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Introduction 

 I have racked my brains for months now, trying 

to figure out how to best tell this story, and I suppose if 

I am going to tell it right, then I need to go back to the 

very beginning. April 1986 to be exact, with Dad rushing 

into my bedroom late at night asking if I wanted to see 

Halley’s Comet. Believe it or not, I was 4! I have no idea 

how I remember this event, or why, but I do. I couldn’t 

be bothered getting out of bed so late and I recall 

saying, ‘I'll see it next time,’ of course I didn’t know at 

that time, that is in 2061! This was my very first 

astronomy memory, and also my first memory of my 

late father’s influence on me, and now a borderline 

obsession. 

My next memory was much more vivid, an Aurora. 

Once again my response was. 'I'll see it next time.' As 

we know, I was a tad luckier in regards to space 

weather being a more frequent event over Halley’s 

Comet. Dad used to be fascinated by Aurora displays, 

and it is this fascination that led me down the path of 

becoming the Space Weather Section Director, for the 

Royal Astronomical Society of New Zealand.  

This was a role I dreamed of holding for a long term, 

similar to how Bob Evans led the Solar and Aurora 
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Section before me. I saw myself in the role for many 

years, influencing other youngsters to learn about our 

closest star, and how it affects our own planet’s 

magnetosphere.  

I must take this opportunity to apologize to Bob for not 

filling his shoes for longer, but this book outlines what 

changed within me, what led me down a completely 

different path all together, and has ultimately led me to 

become an advocate for every single living thing on 

Earth.  

Space weather, Aurora hunting, and simply learning 

how the two relate is a relatively easy hobby to get 

into, from viewing the sun with basic projections, to 

simply going out to watch an aurora with your naked 

eye. It really is one of the easiest and simplest 

astronomical disciplines to get into, but of course with 

anything that involves the Sun, is also dangerous and 

precautions should always be taken when solar 

observing. 

I maintained the Space Weather Section Director role 

until May 2019. Not many people will be able to recall 

exact dates when certain influences take over, 

especially mindsets that have been forged by parental 

figures.   
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My father, Danny McNamara, raised me until I was the 

age of 9, when he met my step mother Leah. When you 

are in that situation with solo parent raising you, you 

form a particular bond with them, and that bond has 

stayed strong even until this day, trying to continue his 

legacy so to speak. 

This book outlines my journey of excitement, 

education, sadness, anxiety, depression, happiness, 

gratitude and enlightenment. I know wherever my old 

man is, he is looking down smiling knowing I made the 

right decisions, because it fulfills the promise I made to 

him the morning he passed away. 

Between my Halley’s Comet memory, and the events of 

this story, I recall many times where Dad’s influence 

cemented my path within astronomy in New Zealand. 

From days, and days, and days working up at the 

Oamaru Observatory with Dad getting it working again 

in the late 80’s, to purchasing my first ever telescope 

from Dad, in the 2000’s.  

From watching Dad use the Beverley Begg 12 inch 

reflector to capture Shoemaker Levy 9 hitting Jupiter in 

1994, to the great solar storm of March 31st 2001, 
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Above- The 6 inch reflector I purchased off my Dad. By Damien McNamara 

 

Dad’s adventures throughout astronomy are always an 

amazing conversation starter. 
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Above- The Beverley Begg 12 inch reflector watching Jupiter in 1994. By Danny 

McNamara 

Below- One of Dads photos of the great geomagnetic storm of March 31st, 2001. By 

Danny McNamara 
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During the 2000’s my interest in astronomy wavered, it 

never went away, but there were some more important 

things during those years, like V8’s, girls, alcohol and 

learning some hard life lessons. In April of 2007, life as I 

knew it changed, for the better, as I was about to find 

out exactly what Dad went through with me as I grew 

up……………………. 
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Rueben 

 My son, Rueben Daniel-Wayne McNamara was 

born in April of 2007, and changed my life in more ways 

than one. At the age of 4 he was diagnosed with high 

functioning autism, by the age of 5, he could tell you 

how to use an atlas reference system, by 6 he could 

recall most capital cities throughout the world, by 

reference grid, page number, and population (at the 

time his certain atlas was published.)  

 

Above- Rueben the day he came home from hospital in Oamaru. By Damien 

McNamara 



14 
 

He would often, and still does on occasion struggle with 

the small things, like getting sorted in the mornings, 

dealing with sudden change, and actually becoming an 

active listener…...  

One other issue he has had all his life, is not being able 

to sleep all night. He has always been an early riser, I 

am talking as early as 4am some mornings, and he 

would also struggle to go to sleep more often than not.  

He's always had a temper, but we managed this as he 

grew older. He has always liked structure, and due to 

his issue with sudden change, as long as he got enough 

warning that we were about to do something different, 

he was ok.  

Rueben’s Mum and I separated before Rueben turned 

1, and I learnt very fast the lessons I once put my own 

father through as a solo parent, something he took 

great pride in reminding me about as frequently as 

possible. 

Kayla, my wife of 6 years now, has pretty much been a 

part of Rueben’s life since he was 2. We moved in 

together when he was 6, and he instantly got a younger 

brother, Brodie, just 6 months younger. 2 years later he 

became a big brother again to Tameka, then again in 

2016 to Isaac. Looking back on things, Rueben’s life 
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took some pretty dramatic changes in a relatively short 

number of years. Although I was a solo parent for only 

5 years, it was still long enough for Rueben to forge 

those connections I spoke about at the start, that I was 

able to have with my Dad.  

 

Above- Rueben and Dad during one of their bonding sessions. By Karl McNamara 

Little did I know, until after Dad passed away, Rueben 

was also able to forge those connections with Dad, as 

grandfather and grandson, the influence Dad had on 

Rueben in those earlier years are quite amazing. 

Sometime prior to 2015, Kayla was able to identify that 

Rueben was sensitive to light. Sudden changes in 



16 
 

brightness threw him into a frustrated state that often 

ended with a kind of melt down. This was easily 

recognizable at school discos, visits to the circus, even 

going to the movies. Similar to an epileptic person 

around a strobe light, he seemed to be affected by 

lighting differences. This didn’t ring true to me at the 

time, and I regret not listening to Kayla earlier when 

she made these observations, (don’t tell her I said that 

though……….. please) 

 

Above- Rueben and Dad hug before heading out for Christmas lunch 2011, Dads last 

Christmas with us. By Damien McNamara 
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Over time, the family changes took a toll on Rueben 

and upset his 'way of life' and he started to run away 

because he knew Kayla couldn’t run after him with a 

pram in tow. So at the start of 2017 at the age of 9, it 

was decided that he would go and live with his Mother. 

This decision was more for his safety than anything 

else.  

This was a massive change for Rueben. Prior to this he 

had only seen his Mum for weekends, every two weeks, 

for up to 3 nights at a time. But he settled reasonably 

quickly, and I am proud of how he was able to handle 

the change. It really was a good decision, and it worked 

out well for everyone involved. 

Rueben’s sleeping issues continued, and it got to the 

stage where he was prescribed Melatonin, around the 

middle of 2017 to help him sleep. The difference was 

amazing, he would be asleep within an hour of taking it, 

and when he first started taking it, he would stay asleep 

through until at least 6am, unless he had to go to the 

toilet during the night. Once he was awake again, that 

was it, he was awake again. His pediatrician started him 

off on 2mg tablets. 

Rueben’s schooling went through the roof over this 

period, and he began to excel again but toward the end 

of October 2017 that all stopped pretty quickly. We 
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noticed a dramatic down turn in Rueben’s attitude and 

behavior. He couldn’t get to sleep with the Melatonin, 

let alone stay asleep. He started talking about self-

harm, and dying to make everyone’s life happier.  

As parents we felt like failures! Where had we gone 

wrong, what had we missed, how on Earth could we 

have a suicidal 10 year old. These were very sudden 

changes in his attitude, and we couldn’t understand 

what had changed, or what had happened for him to 

turn down this path. We all thought he was getting 

teased at school. He was, but nothing out of the 

ordinary, just the school yard tit for tat that we all grew 

up with. 

Then it happened. Completely out of the blue 

everything that had come before came to a sudden 

head on November 29th, 2017. Rueben ran away from 

school and tried to end his life by running out on State 

Highway 1, in front of a truck and trailer. Because of his 

autism, he is not silly, he knew exactly what he was 

doing at the time, and had his mind set on the 

outcome.  

Luckily by absolutely pure chance, he was grabbed as 

he ran out onto State Highway 1, by Kayla’s cousin, who 

worked as a cleaner at the motels on the corner. She 

heard Rueben coming down the street, and thought it 
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was out of character, and followed him, until she 

realized he was not going to stop, and stopped him 

herself. I am in no doubt that she saved Rueben’s life 

that day, so Jodie I thank you. 

Immediately his Melatonin was doubled to get him 

sleeping again. He was prescribed Escitalopram, as an 

anti-anxiety medication in the months afterwards. His 

moods were still completely unpredictable, and putting 

him into mental care was often discussed between 

Kayla, Anna, Rueben’s mother and myself.  

We continued to struggle through parenthood for 

another 9 months, before the puzzle pieces all fell into 

place and something truly amazing started to unravel. I 

cannot explain it in any other way, other than a sudden 

and definitive change in the way I viewed astronomy 

and life. 
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Getting back into Astronomy 

 

 Going back a step or two, I will try to pave the 

way into the next major part of this story. There is quite 

a large gap in years between the great solar storm of 

March 31st, 2001, and me actually starting to observe 

the night skies for myself in 2014. 

I cannot recall exactly how I went about things, but I 

purchased a cheap Canon 350d off TradeMe and 

started playing around. There was an aurora on 

November the 11th 2014. I had just finished doing a 

night shift, and decide to take the camera out and see if 

I could pick anything up. The result was a very light-

polluted dim display of blues and purples. This was my 

very first attempt at not only aurora photography, but 

astrophotography as well. Being early morning 

November, of course I know now the Sun rising was 

affecting the images, but I was happy none the less, and 

this started my obsession with aurora hunting.  



22 
 

 

Above- Raw image of Aurora from November 11th, 2014. By Damien McNamara. 

 

Below- Enhanced image of aurora from November 11th, 2014. By Damien 

McNamara. 
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I have since captured a further 11 auroras, at the time I 

attempted Milky Way shots, eclipse time lapses; I really 

did dive in feet first and taught myself the basics. I 

remember the first time I ever shot the galactic core, 

the centre of our Milky Way galaxy.  

