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Aoraki Mackenzie Starlight Festival, 11-13 October, Lake Tekapo (John
Hearnshaw)

The Aoraki Mackenzie Starlight Festival took place in Tekapo from Friday evening to Sunday
afternoon, 11-13 October. It was a public outreach event promoting astronomy, dark skies, space
and the environment put on by the Aoraki Mackenzie International Dark Sky Reserve Board (which |
chair) in partnership with the University of Canterbury (in particular our Department and with help
from the UC Foundation). The Festival celebrated the creation of our Intemational Dark Sky
Reserve, recognized by the International Dark Sky Association, in June last year.

The opening ceremony took place in the Godley Hotel on the Friday evening, with a powhiri, a talk
on Maori astronomy by Pauline Harris, the opening of a photographic and art exhibition (curated by
local artist Elizabeth Jenkins) with seven mainly local (Tekapo) exhibitors showing Mackenzie
country landscapes and starscapes, and a viewing of the New Zealand documentary Venus: a
Quest by Shirley and Roger Horrocks.

Steve Maddox (right, back to camera) and Loretta Dunne (left, behind observer) show festival
participants the Sun through an H-alpha filter on the solar telescopes at the Tekapo Community Hall.

MNext day included viewing the Sun with solar telescopes outside the Community Hall (coordinated

by Steve Maddox and Loretta Dunne), a talk on human spaceflight by NASA astronaut Marsha lvins
(this packed out the Community Hall to standing room only), the presentation of certificates and
Galileoscopes to the ten winners of our Margaret Mahy Starlight Essay/Poetry competition by
Marsha lvins and Genesis CEO, Albert Brantley (who had sponsored the NZ-wide schools’
competition), a Galileoscope workshop at which 120 excited young people built Galileoscopes
under the guidance of five tutors from Science Alive! and UC's outreach coordinatar, Joan Gladwyn,
an open-air concert by the 55-strong Christchurch Youth Orchestra playing popular pieces by Holst,
Strauss, Dvofak and others, a documentary on light pollution and stargazing (fthe City Dark, directed
by lan Cheney) and a Starlight barbecue, hosted by Earth and Sky and the Canterbury
Astronomical Society on Cowan’s Hill. Although there was some cloud early evening, most of the
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day and the night were clear, so all events went well. We also had Galileoscope viewing, a night
stargazing visit to Mt John and telescopes at Cowan’s Hill Observatory, so most people who wanted
to were able to see planets, stars and nebulae through small telescopes. | am grateful to Geoffrey
Lorigan at the
Institute of
Strategic
Leadership in
Auckland for
donating all the
Galileoscopes.

On Sunday, Karen
Masters
(University of
Portsmouth, UK),
who was in New
Zealand as
Beatrice Hill
Tinsley fellow for
2013, gave a talk
at the Festival on
the Zoo of
Galaxies; like
Marsha lvins the
day before, she

_ had 200 or so
Festival participanis listened to a talk by NASA asironaut Marsha Ivins [on stage at left) on 5
human spaceflight, past. present and future. penple in the Hall
completely

enthralled by her public talk. Sunday afternoon was a chance for the Department to show off our
research, telescopes and instrumentation in astronomy at Mt John. A large number of people came
up for our open day at the observatory and the chance to talk to astronomers, including Karen
Pollard, Alan Gilmore and Pam
Kilmartin. Unfortunately the strong
NW winds later in the afternoon
curtailed this event somewhat, but
most still had a good time.

Many people contributed to the
success of the Festival which
probably attracted over 300 people
to Tekapo and contributed
significantly to the local economy. |
especially wish to thank Sharlene for
her tireless efforts on the website,
on-line ticket sales and answering
gueries by email and on the phone
for at least six months before the
event. Margaret Austin (former
cabinet minister and ardent Dark
Sky Reserve supporter on our
Reserve Board) helped raise some
$60,000 (about 85 per cent of our
Festival budget), and a band of ten

‘ More than 120 young people assembled Galileoscopes at the Festival's
of our students hEIPEd with a score of Galileoscope workshop under the guidance of instructors from Science Alive!
jobs on site — thanks especially to and UC's Joan Gladwyn.

Emily Brunsden who looked after door
sales, and to Christoph Bergmann who drove one of three minibuses (Karen Pollard and | drove the
other two).
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Overall the Festival can be judged to have been a considerable success; it showcased UC
observational astronomy and thanks to Karen Pollard, who arranged for literature on our astronomy
courses and research to be distributed, it was a great opportunity, as it helped raise the public
profile of astronomy at Canterbury. Finally, thanks go to Mike Reid for coming to the Festival and for
the sponsorship of the Department.

Apart from Genesis Energy and the Institute of Strategic Leadership, other major sponsors were the
Christchurch Press (for the travel of Marsha lvins from Texas), Christchurch International Airport Ltd,
the Mid and South Canterbury Community Trust, Christchurch and Canterbury Tourism, Alpine
Energy Ltd, Fulton Hogan Ltd (who also provided signs and banners), the Mackenzie District
Council, the NZ National Commission for UNESCO (who supported the Canterbury Youth
Orchestra), Earth and Sky Litd, Parkbrae Estate, Tekapo Springs. Alpine Recreation Ltd, Photo and
Video International (Merivale). The last named donated an astronomical telescope to the Tekapo
School, which was a nice way the Festival could give support to the local community and thank the
school for the loan of their public address system.

Since the Festival, my inbox has been filled up with nice messages from enthusiastic participants,
including one from PVC Paul Fleming. It's these messages which make the big organizational effort
seem worthwhile and rewarding. Hopefully the whole event will have a positive spin-off for the
Department in the future.

Margaret Austin intreduoces the Christchurch Youth Orchestra at the Tekapo Springs ice rink, where 193 people heard
the open air concert "Symphony under the Stars’ with an astro-theme. It was conducted by Luke Di Somma from the
Christchurch School of Musi
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Hundreds of people have converged on the world's largest "dark sky reserve" at Lake Tekapo for the first
Aoraki-Mackenzie Starlight Festival.

The festival celebrates the establishment of the reserve last year in the area around the University of
Canterbury's Mt John Observatory.

Being a dark sky reserve means that no upward pointing lights are allowed in the 4367sq km area.
Organiser Sharlene Mullen said the festival was fantastic, with excellent weather which allowed people to
easily glimpse astronomical bodies.

"We couldn't have asked for a better day. Usually with solar viewing you have to dodge clouds or wait for a
cloud to leave, but there was just clear sky."

More than 200 people assembled their own Galileoscopes (small telescopes with the ability to view
astronomical bodies) in a workshop yesterday afternoon and Mullen said she had heard a lot of positive
comments.

The festival was organised by the University of Canterbury's Physics and Astronomy Department.

While there was no festival confirmed for next year yet, Mullen said this one would not be the last.
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