the night. 

The next morning, we discovered we 
were right next to the entrance of what 
looked like a fancy RV resort. Imagine our 
surprise when we found that this place 
offers clean bathrooms, hot showers, a nice 
and reasonably priced restaurant, and -

miracle of miracles - a chal

Three out of three 
A site needs three things to be 
truly dark: no air pollution, no 
light pollution, and an altitude 
high enough to be mostly free of 
naturally occurring aerosols 

I rate it as one of California's 
undiscovered gems and, more 
importantly, one of the darkest 

places in the United States. 

lenging 18-hole golf course, all 
under the darkest skies I've seen 
in California. The golf course 
spreads out over a vast tract of 
land and throughout delivers 
expansive views of the sur
rounding countryside, including 

(mainly dust, humidity, and vol-
canic ash). The Modoc Plateau 
has all three. Virtually nothing lies west of 
it until you get to the Pacific Ocean. 
Human activity on the plateau is mainly 
cattle-raising and farming. 

The best way to access this area is to 
head 172 miles (277 kilometers) north on 
U.S. Highway 395 from Reno, Nevada, a 
drive that takes slightly less than three 

Tony Hallas is an Astronomy contributing 
editor and an avid astroimager. Check out his 
column each month. 

52 AstronomY' April 2012 

Heaven on Earth 
As nice as the Alturas area is, I can offer 
you an even juicier alternative. Just drive 
18.4 miles (29.6km) south to a tiny dot on 
the map called Likely. Turn off Highway 
395, go about half a mile, and there, in the 
absolute middle of nowhere, you will find 
Likely Place RV Resort and Golf Course. 

My wife, Daphne, and I discovered it by 
accident some years ago when we were 
exploring the area. A lake that had looked 
promising on Google Earth turned out to 

the Warner Mountains. 
At night, the resort has 

lights, but if you ask permission of the own
ers, they will allow you to turn most of 
them off. For sky viewing, you can either 
set up in a well-maintained grassy field or 
drive to the top of a hill directly behind it 
for a 3600 view. It's worth the walk up there 
to see the Milky Way stretch from horizon 
to horizon in the summer. 

A few terrestrial lights here and there 
come from farmhouses scattered through
out the valley, but they do nothing to the 
sky. Still, if you want absolute black, a 



The Stellarvue Dark Sky Star Party occurs each year near a New Moon at likely Place RV Resort on the Modoc Plateau. Visual observers and 
astroimagers alike experience one of the darkest sites in the United States. All photo"Tony Hallas 
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... The Modo( Plateau lies in the northeastern corner of California near 
that state's borders with Oregon and Nevada. AstronomY' Roen Kelly 

~ On a dear day, you can see Mount Shasta. The author took this image 
through a telephoto lens. Mount Shasta lies 80 miles (129km) away as the 
crow flies, a testament to the clean air surrounding Modoc Plateau. 



A You'll find Surprise Valley Hot Springs just 
east of the small town of Cedarville. Th is resort 
lies on t op of natural hot springs. Most of the 
rooms have an outdoor hottub. 

'Y Likely Place Golf Course sits under an ultra
dark sky. It offers expansive daytime views of 
t he Modoc Plateau and the Warner Mountains, 
which are part of the region. 
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Likely Place RV Resort (small white building above center) sits in the absolute middle of nowhere. 
It offers access to some of the darkest skies in t he United States, modern facil ities, a grassy area fo r 
observing or imaging, and an 18-hole golf course. 

20-minute drive on a dirt road will take you 
to places so dark, they're spooky. 

Social astronomy 
A few years ago, we dragged Vic Maris, 
founder of Stellarvue Telescopes, to Likely 
Place after we attended the Golden State 
Star Party. Maris took one look at the resort 
and the annual Stellarvue Dark Sky Star 
Party was born. Registration for the star 
party sells out quickly each year because 
Maris can only take as many people as the 
restaurant can feed in one sitting. 

If more people knew about Likely Place, 
it would host many star parties. One caveat: 
I have found that during the late summer, 
you run the risk of monsoonal storms and 
smoke from forest fires, so early summer is 
the best time to visit. 

For the hardiest observers, the resort 
allows camping through the winter with 
electricity and hot showers still provided. It 
can get mighty cold, but the sky remains 

incredibly clear. Daphne and I are planning 
a midwinter exped ition this year with some 
new observing equipment if we see a string 
of clear nights in the forecast. 

What, there's more? 
For those of you who like a bit of sightsee
ing with your astronomy, you can visit 
numerous lakes, a world-class wildlife area 
to view migrating birds, and Lava Beds 
National Monument. The latter, 90 miles 
(l45km) away near Tulelake, is a maze of 
volcanic tubes of different sizes and lengths 
that you can hike through. 

The best ones are internally illuminated, 
and all have interesting information posted. 
Also, an observation tower and a small 
campground are on location. In one of the 
giant lava tubes, you can climb down to an 
ice cave via what seems like an endless lad
der in pitch-black darkness. My friends, 
this is not for the faint of heart or people 
who suffer from vertigo. As you descend, 



To create this composite image, the author superimposed a photograph of migrating snow geese that he took north of Alturas over a shot of the Full 
Moon (which he also took). This image won highest marks in a California photo competition. 

you can feel the temperature plummet even 
if it's a warm day outside. Take my advice 
and wear comfortable walking shoes. 

Driving 20 miles (32krn) east from 
Alturas brings you to the small community 
of Cedarville. Just a few miles farther east 
and you'll be in Nevada. Years ago, some 
enterprising individuals opened a casino 
and brothel just across the border, but the 
wives of Cedarville banded together and 
burned it down. Welcome to the Wild West! 

Five miles east of Cedarville, you'U fmd 
Surprise Valley Hot Springs, a fantastic 
resort built over natural hot springs where 
most rooms feature an outdoor hottub. 
Here, you can drink a glass of wine and 
gaze at the Milky Way while warm mineral 
water washes away all your cares and stress. 
I recommend you get a reservation if you're 
headed there on a weekend because this is a 
popular place with California's "let's do 
something unique" crowd. 

Check your schedule and go! 
The Modoc Plateau undoubtedly has more 
hidden gems that even we haven't discov
ered. If you're an amateur astronomer who 
has attended other star parties, Likely Place 
offers similarly dark skies without the dust. 
It also features a staff willing to cater to our 
hobby, clean bathrooms and showers, a 
great little restaurant, and an I8-hole golf 
course. Frankly, Daphne and I are now 
spoiled rotten. '!. 

• Daphne Hallas, the author's wife, stands in one of the lava tubes at Lava 
Beds National Monument, which lies 90 miles (145km) northwest of Likely. 

~ One can only imagine the volume of lava that poured through this giant 
lava tube. At its end, a long vertical shaft with a ladder that you can climb 
down - if you have the nerve - leads to an ice cave. 
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