I had been outside for around half an hour and was 

shooting different stars, then recalled Dad talking about 

long exposures. Nothing like you would use to capture 

an aurora, where you wouldn’t want to exceed maybe 

15 seconds, with a reasonable DSLR. But longer 

exposures of 30 seconds minimum, so I found Scorpio 

thinking that would be a cool target to see what was 

there, and away I went. I opened the shutter as wide as 

it would go, and took a 30 second exposure.  

Using a standard Canon lens, and not knowing the rule 

of 500, you can only imagine the star trails that I was 

able to pick up. But there was what looked like a huge 

cloud in the middle of Scorpio? What on Earth was this 

object? Was my lens broken? Was my camera broken? 

No, I had taken my first ever image of the centre of our 

home galaxy, the Milky Way! Go on. If you have never 

tried astrophotography and have a dslr, or a camera 

capable of exposures, put this book down and go give it 

a go  
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The beginning of 2017, is when I became the Director of 

the Space Weather Section for the Royal Astronomical 

Society of New Zealand, as mentioned in the 

introduction. I had huge shoes to fill as Bob Evans had 

directed what was the Solar and Aurora Section for 

more than 30 years prior!  

At the time I really did think I would follow suit as a 

long term Director. I planned initiatives on how to get 

youngsters involved, from predicting space storms 

through homemade magnetometers, to simply aurora 

observing and describing what you were seeing. 

This led me down the path of learning how to be 

grateful for opportunities, and how to give back, or how 

to pay it forward from my opportunities. 

I recall the day as though it were yesterday! The 23rd of 

March 2017 started out like no other. I had spent the 

last few months poking banter at the luckiest group of 

people I had come to know: those who would get to go 

onboard Flight To The Lights, a brain child of Dr Ian 

Griffin from the Otago Museum, formerly of NASA.  

He got the opportunity to fly onboard SOFIA, NASA’s 

Stratospheric Observatory For Infrared Astronomy. 

While on board he was able to sit for hours in one of 

the darkest parts of the plane, just behind the cockpit, 
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and happily shoot the aurora australis from a moving 

plane! The opportunity gave him such a thrill, he 

decided he wanted to share the experience with as 

many people as possible, so he decided to try and 

charter an Air New Zealand plane and take like-minded 

enthusiasts along to have the same experience. 

I had risen at 4am to start weed spraying around town 

when  about 10.30am I got a message from my wife on 

Messenger saying I needed to ring Mike Bailey from 

Southland Astronomical Society, as soon as possible  I 

asked what about, and she replied she had no idea, but 

he sounded super excited about something. 

I checked my phone, and low and behold I had a missed 

call, so I rang Mike and the conversation went a little bit 

like this….. 

“Hey man, are you going to tell me you’ve got me a 

ticket on Flight To The Lights tonight, hahaha” I joked. 

“Yes, there has been a last minute cancellation, it was 

offered to me, but I cannot get to Dunedin before take-

off, so was asked if I knew anyone that might like it 

instead.” Mike replied. 

“No, you’re shitting me because you’ve seen me take 

the mickey out of everyone, asking if they could take 

me along in their luggage.” I said. 
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“No, someone has pulled out, the seat is yours. It’ll cost 

you $1980, but you only have an hour to change the 

ticket into your name otherwise you miss out. The seat 

is empty and it would have been a total waste of 

$1980!” Mike said, slightly more aggressively. 

“Ok” I replied with a hint of skepticism in my voice. 

We exchanged numbers, I rang the lady that had pulled 

out, and confirmed Mike’s story. This was 11.20am 

now. I had 40 minutes to convince my wife to let me go 

on a flight to the coast of Antarctica to see the aurora 

australis up close at a cost of $1980. My camera 

batteries weren’t charged, I had no reasonable lens, no 

lens shield, a basic tripod, and I was NO WAY ready for 

this opportunity! 

“Hey sweet heart, how’s your day going?” Is how I 

began the phone conversation with my super 

understanding and tolerant wife, Kayla. 

“Mike got you a ticket on that silly flight to nowhere 

tonight didn’t he?” She instantly snapped back 

with…….. 

“Maybe” I sheepishly replied. 

“Well you are going to do what you want anyway, so 

who am I to argue.” She replied. 
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“No, I needed to ring and talk to you first. The tickets 

aren’t full price, we only have to pay half of the $3990, 

and it’s a once in a lifetime opportunity.” I probably 

should have just stopped here, as she had said yes, and 

I was just winding her up that I got to go away again. 

The conversation lasted another 30 seconds, but 

resulted in me of course getting the last ticket on Flight 

To The Lights, and becoming the luckiest person on that 

flight. 

My boss even gave me the following day off work at 

short notice, and let me take a work ute down so I 

didn’t miss out. It really was an amazing experience, my 

images were ok, and I was so tired it wasn’t funny. I had 

been up since 4am on the day of the flight, and was 

awake until I got home the following day around 9am. 

But I would highly recommend the opportunity to 

anyone who was thinking about going on a future 

installment. The experience was worth it if nothing else.  

Lifelong friends were made, and further avenues 

opened up because of it. I quickly became an outreach 

educator, giving my second ever free public talk just 

after the flight at Adventure Books in Oamaru.  
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Above- Me standing in front of our airplane before Flight To The Lights. By Brad 

Phipps 

Since that second talk, I have given 3 others at 

Adventure Books, and a further 7 at schools, local 

societies and such groups. It has opened up a whole 

new world of astronomy, and how I share it. 

 

 

https://www.oamarumail.co.nz/slideshow/left-speechless-by-lights-flight/ 

https://www.oamarumail.co.nz/community/skys-the-limit-for-astrophotographer/ 
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Maybe not a once in a life time 

experience 

 

 This next part of my story actually started 20 

years ago and had absolutely nothing to do with 

auroras, or astronomy, or dark skies at all!  

In 1998, I was a keen artistic 16 year old, long shoulder 

length hair, and trying to find myself in this world. After 

a 6th Form printmaking project that allowed me to 

make a massive 1.1m x 1.8m woodblock, and print it 

using the schools cricket pitch roller, I was given the 

opportunity to help make the schools new promotional 

video. It meant having 2 weeks off school, following the 

crew around, helping where possible, being a gaffer, 

running around sorting things for them and doing the 

odd acting role.  

I got to work with Peter Hayden of New Zealand Natural 

History, who at the time had just signed a huge deal 

with 20th Century Fox, so I was all keen and eager to 

get as much experience as possible.  

Since then, I’ve always wanted to find a way to get kids 

involved with whatever I am doing at the time. So in 
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2017 I started going by the name, The Rogue 

Astronomer – Damien McNamara (planning things my 

way, outside the norm, no committees, self-funding 

projects, etc.) I also started organizing trips for local 

students to partake in activities that would expose 

them to things they usually would not get a chance to 

do.  

In July 2017, just after my flight on Flight To The Lights, I 

organized for Year 5 Weston School student, Keana 

Kearns to come along on a tour of SOFIA in 

Christchurch. I was already taking my two sons Brodie 

and Rueben, but wanted to offer another primary aged 

student the chance. I ran a small social media 

campaign, asking for students to be nominated by 

parents, and Keana was picked for doing awesome at 

school, and completing Science Award Badges in her 

own time!  

It was an awesome experience being able to give the 

opportunity to Keana, and allowed me to see SOFIA in 

real life, the plane that started Dr Ian Griffin down the 

path of Flight To The Lights in the first place.  

Immediately I wanted to step up the next opportunity 

and instantly knew exactly how it was going to happen! 
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Above - Keana Kearns and I outside SOFIA. By Gareth West. 

Flight To The Lights 2 was announced sometime in mid-

2017, and I instantly registered my interest. So to kind 

of mark the 20th anniversary of my New Zealand 

Natural History film making experience, Kayla and I 

decided to give back with a little help from my part 

time aerial photography business.  

The plan was to offer a local secondary school student 

an opportunity of a lifetime, to come along on Flight To 

The Lights 2 in March 2018 with me, to view and 

photograph the aurora australis from the skies above 

the Antarctic circle!  
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I ran an even larger campaign this time around: social 

media, local newspaper, radio. We were asking for 

secondary school aged students from across the entire 

Waitaki District to enter, to give them the opportunity 

to win ‘The Golden Ticket’. 

There were stipulations: each student had to have 2 

nominations, 1 from a parent and a corresponding 

nomination from a teacher, that way we knew 

genuinely deserving students were getting their names 

put forward. They had to be doing well at school in 

either Science, Art, or Photography; they had to have a 

basic knowledge around DSLR cameras; they needed to 

benefit from going on the flight, and they needed to be 

able to handle long distance flight. 

In total we received 8 nominations from 3 of the 4 

secondary schools in the Waitaki District, and over a 

month we went over each nomination, bouncing 

questions backwards and forwards to the parents. By 

the end of February Kayla and I made our final decision.  

I made the phone call to the nominating parent, Liz 

King, to ask if her Year 10 daughter Tilly would be still 

keen to come along.. Of course the answer was yes, and 

it is the first time I have ever made anyone speechless! I 

met with Tilly and Liz the following week for the local 

newspaper, The Oamaru Mail. We got our photo taken, 
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we went over some basics of astrophotography, and 

things were on the move. 

March 22nd rolled around pretty quickly. I met Tilly 

along with her parents Matt and Liz and younger 

brother Albert at Christchurch International Airport. 

Tilly and I joined up with a handful of other passengers 

in the waiting area, patiently waited and watched our 

plane come in and met up with the remaining 

passengers down at our gate. We were greeted as we 

boarded by the plane by a gangway being lit by stars 

and images from Mt John. It was quite a fitting 

welcome on board.  

 

Above – Tilly and I before boarding our flight. By Liz King. 
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Below – Tilly and I after our flight. By Liz King. 

 

 

In the months leading up to the flight, I had carefully 

planned which side of the plane we were to go on, to 

best see activity, but unfortunately due to our flight 

plan, it saw us chasing the sunset for almost the entire 

Southbound leg of our flight. We ‘went through’ and 

photographed some subtle aurora activity with Orion as 

a backdrop about 2 and a half hours into the flight, but 

until the sunlit horizon had disappeared completely, 

there wasn’t a lot we could see.  
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Above – Stars over our head as we boarded. By Damien McNamara. 

We turned left at -65 degrees South, approximately 

150km off the coast of the Bellany Islands, and started 

to head North again hunting down the aurora oval.  

We ended up flying under a subtle aurora display twice, 

before activity really kicked into high gear around 1am, 

and the entire plane-load was blown away. We had 

constantly good viewing from then, through to 4am for 

the left hand side of the plane.  
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Above – Flight To The Lights 2 mission patch, by Brad Phipps and Shaun Rae, with 

flight stats, by Damien McNamara. 

Above – Flight To The Lights flight plan over layered on to Google Earth. By Damien 

McNamara 
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We flew under the aurora oval 7 times in total, giving 

both sides of the plane the opportunity to view and 

photograph this amazing display. 

I have two highlights from Flight To The Lights 2. The 

first was actually being able to take better photographs 

than the previous year, and also being able to walk 

around and talk to other like-minded people, teaching 

them photographic techniques. I spent a good half of 

the trip up and out of my seat, offering advice to other 

first time flyers. It was an absolutely amazing feeling on 

board and many more lifelong friends were made.  

The second highlight was the look on young Tilly’s face 

just after 1am when we started the camera up again 

and that first image flashed up on the back display. She 

jumped up and was amazed! I rattled off a dozen shots, 

then got up and let her have the window for the next 

half an hour or more; each pass we made, we would 

take turns in the window seat.  

That look on her face when that first image came up, 

made the entire experience of giving back worthwhile, 

and I knew I had help inspire a new young 

astrophotographer. 
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Above – Flying under the Aurora Oval. By Damien McNamara 

I have a small fear of flying believe it or not, and 

knowing you’re in the middle of nowhere, with no land 

for thousands of kilometres around you, and your 

closest airport being over 1000km away in Antarctica, it 

does things to your mind. I spent the entire return leg 

home again quietly vowing to myself that this was it, 

bucket list ticked……….. 

Well……. I had been back on land all of 12 hours, and 

planning had started for Flight To The Lights 3 in March 

of 2019.  
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Very quickly with the help of local business owner Kelly 

Harvey of Tutu Hill Cakes and Gifts, she came up with 

the concept behind The Aurora Ball, to help get me and 

more students on Flight To The Lights 3.  

The Aurora Ball was to be a fundraising evening to raise 

money towards a 5 seat package, to get at least 2 

students, myself, Kelly and 1 other lucky passenger on 

board.  

The hall was booked, the band was locked in, tickets 

had been sold! At the very last minute we had to 

change everything……………………… 

 

 

 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

https://www.oamarumail.co.nz/community/skys-the-limit-for-space-minded/ 

https://www.oamarumail.co.nz/community/opportunity-for-pupil-to-see-aurora-

australis/ 

https://www.oamarumail.co.nz/community/tilly-gets-set-for-experience-of-a-

lifetime/ 

https://www.oamarumail.co.nz/community/pairs-flight-to-aurora-amazing/ 

https://www.oamarumail.co.nz/community/opportunity-for-pupil-to-see-aurora-australis/
https://www.oamarumail.co.nz/community/opportunity-for-pupil-to-see-aurora-australis/
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The Aurora Ball 

 

 As days turned to into weeks, I slowly started to 

build my Flight To The Lights kit, for the 3rd installment 

of this great sub Antarctic adventure. I purchased a 

second suction mount, a Samyung 16mm f2 lens, and 

started to look at ways of potentially mounting 2 

cameras in 1 window, so 1 could time lapse and the 

other could be shared with the potential lucky students.  

 

Above – Camera mounting kit for Flight To The Lights. By Damien McNamara 

July quickly came around and with the financial 

assistance of 2 local groups, the $2000 deposit was paid 
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on a 5 seat package. The package included a window 

seat pair, and 3 centre seats, so 5 seats to 1 window. 

Having been on Flight To The Lights twice before, I 

knew that didn’t really matter!  

Kelly Harvey came on board wanting to help organize a 

fundraiser of some kind, to help towards the remaining 

$4500 needed, and ensure this opportunity was a 

success. By offering more seat that meant I was going 

to be able to inspire more students from more schools, 

from further across our district.  

Once again I asked for deserving students to be 

nominated, they had to be doing well at school and at 

home. They needed dual nominations again from both 

parents and teachers, and also needed to have an 

interest in Art, Science or Photography, but 

photography wasn’t as essential this time around. 

Sadly this was not to be as in early August, Orbit Travel 

announced that they would be cancelling Flight To The 

Lights 3. 

 

 

 

https://www.oamarumail.co.nz/community/pupils-offered-seats-on-aurora-flight/ 
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There were multiple contributing factors; from Air NZ 

needing the deposit earlier to book a Dreamliner, to 

there not being enough interest in the 3rd flight at this 

earlier stage in the planning. It put us on the spot as 

Kelly had the venue, catering, band and alcohol all 

booked for this fundraising event in just 6 weeks time. I 

was at full panic stations and was absolutely gutted at 

having to tell her about the flight. 

Luckily for me Kelly has an awesomely positive attitude 

and within 24 hours the goal had changed, and things 

were back into full swing again. The goal now was to 

fundraise for the purchase of telescopes and offer them 

to the students that had been nominated to go on the 

flight. With 6 weeks left before the ball, and pretty 

much everything sorted, it was up to me to source the 

telescopes, and pick the students.  

The decision ended up being a joint one between Kelly 

and I, to go with a Christchurch-based business for the 

5 Skywatcher telescopes as Kelly was able to shoot up 

and pick them up herself. We ended up buying 4 x 6 

inch reflectors to be given away to the students, and an 

8 inch collapsible reflector was purchased to be 

auctioned off on the night of the ball.  

The evening quickly came around and even with the 

short amount of time we had, the change of 
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circumstances in the middle of promotions, and neither 

Kelly or I having had any type of involvement with an 

event like this before, we pulled it off!  

Well, I have to admit Kelly pulled it off. She did all the 

hard work: the evening was amazing, the band was 

fantastic, I even managed to get my wife up dancing 

somehow, and the big part…..we raised enough money! 

Kelly even raised enough money, that she was able to 

purchase, (with some expert advice,) 2 outdoor led 

lights for the Oamaru Observatory. The lights are 

adjustable down to 2700k, solar powered, and are 

motion activated, so totally dark sky friendly.  

I personally cannot wait to get them installed on our 

access path, so the North Otago Astronomical Society 

can lead by example within the Waitaki District, when 

promoting smarter outdoor lighting!  

After the ball the telescopes were purchased, picked up 

and transported back to Tutu Hill Cakes & Gifts where 

the first 2 recipients were presented with their new 

astronomical tools!  

Carter Andrew of Year 10 at St Kevins College here in 

Oamaru  was lucky number 1. He hopes to work for 

NASA one day, and already has a 5 to 10 year plan in 

mind for how he is going to make that happen! Carter 
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had absolutely no idea he had been nominated let 

alone picked, and was completely over the Moon to 

receive his new telescope the day before his birthday!  

Lucky student number 2 was Emma Borrie, Year 11 at 

Waitaki Girls High School in Oamaru. Emma excelled at 

everything she had put her mind to, with excellence 

awards throughout both Primary & Secondary school. 

Emma had a keen interest in both Art and Photography, 

so was also a deserving student to receive a telescope. 

The third student involved some travelling on my 

behalf. Young Anton Stuck, Year 12, lives in Dunedin 

and attended Kavanagh College. You could almost call 

Anton an apprentice astronomer; he is the student 

representative for the Dunedin Astronomical Society. 

He regularly travels over to Middlemarch, to the 

Dunedin Astronomical Society’s dark sky cottage with 

the Dunedin Space Program students, along with his 

nominating educator Amadeo Enriquez-Ballestero.  

Anton can be found anywhere Amadeo goes outside of 

school time where science or astronomy is involved, 

and was completely blindsided by receiving the 

telescope, and left speechless, to the point he had to 

hug me to make sure I wasn’t pranking him.  
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Above – Myself, Amadeo and Anton Stuck being presented with his telescope at the 

Beverly Begg Observatory in Dunedin. By Kayla McNamara. 

The fourth telescope didn’t actually go to just 1 

student, but after talking it over with Kelly, was decided 

to be given to a school, and was gifted to Weston 

School just outside of Oamaru. It was happily received 

by Mr Patterson, the science co-ordinator, who helps 

get students involved with Science Badges through the 
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Science Award Trust and young Keana Kearns from the 

SOFIA tour was the receiving student. 

 

Above – Myself, Anton and Amadeo outside the Beverly Begg observatory in 

Dunedin. By Kayla McNamara 

I have since used some of the Flight To The lights 

deposit money to purchase yet another 6 inch 

Skywatcher reflector that will be gifted to another 

school within the Waitaki District. I have found trying to 

get telescopes into schools allows me to expose more 

students to astronomy, rather than picking students 

who may benefit from them. It also allows for 

continued exposure year after year, for many years to 

come. 
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This is where my original story picks up again and we 

start diving into dark skies as a way of creating jobs, 

developing economic growth, and starting an astro 

tourism sector within the Waitaki District. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.oamarumail.co.nz/community/keen-to-encourage-youth-to-keep-an-

eye-on-the-sky/ 
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Dark Skies 

 

 All this time while carrying out this outreach 

work, we continued to balance home life, and Rueben’s 

growing tantrums and frustrations with life. Over this 

time I had been putting together a proposal to the 

Waitaki District Council, as a part of their Long Term 

Plan discussions. I had recently taken on the role of 

President, for the North Otago Astronomical Society, as 

well as the newly established role of Dark Sky 

Representative. 

I was adamant to not just follow in my father’s 

footsteps, but to create my own story within 

astronomy. I had absolutely no idea that story was 

about to take a sudden and abrupt change of direction, 

in the not too distant future.  

I wanted to see Cape Wanbrow given dark sky 

recognition, for astro tourism purposes, economic 

growth, as well as to protect the endangered yellow 

eyed penguin that resides on the south coastline. Fur 

seals and Otago shags also call this area home.  
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The proposal was very well received, but I still struggled 

to educate policy makers around the benefits of having 

dark sky areas within the Waitaki District. 

This was in part my fault. Although I had jumped in to 

dark skies promotions rather quickly, I had a very 

limited knowledge around the principles and practices 

of dark skies. All I was looking at was to grow our 

economy and create an astro tourism sector within the 

Waitaki District. 

 

Above – an entrance into the old Oamaru Landfill site, the central area of what was 

proposed to become a dark sky park. 

 

https://www.oamarumail.co.nz/community/stellar-tourism-opportunity-seen/ 
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When I took on the role as President of the North 

Otago Astronomical Society, I set myself 3 goals in my 

first year. One to get the Oamaru Observatory 

reopened, two to retry public meeting nights, and three 

to restart the long defunct Stargazers Getaway. We 

achieved all three in that first year, and it was at 

Stargazers Getaway where my life literally changed 

forever.  

I went from a Space Weather enthusiast within 

astronomical circles, to a dedicated father on a mission 

to protect his son. That has now turned into a very 

public cause for every single living being on Earth. It 

was a moment that will live in my memory until the day 

I die, and it is a moment that has changed my family 

forever. 

On September 9th 2018, during Stargazers Getaway, 

Steve Butler from the Royal Astronomical Society of 

New Zealand, took part in a Dark Skies Discussion with 

myself and Mike Broughton from Dunedin Dark Skies. 

Steve made mention the link between Blue Light 

emissions, and how it suppresses our natural Melatonin 

production.  

 

https://www.oamarumail.co.nz/community/stellar-response-to-viewing-nights/ 
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It was literally like turning a light on in my head, a 

downward facing, fully shielded, 2700K light of course. 

It was at that moment every single thing I had been 

promoting within dark skies changed. Previously I was 

so green to the subject I had no idea of the connection.  

Blue light suppresses our natural Melatonin production, 

WOW!! This opened a whole can of worms inside my 

head, and my mind was going at a million miles per 

hour. 

When Rueben had that sudden downward turn in his 

mental health, we all thought he had become immune 

to his Melatonin tablets, and they had simply stopped 

working, but the actual answer was much more in-

depth and eye opening. 

I immediately stopped all work on dark skies proposals 

for economic growth, and started studying how blue 

light affects living creatures, especially humans, and 

how this may have had some kind of effect on Rueben. 

There had to be a connection between him being on 

the autism spectrum and being hyper sensitive to light. 

In 2017, Rueben, his Mum, and her partner, had moved 

from Kakanui into Oamaru, something you wouldn’t 

usually think much about. But immediately after that 

move into town is when Rueben’s behavior started to 
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change, and it was the ONLY thing I had to go on. There 

had to be a connection between what Steve Butler had 

said at Stargazers, and what Rueben had gone through. 

Within a week of that discussion at Stargazers Getaway, 

I had identified that connection, and I was a man on a 

mission! I was immediately asked to join Dark Skies 

Dunedin with their campaign to Health Minister David 

Clark.  

What I was able to identify after Stargazers Getaway, 

was that within weeks of moving into their new house 

on the main street of Oamaru, the local street light 

contractor on October 30th 2017, converted the street 

light right outside Rueben’s bedroom window, from the 

old high pressure sodium, to the new amazing cool 

white 4000K LED street lights.  

Now when I say right outside Rueben’s bedroom 

window, I am not talking off to one side, or light spilling 

from it into his window. This street light is 5 metres 

horizontally, and 11 metres vertically RIGHT outside 

what was his bedroom window. Having to send myself 

back to school to relearn the Pythagoras theorem, I was 

able to calculate this street light was in fact 12.08 

metres from Ruebens head in bed, at a light 

penetration angle of roughly 62.96 degrees. 
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I immediately spoke to these street light contractors, 

pulled Rueben’s medical records, paediatric records, 

council schedules, and further NZTA data.  

On my first investigative site visit, I was able to identify 

the street light to have what looked to be a serial 

number underneath it. It read, L114(NV4), I almost 

straight away recognised the NV4 from the NZTA M30 

list of luminaries, that was a model number. Upon cross 

referencing I found that it was an OrangeTek Aria LED 

street light, imported from England. The L114 had me 

stumped until just recently, when I discovered that this 

number relates back to its power rating, the 114 is the 

wattage of the LED. So from simply being a concerned 

parent, I was able to extract a large amount of 

information from multiple sources, very quickly, to 

assist in my findings. 

The truly scary part of all this, was when looking at all 

data side by side, from contractor records, to Rueben’s 

medical records, was that this street light that I 

identified as a potential root cause of the situation, had 

been installed just 30 days prior to Rueben trying to 

take his life. That to me was the smoking gun, but I had 

to prove it.  
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30 days was more than enough time for Rueben’s 

mental health to deteriorate to the point where he was 

in a destructive mindset, when he tried to take his life.  

But how on Earth was I going to be able to connect all 

these random dots, so I could uniformly present an 

understandable image, to a lay person on the subject, 

to understand what I was trying to advocate on?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.nzta.govt.nz/assets/resources/specification-and-guidelines-for-road-

lighting-design/docs/m30-accepted-luminaires.pdf 
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Let there be light 

 

 I’m going to jump back in time here, and give 

you a short history lesson around the light bulb, and 

how the different types have developed through time, 

to where we are today. A lot of this chapter has been 

picked straight off different websites, so I will reference 

these where I can.  

The light bulb as we know it today has been around for 

140 odd years, the light bulb itself has been around 

almost 200 years, in many different shapes and forms.  

In the early 1800’s, Humphry Davy who was a chemist, 

invented the first electric light. He experimented with 

electricity and ended up inventing an electric battery. 

When he connected the wires to his battery, with a 

piece of carbon, the carbon glowed, producing light. 

This invention of his was known as the Electric Arc 

lamp, and while it produced light, it didn’t produce it 

for long and was much too bright for any kind of 

practical use.  

_____________________________________________ 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Davy_lamp 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Davy_lamp
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Over the next seven decades, other inventors created 

“light bulbs”, but unfortunately no designs emerged for 

any viable commercial application.  

In 1840, a British scientist named Warren de la Rue, 

enclosed a coiled platinum filament inside a vacuum 

tube, and passed an electrical current through it. The 

design was based on the concept that the high melting 

point of platinum would allow it to operate at high 

temperatures, and that the evacuated chamber would 

contain fewer gas molecules to react with the platinum, 

improving its longevity.  

Although an efficient design, the cost of the platinum 

unfortunately made it totally impractical for any 

commercial production what so ever. Warren de la Rue 

was also well known for his work around astronomical 

photography, now known as astrophotography. 

However all was not lost. By 1850 an English physicist 

named Joseph Wilson Swan created a “light bulb”, by 

enclosing carbonized paper filaments inside an 

evacuated glass bulb. By 1860 he had a working 

prototype, but this lacked of a good vacuum, and an 

adequate supply of electricity resulted in a bulb whose 

lifetime was much too short to be considered an 

effective producer of light. Thankfully the 1870’s better 
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vacuum pumps became available and Swan continued 

experiments on light bulbs.  

In 1878, Swan developed a longer lasting light bulb 

using a piece of treated cotton thread that also 

removed the problem of early bulb blackening with the 

use of carbon. 

On July 24th, 1874, a Canadian patent was filed by a 

Toronto medical electrician named Henry Woodward 

and a colleague Mathew Evans. They built their lamps 

with different sizes and shapes of carbon rods, held 

between electrodes inside the glass cylinders, and filled 

with nitrogen. Woodward and Evans attempted to 

commercialize their lamp, but were unsuccessful.  

However they eventually sold their patent to a man 

named Thomas Edison in 1879. 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Warren_De_la_Rue 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Swan 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Woodward (inventor) 

https://patents.google.com/patent/US181613 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Woodward%20(inventor)
https://patents.google.com/patent/US181613
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The year before in 1878, Edison began serious research 

into developing a practical incandescent lamp for 

commercial production, and on October 14th, 1878, 

Edison filed his first patent application for, 

"Improvement In Electric Lights".  

Meanwhile he continued to test several types of 

material for metal filaments, to improve on his original 

design, and by November 4th, 1879, he filed another 

U.S. patent for an electric lamp using "a carbon filament 

or strip coiled and connected.....to platina contact 

wires."  

The patent described several ways of creating the 

carbon filament including, using "cotton and linen 

thread, wood splints, papers coiled in various ways.” It 

was not until several months after the patent was 

granted, that Edison and his team discovered that a 

carbonized bamboo filament could last over 1200 

hours. 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Edison 

https://www.amusingplanet.com/2019/05/how-japanese-bamboo-helped-edison-

make.html 
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This discovery marked the beginning of commercially 

manufactured light bulbs, and in 1880, Thomas Edison’s 

company, The Edison Electric Light Company, began 

marketing its new product, finally the world had a 

commercially viable light bulb. 

It is quite safe to say, the lighting industry has had a 

pretty free run of things with little regard to 

regulations, or compliance, etc. Up until the last few 

years, going and buying a light bulb was an easy 

exercise, you picked your wattage, looked for the 

cheapest one on the shelf, and purchased it. Although 

different brands may have had slight differences in 

brightness, they were all the same color, and within a 

reasonable range for brightness.  

Some brands would last longer than others, some 

brands would not even last until the end of the day you 

purchased it. It was pretty hit and miss really.  

But the more confident brands have lasted, and are 

now the mega powers within the lighting industry, 

Phillips, GE, OSRAM, to name a few, (and no I am not 

being paid to mention them.) 

 

https://www.edn.com/electronics-blogs/edn-moments/4398588/Edison-Electric-

Light-Co-begins-operation--October-15--1878 
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140 years is a long time for an industry to have free rein 

over what they do. Yes they have to comply with 

consumer laws, trading laws, etc, but the basis of the 

industry which is to make light bulbs, has been pretty 

much unregulated in how they shine their light, mind 

the pun. 

There have been many variations of the light bulb over 

that 140 years, clear bulbs, frosted bulbs, halogen 

bulbs, energy saving bulbs, fluorescent bulbs, the 

metal-halide lamps, all trying to do the same thing, last 

longer and cost less for a more efficient bulb for the 

consumer.  

3 types of bulbs, or lamps were used for the bulk of 

general (white) lighting, the Incandescent, the 

Fluorescent, and the Metal-Halide, all have pros and 

cons. 

• Incandescent bulbs produce light with a glowing 

filament heated by an electrical current. These are very 

inefficient, having a luminous efficacy of 10-17 lumen 

per watt, and also have a short lifetime, approximately 

1000 hours. These are being phased out of general 

lighting applications at a growing pace. Incandescent 

lights produce a continuous black body spectrum of 

light similar to sunlight, and so produce high Color 

rendering index (CRI)*.  
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• Fluorescent bulbs  produce ultraviolet light by a 

glow discharge between two electrodes in a low 

pressure tube of mercury vapor, which is converted to 

visible light by a fluorescent coating on the inside of the 

tube. These are more efficient than incandescent lights, 

having a luminous efficacy of around 60 lumens per 

watt, and have a longer lifetime of 6,000-15,000 hours, 

and are widely used for residential and office lighting. 

However, their mercury content makes them a hazard 

to the environment, and they have to be disposed of as 

hazardous waste. 

• Metal-halide bulbs produce light by an arc 

between two electrodes in an atmosphere of argon, 

mercury and other metals, and iodine or bromine. 

These were the most efficient white electric lights 

before LEDs, having a luminous efficacy of 75–100 

lumens per watt, and have a relatively long bulb 

lifetime of 6,000-15,000 hours, but because they 

require a 5 - 7 minute warm up period before turning 

on, are not used for residential lighting. Instead they 

are for commercial and industrial wide use, as well as 

outdoor security lighting and streetlights. Like 

fluorescents, they also contain hazardous mercury. 
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* Color Rendering Index is a quantitative measure of 

the ability of a light source to reveal the colors of 

various objects faithfully in comparison with an ideal or 

natural light source. Light sources with a high CRI are 

desirable in color-critical applications, such as neonatal 

care and art restoration.  

It is defined by the International Commission on 

Illumination (CIE) as - Color rendering, the effect of an 

illuminant on the color appearance of objects by 

conscious or subconscious comparison with their color 

appearance under a reference illuminant. 

So this brings us to the situation we are in now, the 

three main types of bulbs mentioned above, are either 

inefficient, or are hazardous to the environment. With 

the way we are going as a civilization, we need to look 

at safer less hazardous ways to light our lives,  while 

also caring for the environment for future generations. 

So regulations are slowly starting to creep in now, and 

not a moment too soon, with the next new technology 

emerging. The answer is long lasting, safer lighting 

LED’s, or Light Emitting Diodes. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Color_rendering_index 

http://www.cie.co.at/ 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Color_rendering_index
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An LED light bulb is an electric light for use in light 

fixtures that produces light using a light-emitting diode 

(LED).  

LED light bulbs have a lifespan many times longer than 

their equivalent incandescent bulbs, and are 

significantly more efficient than pretty much anything 

else on the market. 

LED bulbs require an electronic LED driver circuit when 

operated from mains power lines, and losses from 

these circuits mean the efficiency of the bulb is lower 

than the efficiency of the LED chip it uses. The most 

efficient commercially available LED bulbs have 

efficiencies of 200 lumens per watt. Commercially 

available LED chips can have efficiencies of over 220 

lumens per watt. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Light-emitting_diode 
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Some LED bulbs are made to be a directly compatible 

replacement for incandescent or fluorescent bulbs. LED 

bulb packaging should show the lumen output, power 

consumption in watts, sometimes the equivalent 

wattage of an incandescent lamp of similar luminous 

output, the color temperature in kelvins or a 

description (e.g. "warm white", "cool white" or 

"daylight"), and operating temperature range. I know I 

have probably lost you now. Yes, you cannot simply go 

into a store now and buy a certain wattage bulb. There 

are many different variants that need to be factored in 

to ensure you get the right bulb, for the right purpose.  

Take note of what I just wrote about color temperature 

in kelvins, we are coming to that very soon, and is very 

important moving forward.  

Most companies prefer to market LED bulbs that 

portray a ‘true’ color at night, so a ‘white light’, or ‘cool 

white’, whereas the orange color of a sodium street 

light, would more be called a ‘warm white’.   

Most LEDs do not emit light in all directions, and their 

directional characteristics affect the design of lamps, 

although omnidirectional lamps which radiate light over 

a 180° angle are becoming more common. The light 

output of single LED is less than that of incandescent 

and compact fluorescent lamps. In most applications 
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multiple LEDs are used to form a bulb, although high-

power versions are becoming available.  

What is color temperature you ask?  Color temperature 

is a way to describe the light appearance provided by 

an LED light bulb. It is measured in degrees of Kelvin on 

a scale from 1,000 to 10,000. Typically, commercial and 

residential lighting application Kelvin temperatures fall 

somewhere on a scale from 2000K to 6500K. A light 

bulb’s color temperature lets us know what the look 

and feel of the light produced will be. The color 

temperature of a light bulb is assigned using the basis 

of correlated color temperature (CCT). 

For example, if you heat up a metal object, the object 

appears to glow. Depending on the Kelvin temperature 

that the metal object is being heated at, the glow will 

be various colors, such - 

 ‘Warm White’ is 2000k to 3000k, it is a warm 

inviting and intimate type of lighting. 

 ‘Cool White’ is 3100k to 4500k, it is a bright and 

vibrant type of lighting. 

 ‘Daylight’ is 4600k to 6500k, this is crisp and an 

invigorating type of lighting. 
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Above – an image I took at an outreach event showing the difference in colour 

temperatures, 5000K (on the left) and 2700K (on the right.) By Damien McNamara 

The lighting industry have always in a way just gone 

about the work they do, and it has been the norm. They 

make light bulbs to light our world. This has now 

changed and education around these new LED light 

bulbs has accelerated in recent years, and certain types 

of LED bulbs, will soon, if not already, be listed as 

harmful to humans. That has started already, and the 

science is starting to catch up with the lighting industry 

very quickly. 

Like fluorescent bulbs emitting ultraviolet light, some 

LED bulbs emit what is known as blue light. The blue 
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light is to do with the part of the light spectrum that is 

being emitted. Most lights up until recently, unless you 

have worked in a commercial or industry environment, 

have not emitted this blue light, but the more we study 

the blue light, the more the harm to humans is 

becoming obvious. 

A recent Spanish study has discovered that exposure to 

some LED bulbs can cause irreparable harm to the 

retina of the human eye. LED bulbs have been touted as 

a super-efficient alternative to traditional bulbs 

because they use up to 85 per cent less energy and 

each bulb can last over 10 years, but the faster they 

come on to the market, the more concerns are starting 

to appear around different factors. 
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Further Investigations 

 

 This process has taken a little over a year now. 

Remember, this route only started at Stargazers 

Getaway in September 2018, and the amount of varying 

information I have had to learn is quite unbelievable: 

everything from light spectrums, to basic neurology, 

mental health through to, radons, wattage, lumens and 

kelvins. 

Knowing now what sent Rueben down that rabbit hole 

of self-harm, anxiety, and depression is scary. To know 

we didn’t know at the time is even scarier. I have said it 

before, and I will continue to say it, how many other 

families are in the exact same boat as us, and have 

absolutely no idea what on Earth is happening to their 

child? 

We have tested these theories even further at home 

with Rueben. Take him on any other normal day and his 

attitude is completely fine. Do a trip into town via an 

apartment store, so he can see all the big screen tv’s 

glaring in all the customers faces, BOOM, within 30 

minutes his attitude has completely flipped and the rest 

of his day is out of sorts.  
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Tablets, Cellphones, even a PSP, you name it, anything 

that emits blue light, but has no screen filter of any kind 

at least activated, has this effect on Rueben.  

So, even small dosages of blue light can start sensitive 

children into a negative mindset, extremely quickly.  

One thing that the NZTA states, but in their M30 

Specification and Guidelines for Road Lighting Design, 

page 15 ……… 

 ‘As a general guide the maximum level permitted for 

spill light is 10 lux either horizontal or vertical 3m 

inside the property boundary at 1.5m above the 

ground or at window height if the building is located 

closer than 3m from the boundary.’ 

Now this doesn’t sound like much right!? 10 lux from 

the street light itself should be sufficient for lighting the 

street?! 

 

 

 

 

https://www.nzta.govt.nz/resources/specification-and-guidelines-for-road-lighting-

design/ 
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Let me break this paragraph down for you.  The last 

spectral investigation I completed, was after Rueben 

and his Mum had moved out of the house they had 

been living in. This meant I was able to access Rueben’s 

old bedroom and actually take readings from where he 

had been lying in bed almost 12 months prior when 

these events unfolded. 

First I closed the curtains, and sure enough they were 

not black out curtains. I was unable to pick up a 

spectrum from the LED, or get a lux reading, but 

diffused light was most definitely entering the room 

and would have had some effects on Rueben via his 

hyper sensitivity.  

I picked up a lux reading of 2 at ground level from a 

small gap in the curtains; I picked up a lux reading of 5 

on the window sill with the curtains open; a lux reading 

of 6 directly outside Rueben’s bedroom window; 7 lux 1 

metre from his window; 14 lux 1 metre inside the 

property boundary, and a massive lux level of 20 

directly underneath the street light. 

Now that shows 2 things: 1, the intensity of the light 

from directly underneath is ridiculous, and it is no 

wonder so many people complain about these new 

street lights being so glary as you drive towards them. 
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But also, although the lux level of 10 was not breached, 

even a lux level of 2 inside Rueben’s old bedroom with 

the curtains closed is far too much, why you ask? 

Because the full Moon, on average, has a lux level of 

between 0.05 and 0.1 illumination. When the Moon is 

at its closest possible approach to Earth and viewed 

around the upper culmination of the Tropics, the 

illuminance can reach a massive 0.32 lux. 

So how on Earth can even 2 lux be justified not just 

inside private property, but also, inside the house on 

private property? We all know how bright a  full moon 

is at night. 

I can hear you all now, why didn’t we just get black out 

curtains? We did! Immediately after me finding out this 

link from Steve Butler, black out curtains were installed 

in his room, his bed was moved away from the window, 

we sought another increase in his Melatonin dosage, 

and I approached the school about blue light filters on 

all his electronic devices. But this is still simply a band 

aid. This does not fix the root cause of the bigger issue: 

being the total and utter disregard and the total lack of 

due diligence when central government decided to 

move forward with  their preferred choice of 4000K LED 

street lights. 
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Its super easy for me to sit here in front of my blue light 

filtered screen and preach to you all. It’s easy for me to 

tell you the facts. It’s easy for me to say the 

government was wrong, (when were they ever right?) 

But this is one time I have come to the realization, that I 

MUST tell our story to potentially help other families 

out there. I have a moral obligation to every parent, 

whether they are raising an autistic child or not, to 

make them aware of the risks around the negative 

exposure to blue light. 
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The Science 

 

  As mention at the start of the previous chapter, 

blue light is a part of the visible spectrum we see every 

single day of the year. It has a wavelength between 

400-495nm. Having such a short wavelength means 

that blue light is a type of high-energy visible light; 

violet, indigo, and some blue-green light are other 

types of high-energy visible light. It is associated with 

white light LED bulbs. Most of our electronic devices 

have white light LED screens, meaning yes they too 

emit blue light. The light in these screens has a peak 

emission in the blue wave length of 400-490nm, right 

on the button for the blue light that effect humans.  

This is why when you sit up looking at a screen, like I am 

right now writing this book; you struggle to get to sleep 

afterwards. Unless of course you know this information 

and have installed a free blue light filter on your 

electronic devices, then you can sit up writing a book all 

night, and not struggle to get to sleep. It is still not good 

for you, but it doesn’t upset your circadian rhythm as 

much.  
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There has been new research carried out where an 

exposure to light of just 15 seconds is enough to reset 

your circadian rhythm by more than 45 minutes. 

What is your circadian rhythm you ask?  This is our 

bodies natural clock, it tells our body when to sleep, 

when to wake up, and when to start producing 

melatonin. If this clock gets thrown out of balance, just 

like any clock, it is going to cause havoc. You are going 

to get tired, moody, grumpy, and become anxious. 

Because you are tired, or over tired, you are forcing 

your body to do something it is not designed to do; stay 

awake. 

The blue light enters our body via the visible light 

spectrum into our eyes. There are currently three 

known types of photoreceptor cells in retina/eye which 

allow this to happen: rods, cones, and photosensitive 

retinal ganglion cells. The two classic photoreceptor 

cells are rods and cones; contributing information used 

by the visual system to form our sight. 

Rods make up the majority, and like cones they rely on 

a protein called rhodopsin in order to detect light. The 

third cell is where things get interesting. These 

photosensitive cells do not contribute to our visible 

sight at all, but are connected to our bodies inner 

workings e,g, our circadian rhythm. There are major 
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differences between rods and cones. Rods are 

extremely sensitive and can be triggered by a single 

photon. At very low light levels it is our rods we rely on, 

because the rods are the only part of the retina used at 

low light levels, and this is why color can be difficult to 

pick up in the dark.  

Cones are the opposite. They require brighter light to 

be triggered, in order to create a signal. The human eye 

has approximately 120 million rod cells, and 6 million 

cone cells. Different species have different ratios 

depending on what type of specie they are, e.g. 

nocturnal or not. 

In the late 90’s, scientists discovered this third type of 

photosensitive cell in frogs for starters, then mice, but 

through thorough investigation, were able to later 

confirm that it was not our rods or cones located in the 

outer retina that makes us tick via our circadian rhythm, 

but was in fact this third type of cell, so a reasonably 

new discovery. Further research and observations on 

panda bears found that these newly discovered cells, 

via the melanopsin pigment, are responsible for light 

cycles within mammals. 

In addition to the rods and cones, there are 

approximately 2.4 million to 3 million of these other 

photosensitive retinal ganglion cells, the cells which 



80 
 

directly affect our circadian rhythm. Only one or two 

percent of these third cells are photosensitive, and can 

be found deep inside the inner retina, but in front of 

the rods and cones in the outer retina. The one or two 

percent of these photosensitive retinal ganglion cells 

have a pigment called melanopsin. As you have 

probably just clicked, it is this pigment that is the 

connection between blue light and the melatonin 

production. Melanopsin, believe it or not, is an actual 

gene within mammals, and helps make us who we are 

as a species. It can be found within chromosome 10 in 

humans. 

Melanopsin serves as an important role within 

mammals:  it allows our bodies to align itself to an 

approximate 24 hour cycle, being one Earth day. It is 

something we have developed as a species. Scientists, 

through the reintroduction of a melanopsin pigment to 

a degenerative eye, have shown some success in 

restoring sight, but only via mammals that have a 

degenerative loss of sight. They have to have had this 

pigment previously for it to be reintroduced. 

_____________________________________________ 

https://www.sciencedaily.com/terms/circadian_rhythm.htm 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Melatonin 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Melanopsin 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Melatonin
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Melanopsin aids in assisting sleep cycles in humans. 

There has been research around melanopsin and blue 

light: 4-second pulses of blue light directed into the 

eyes of mice via optical fibres, this woke the mice from 

a deep sleep to a state of wakefulness. Once the pulse 

ceased, neurons continued to fire, proving strong 

evidence that there is in fact a link between these 

photosensitive retinal ganglion cells and with high 

frequency light (e.g. blue light.) It proved that the cones 

and rods have absolutely nothing to do with our onset 

of sleep by light, distinguishing them from the 

photosensitive retinal ganglion cells.  

Light therapy has been used by doctors for many years, 

where blue light is used to wake humans, and 

Melatonin is used to help them to sleep, but now we 

know exactly how this process works, and how it can 

have negative effects on our body and genetic make-

up. 

In short, white light LED light bulbs, of 3000k or above, 

produce blue light, as does the Sun. This blue light 

enters our bodies through our eyes and can throw our 

circadian clock out of balance, in effect altering our 

state of consciousness and or potentially mental state, 

if not emitted at the right time of day. 
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If you work night shift already, there are already major 

concerns for these people, especially for people that 

are either light sensitive, or have a sensitive melatonin 

balance. 

These white light LEDs are going in as street lights all 

over New Zealand right now as I type. The blue light 

from these street lights affects drivers, pedestrians, 

wildlife, and plant life. Plant life is a photosensitive 

organism,  so how exactly does blue light affect them?  

That question is for another book…… 

Can you see where I am going with my story now? We 

have an industry that has done what it wants for 140 

years, then suddenly this new technology becomes 

main stream, and because there is little regulation to 

what the industry does, it has slipped through the gaps. 

There has always been concern around blue light, but 

the bigger this industry gets, the more blue light is 

being emitted. Throw in sensitive mammals and things 

start to go astray in a big way. 

 

 

https://www.sleepfoundation.org/insomnia/treatment/light-therapy-insomnia-

sufferers 
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This free rein that the lighting industry has had, is fast 

coming to bite them in the buttocks, because white 

light LEDs and the blue light they emit is screwing with 

every living thing on Earth.  

This is the scientific side of the story; quite a way off 

track from my introduction about my father passing 

away! 

I now pick up from the day Dad passed away, and will 

outline my son’s education, upbringing, and 

circumstances. Without even knowing what was 

happening over the last seven years, I have been 

presented with the ‘perfect situation’ to prove 

everything that links in with what I have gone over 

already. 

I’ll get shot down, I know I will. My evidence will be 

circumstantial, it won’t be factual enough, the 

professionals will argue that there aren’t enough actual 

facts, or evidence, and research.  

My son Rueben having autism, and without any 

professional input, I believe I can prove he is super 

sensitive to this blue light emission, and that he has a 

super sensitive melatonin balance within his body. Add 

these two things together with his autism, and my son 

is literally stuck between a rock and a hard place with 
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what he wants to do, what he knows he can do, and 

how he interprets everyday life.  

We have found ways to minimize these impacts, but if 

the law makers had done their due diligence right back 

at the start, my family wouldn’t be where we are now. I 

am fearful of how many families are in a similar 

situation, and due to lack of research and 

understanding around blue light, have absolutely no 

idea why their lives are falling apart at the seams. 

Our story aligns too well with the facts I have for my 

theory not to be correct, and very soon you will see just 

how my theory has in fact now aligned with actual 

evidence from new University studies. 

I made a promise, and it is a promise I plan on keeping.
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Star light, Star bright! 

 

 In October of 2019, I had the absolute privilege 

of being a speaker at the Starlight Conference, held in 

the lake side village of Tekapo. The theme of the 

conference was ‘Towards a Dark Skies Nation’, an idea 

of not just dark sky areas, but the entire country! So I 

was ecstatic not just about being invited to the 

conference, but speaking as well. This was my first 

rodeo in regards to dark skies, and I had no idea what 

to expect. I spent a good 3 months prior to conference 

figuring out what I was going to speak about. I had 

originally been asked to share my story, but then was 

put into the programme amongst the other areas 

throughout New Zealand currently seeking dark sky 

accreditation, so was a bit unsure how to approach 

things. 

I was dealing with people I had never met before. I had 

heard of a few, Professor John Hearnshaw, Steve Butler 

of course, but because dark skies are a subject in itself 

in astronomical circles, a lot of the names on the 

programme were totally unknown to myself. But the 

names had some pretty big organisations behind them, 

so this didn’t help the stress one bit. 
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Things did not pan out as planned. A month before 

conference I ended up cancelling our shared 

accommodation as Kayla decided she would stay at 

home. Then I went to rebook the accommodation for 

myself to find it had increased, so ended up planning to 

go over for one night. Then the week beforehand, I 

finally settled on going over for two nights, and am 

completely over the Moon that I ended up going over 

for almost the entire conference, only missing out on 

the official opening on the first night. 

I have to give a bit of a plug here. AstroNZ, a business 

owned by the Auckland Astronomical Society, ended up 

providing financial assistance to each of the ‘Towards a 

Dark Sky Nation’ regional speakers. So without their 

help, I would not have been able to attend most likely. 

AstroNZ is setup so all profits go back into astronomy in 

New Zealand whether it be via sponsorship or grants to 

help promote astronomy in the regions.  

 

Above – AstroNZ logo 

The programme for the three days was jam packed full 

of high quality speakers: 54 individual speakers over the 
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three days, with two joint discussions at the end of the 

third day. It was an amazing event and I have to give full 

praise to the Aoraki MacKenzie International Dark Sky 

Reserve Board for organizing it, with special thanks 

going to Nalayini Davies, Professor John Hearnshaw and 

Steve Butler. I simply cannot wait for the next event; 

there were some new friends made and some amazing 

research being presented. There was talk about sharing 

dark sky events in the future with all current accredited 

locations, like Stewart Island and Great Barrier Island, 

but time will tell.  

 

Above – Starlight Conference first day. By Damien McNamara 
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The first day focused on Dark sky Places and the global 

scene. It kicked off with Ruskin Hartley, Executive 

Director of the International Dark-sky Association, 

followed by Adam Dalton, Program Manager  for the 

International Dark-sky Association, and the quality of 

speakers did not decrease for the duration of the 

conference. 

I will not lie, I was a tad lost on the first day; having to 

get up early to make the two hour journey over to 

Tekapo from Oamaru, took its toll early on. Two talks 

that stood out to me on that first day were from Marnie 

Ogg, from the Australasian Dark Sky Alliance, and Clive 

Ruggle, from the University of Leicester.  

Clive spoke about Astronomical heritage and its 

importance to the larger picture. This appealed to me 

as I have a natural interest in our heritage in Oamaru. 

Marnie’s talk caught my attention as it went over 

combining efforts, and working together on the large 

issues; what they have been able to achieve in 

Australian is a credit, and I look forward to seeing 

whether we have a New Zealand chapter to the alliance 

in the near future! 

Day one ended with light snow falls on top of Mt John, 

with a tour of the operations up there; an impromptu 

talk from a Dark Sky Project tour guide, and being able 
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to see the monster MOA 1.8 metre telescope for the 

first time.  

 

Above – The 1.8m MOA telescope. By Damien McNamara 

Day two saw us dive into Light Pollution on a global 

level. We went over blue light, human and wildlife 

health, and ended with some outstanding 

astrophotography, I didn’t end up sticking around on 

the second day for the final session, as the butterflies 

were already starting to become active about my own 

talk the following day. I am more than happy to admit, I 

could have simply attended day two of the conference 

and I would have been happy. What I learnt was so 

invaluable to Rueben’s story it is not funny, and saw me 
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messaging around, and making phone calls almost 

immediately to find out further information to add to 

our own story.  

 

Above – Sean Cain (before he asked us not to take photos.) By Damien McNamara. 

Day two talks that stood out to me were: Professor 

Sean Cain, the doctor who likes to live in the dark, and 

thinks we all should too. He spoke about his own 

research around sleep cycles, our circadian rhythm and 

medicines that can be further harmful to vulnerable 

humans. Now I’m going to park the Sean Cain talk here 

and come back to him in the next chapter, as he was so 

invaluable to our cause it deserves a dedicated 

mention. 
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Alicia Dimovski, from the La Trobe University spoke of 

her team’s research, investigating sleep cycles in 

wildlife. I spoke to her immediately after her talk about 

whether she had looked into nocturnal creatures like 

penguins, as that relates back to Oamaru, and how her 

research could potentially help us here in New Zealand. 

I could have left the conference after that one session 

in the morning of day two and been happy, but 

unfortunately I had a talk myself to give the following 

day. 

Day two ended with the Banquet meal and talk from 

Graeme Murray, co-founder of Earth & Sky, the 

forerunner of the Dark Sky Project.  

 

Above – Margaret Austin addressing everyone before Graeme’s talk. By Damien 

McNamara. 
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I left the banquet almost immediately after Graeme’s 

talk, and once again started stressing about my own 

talk the following day. After hearing all the valuable 

new research being published, I had to either rethink 

my talk, or simply wing it. By this point I had rewritten 

my talk three times whilst at conference, and ended up 

going with just 12 slides, down from 52, and had a short 

video at the end. Little did I know, while tucked away in 

my cabin sorting my talk, snow had begun to fall, and a 

good 50mm had already settled and it hadn’t stopped, 

so the following morning proved to be a tad on the 

chilly side for late October.  

 

Above – Snow outside my accommodation. By Damien McNamara. 
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Day three started with a contingent of international 

speakers, talking about the struggles and wins they had 

had, in their respective areas. I didn’t take much in from 

the morning session, as I was the second speaker up in 

session two for the day, and to say the butterflies were 

active, was an understatement. 

9 speakers from all over New Zealand were allocated 10 

minutes each to go over what was happening in their 

areas; I had pre-warned Nalayini I was not doing to do 

this, and was instead going to ‘tell our story.’ 

Kyra finished her talk, having been rushed with a three 

minute warning that immediately made me sick to the 

stomach; I had such a story to tell, but only ten minutes 

to tell it in, how on Earth was I going to fit this in? 

As Nalayini introduced me, saying my story was a more 

personal one, I took to the podium….. 

“Good morning, the next ten minutes will condense 

down three months of stress for me, as I have never 

given a talk like this to such a room full of experts on 

the matter…..” There was no turning back now! It was 

on. 

I have always struggled with following my slides, they 

are always on the computer, being projected up onto 

the screen, and of course I cannot see them.  
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I tried something different this time, and gave my slides 

on a USB stick, meaning I was able to have my tablet in 

front of me, showing me exactly what was coming next 

and allowed my talk to flow much easier.  

I decided in the end to kind of wing things, my talk 

ended up being about 14 minutes, but that included my 

introduction, and Nalayini speaking afterwards about 

my story. 

Once my talk was over, and you will be able to look it 

up on YouTube as the link is printed below, I felt an 

overwhelming sense of relief, but I didn’t quite expect 

what came next.  

As I returned to my seat, Steve stood up and shook my 

hand, as he knew that my story was important to tell, 

and knew the potential for getting it out there. Three 

further people beyond Steve extended their hands in 

thanks for me sharing my story; that was really quite 

surreal, all I was doing was telling our story; I didn’t 

think it was all that special. I knew it would make the 

ears of a few people twig, but these handshakes on my 

way back to my seat were just the precursor to what 

was to come.  

 

https://youtu.be/vxN-YinWEYU 
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The other 7 speakers had their turns at speaking about 

what was happening in their respective areas, then 

came lunch time. 

Have you ever seen a swarm of bees buzzing around to 

protect their Queen? That is my best description of how 

things went from there. I stood up and went to turn to 

get a well-deserved coffee to help settle my nerves, and 

was greeted with a further three handshakes for my 

courage in telling our story. Ruskin Hartley approached 

me during the break to extend his congratulations and 

said he had never seen light pollution shown in such a 

manner, as in my video clip before, and asked if he 

could get a copy to show others. I have put his quote 

into my video above. Karen Trevino from the US 

National Parks Service gave me her thanks, and said 

Rueben was lucky to have me as his father; others came 

up and told me about their own stories, and said mine 

has made things click in their own heads, and were 

heading back to their homes to look deeper into their 

situations. 

Like the flick of a switch, I went from being the road 

worker at the back of the hall for the first two and a 

half days, to being the person everyone wanted to chat 

with in the final half a day. This was potentially the 

most surreal part of everything, as I see myself as a part 
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time advocate, amateur astronomer who is a full time 

road worker, who re-erects sign posts and fills potholes 

while not mowing lawns. Suddenly I was respected 

from all these other people I looked up to. I never 

expected the response I got, even an invitation to stay 

another night, so I could be taken out for a meal, to go 

over our story further. National media coverage about 

our story and not as part of a larger story, actual 

dedicated articles to our story, what on Earth had I 

started?  

Even Professor Sean Cain approached me, and said “We 

need to stay in contact, and I need to know more about 

your story!” This was the guy I had listened to the day 

prior and asked about his own research for our 

situation, we were now on a parallel path aligning our 

own research and stories to leave better 

informed……….. I was a part of this bigger picture, a guy 

that had an hour earlier simply been a road worker at 

the back of the hall listening to everyone else, but the 

best was yet to come! 

Day three ended with a joint discussion from Nalayini 

Davies and Steve Butler, and a Panel Discussion from 

Ruskin Hartley, Clive Ruggles, Nalayini Davies and Andy 

Roberts from DOC. The panel discussion started off as 

expected, with everyone giving their views on where 
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they thought we are as a nation, and where they think 

we need to be heading. Everyone had their turn and 

then we went into some questions from the crowd. I 

cannot remember exactly what the question was, or 

who asked it, but it was something along the lines of 

‘With all the political backlash, and negativity directed 

toward us as a scientific community trying to educate 

elected officials, how do you think we best try and start 

making inroads?’  

 

Above – The panelists, from left, Margaret Austin announcing, Nalayini Davies, 

Ruskin Hartley, Andy Roberts (DOC,) Clive Ruggles. By Damien McNamara 
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Clive Ruggle jumped in and started “This fight will be 

won with personal stories.” I immediately knew where 

this was heading….. 

He continued “I don’t know where Damien is sitting.” I 

put my hand up. 

“We need to share Rueben’s story, everyone has the 

information, everyone knows what is what, what we 

need now are the personal stories, where need to share 

Rueben’s story………” 

Half of the hall turned to look at me; everyone had 

smiles on their faces and were nodding in agreement.  

I had never felt what I was feeling, but it was good, it 

was the kind of feeling you get when you want to do 

something special with your life, when you want to be 

somebody, that feeling of enthusiasm toward wanting 

to get up and fight.  

Had I just started a revolution within our circles to 

stand up and share Rueben’s story, the feeling inside 

me was saying yes. 

The panel discussion continued, with Nalayini speaking 

about our story also, and everyone was in agreement 

with Ruskin’s comments about us having to take this 

fight against light off the shoulders of astronomers. If 
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you’re a serious enough astronomer, you’re going to 

find a dark sky to observe from, and that is what Ruskin 

was trying to get across. He said we had a huge tool box 

to pick from, and we needed to look at some of these 

other tools we had, around human health, wildlife, etc. 

We can no longer rely on astronomy as our argument 

to protect our night sky. 

I said it in my talk to the best of my ability, “I do things a 

bit back to front, I think we need to change our angle, I 

don’t fight for dark skies for astronomical purposes, I 

fight for dark skies for our own health & wellbeing, if 

we protect the night sky we automatically protect us, 

because there is no point protecting the night sky, if we 

are not here to see it” 

I was recording my talk from the back of the hall, for my 

YouTube clip, and as I finished that talk, all you can hear 

next to the camera is someone saying “WOW” as if the 

light had just gone on in their own head. It is fantastic 

for me to go back to when doubting myself, that one 

word “WOW” is said with such heart. It really was the 

start of something quite special, this journey I thought 

was coming to an end, was actually just beginning! 

 

https://www.oamarumail.co.nz/community/health-effects-of-blue-light-outlined/ 
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That doctor that likes to live in the 

dark….. 

 

 I said I would park Professor Sean Cain’s talk and 

return to it, and that is what I am going to do right now. 

Sean gave a 40 minute talk around his team from the 

School of Psychological Sciences, at Monash University 

in Melbourne, Australia, and their research into light 

and human health. I have said it prior, but I could have 

gone to conference and simply heard this talk and left 

happy, and I mean it, what I learnt in this one 40 minute 

talk was so invaluable to our cause it was unbelievable. 

Prior to hearing Sean speak, I had been looking into 

purchasing an EEG machine, to monitor brain activity, 

and try to link particular activity; to the effects of blue 

light exposure (yes I am still a simple road worker…..) 

But what I found is in the year leading up to this 

conference, his team had already done the research, 

and proved to be more eye-opening than first expected. 

Sean spoke about a paper his team had published. One 

paper in particular looked at exactly what I was looking 

at, but did not target autistic people, but his findings 

were far more scary than I ever expected, and he said 
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exactly the same thing. Their findings are similar to 

what I expected to find in autistic people, not everyday 

people, free of any health or mental health issues. 

After conference I downloaded the paper in question, 

to ensure I could share the exact data to the best of my 

ability. A total of 27 healthy men, and 29 healthy 

women were picked to take a part in this study, all aged 

between 18 and 30. After exposing these people a dim 

control (<1 lux) and a range of experimental light levels 

from (10-2000 lux for 5 hours,) and monitored for up to 

an hour afterwards, was they found on average was, for 

a 50% natural Melatonin suppression to occur, it took 

just 24.6 lux. Indicating that the circadian rhythm in an 

everyday healthy human, aged between 18 and 30, is 

highly sensitive to evening light at a typical indoor level. 

The PNAS paper can be found at the link on the next 

page. 

More scarily, they found at the most sensitive end of 

the scale, was for a 50% natural Melatonin suppression 

to occur, it took just 6 lux! Sean went on to talk about 

Melanopsin lux, a more sensitive measure of the actual 

melanopsin disruption. He said just 18 M/Lux was 

enough to cause a 56.1% natural Melatonin 

suppression. He spoke about the different parts of the 



103 
 

brain and how they are affected by anxiety and 

depression, and this is where my ears really pricked up.  

The Habenula is the part of the brain that when anxious 

or depressed makes you think that bad things are going 

to happen and the worse possible outcomes will come 

true.  

The Amygdala is the part of the brain that controls your 

fear levels, these two parts alone as he spoke about 

them were as though he was talking about Rueben, and 

these were just two of the 18 known regions of the 

human brain, that are directly affected by blue light, 

and our Melanopsin cells which balance our bodies 

Melatonin levels. 

Just like at Stargazers 2018, the light flicked on in my 

head, but the scariest part was still to come. Sean spoke 

about testing medicines that help calm our anxiety and 

depression; he said the current go to drug is Citalopram 

as it is the most common anti-anxiety drug the GP’s 

prescribe. What Sean’s team has been able to find is 

that Citalopram works in a way that makes our brains 

see the world in a brighter context. YES, that’s right; 

Citalopram makes us more sensitive to light, to help 

literally brighten our day. 

https://www.pnas.org/content/116/24/12019 



104 
 

Remember what Rueben was prescribed in the year 

following his event, to help combat increasing anxiety 

at home……….. 20 mg tablets of Escitalopram.  

Now I must put a quick disclaimer in here, Escitalopram, 

and Citalopram are two different drugs, but what they 

do is the same, and they share molecules. The best way 

to describe these 2 drugs are “the same, but different” 

is to let me explain a bit.  

Citalopram was approved in 1998, and at the time 

recommended in a dosage 20-60mg per day, and in 

2011 the FDA recommended against its use in dosages 

greater than 40mg per day. In 2002 Escitalopram was 

approved to be used at half the dosage level of 

Citalopram. Both drugs share enantiomers or paired 

molecules, Citalopram has both the R and S 

enantiomers, whereas Escitalopram only has the S 

enantiomers. 

Also things to note are Citalopram was approved to 

treat both Depression and Anxiety, whereas 

Escitalopram was only approved to treat anxiety. Other 

off label uses include: - OCD, Panic disorder, PTSD and 

Social anxiety disorder. 

http://www.saferx.co.nz/assets/Documents/full/61270f4b03/citalopram_escitalopr

am.pdf 
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So although Sean Cain’s research was based around the 

usage of Citalopram, both drugs do the exact same 

thing in a slightly different way. They are both produced 

for anxious people, to help open receptors, to make the 

day brighter than what it actually is. 

We ourselves saw that it worked immediately with the 

initial problem of anxiety, so it was then reduced to 

10mg tablets, his behaviour began to deteriorate again, 

and Rueben’s Mum decided herself that they were no 

longer working, and took him off them voluntarily. The 

over whelming positive change in his attitude was 

almost instant. So to help combat his anxiety, he was 

prescribed a drug, that actually made the root cause 

issue, even worse, and no one is looking deeper into all 

these things interconnecting as yet? I am hoping our 

story may help that change really quickly. 

Sitting back and thinking about all the information Sean 

had gone over, made me look at the larger issue. If his 

team was having these findings in healthy everyday 

people, what would he find in high functioning, autistic 

people, that have been identified to be hyper sensitive 

to light, like Rueben. Take their findings and multiply it, 

it really is a scary thought, that we are harming 

ourselves in such a subtle and under investigated way. 
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As you can imagine, after Sean’s talk, I had that many 

questions, to the point I put my hand up and had to ask 

for him to clarify his stance on Citalopram and its ability 

to make people more light sensitive, I just could not 

believe what I was hearing. 

Let me make this really simple for those of you that 

have gotten this far in my book…..  

You have an autistic child; 10 years old, hyper sensitive 

to light, within 4 weeks goes from reasonably happy, to 

violent, aggressive and even worse, having suicidal 

tendencies. Because a blue light emitting 114 watt, 

4000 Kelvin LED street light was installed 12 metres 

from his bedroom window. That street light has a lux 

level of 5 INSIDE his bedroom window, where in a 

healthy adult human, at even the more sensitive end of 

the scale,  can have their natural Melatonin suppressed 

by 50% with only 6 Lux. Two of the main inner areas of 

the brain being the Habenula, and Amygdala, which 

cause emotions of fear and worst case thinking, are 

now directly linked to Melatonin suppression due to 

prolonged blue light exposure. Then he went on in the 

year following, to have his anxiety treated with 

Escitalopram, a drug that has now been proven to make 

you more light sensitive.  
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Can you see my Swiss cheese model starting to line up 

for a worst case scenario outcome here? You can 

imagine how angry I was that I was able to link all this 

together myself, you know that simple road worker, not 

a neurologist, not a GP, not a teacher, not a 

government official, not a local government elected 

member. A road working, sign erecting, lawn mowing 

Father with a promise to keep to his father, that he 

would do everything in his power to keep his Son safe 

and well! 

As I sit here finishing this last chapter, the media has 

gotten a hold of our story now, and the keyboard 

warriors have started. That’s fine, I can handle the flack.  

What I am disappointed in, is the lack of knowledge 

around the harm from LED technology. It is like 

everyone can see the good, and so can I. LEDs when 

chosen right are fantastic, but the right ones must be 

chosen!  

They must be 2700K or below, even 2200K is better, but 

we will continue to advocate for changes and see what 

happens, stay tuned I suppose for now! 
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The promise? 

 

 ‘I know wherever my old man is, he is looking 

down smiling knowing I have made the right decisions, 

and that I have stepped out of my comfort zone and 

learnt new things, to better understand the bigger 

picture, because it fulfills the promise I made to him the 

morning he passed away.’ 

 

It saddens me that I don’t remember the day as clearly 

as I have done in the past. It is true as time goes on, the 

hurt lessens, but the hole remains. I may not remember 

the day clearly, but the details of how that morning 

panned out, will forever be etched into the back of my 

mind due to what has unraveled in the last year or two. 

It is like watching a movie or television program and 

you have been rubbing your eye because of tiredness, 

you remember details well, but the images are clouded, 

the moments become vague.  

I should not really say it was like any other morning, I 

was actually up and dressed, about to change my son’s 

nappy before taking him to day care. The same routine 

we carried out every morning he had day care, but for 
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some reason I was semi organized this morning, ready 

to go before 8am. 

As I get down to change my son’s nappy, my cellphone 

started to ring, something VERY unusual for that time of 

morning. I looked at it, and it said ‘Dads Home’, 

although not out of the ordinary, something felt 

extremely different on top of a morning that already 

felt out of ways. 

Dad was getting on in years, not old at all, having just 

turned 65 the week before. Dad always said he would 

be happy to make it to retirement, that saying remains 

one of our families most haunting saying. Dad had a 

good life; he packed a lot of things into his time on this 

planet and did not really care what others thought 

about him or his choices. One thing that has remained 

extremely clear in my mind is how we did not realize 

when he used to say he would be happy to make it to 

retirement, that he would take it so seriously. 

I answered my phone with the ever original ‘Hello’. 

Enter anxiety level one. 

‘Your Fathers collapsed, can you give Court a ring and 

tell him not to worry about picking up your brother this 

morning.’ My step mother replied. Dad had his 

moments, dizzy spells, times where he needed to take a 
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breath, and he became good at hiding these moments 

after five years of having collapsed lungs. But those 

close to him knew the tell tail signs of something going 

on of greater concern. So for my step mother to be 

ringing me, and telling me he had collapsed 

automatically made me realize something worse was 

happening. Enter anxiety level two. 

Looking back at it, that one sentence replied to my 

‘Hello’, gave me all the answers my brain needed 

without even having to open my mouth again.  

‘Your Fathers collapsed…..’ obviously at home. ‘It is his 

number that just rang me you idiot’! So he will be 

comfortable, my younger brother will be up getting 

ready for school, so Dad will be stressing about 

worrying him, as he did. But hang on, my step mother 

just said to ring Court, to tell him not to pick my brother 

up, enter anxiety level three. Court was a family friend, 

and he meant a lot to us, so for my step mother to ask 

me to ring him…….. 

My step mother was talking on the phone to me; she’s 

not in bed from having worked night shift the night 

before. She finished at 6am, she should be in bed by 

now, but here she is ringing me. Anxiety levels four.  
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Right, she is here talking to me, so who is there helping 

Dad? My brother obviously, he is not going to school 

after all, so he will be making sure Dad is ok surely?  

Enter my brother in the back ground. ‘Mum *muffled 

voice+’ here comes anxiety level four. 

‘Is he ok, has he hit his head or something’ I ask. With 

the reply, 

‘No, he has fallen over, and the ambulance guys are 

here working on him.’ 

Forget anxiety, my brain explodes, I hang up from that 

conversation in a panic, I have to take Rueben to day 

care, but I have to get to Dad, what am I going to do. I 

ring Mum in tears asking if she can come and sit with 

Rueben, so I do not have to have him tagging along.  

Unfortunately the minute she answers the phone I can 

hear she is in no state to be looking after a healthy 

child, she explains she is all clogged up sick, I hang up 

on her as she cannot help. 

What ensues is the fastest nappy change in Rueben’s 

life, loading him into the car, gear for daycare, which 

for some strange reason I already had sorted, and we 

were on the road. We lived a five minute drive from 

Dads house, he was half way across town, and we 
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managed to do it a bit faster that morning. I say luckily 

now, but it most certainly was not luckily at the time. 

As I pull into Dad’s street, I see the Ambulance outside 

Dads place, with a Police car outside? A Police car, 

that’s strange…… Dads neighbor was a cop, so maybe 

he had popped home when he seen the Ambulance? I 

pull up, unload Rueben, pick him up, I cuddle him in so 

he does not see the ambulance or Police car and rush 

into Dads. Obviously my arrival did not go unnoticed, 

my younger brother was coming down the stairs as I 

rounded the corner, I looked at him, he looked at me, 

and just shook his head. He didn’t even have to say 

anything.  

Deep down even before I arrived, I knew, the morning 

was going differently, Dad and I had had a 

disagreement the day before, he sent me out to pick up 

my younger brother from school early, forgetting that 

he had the wrong day, and he did not finish early that 

day….. So I had arrived back to his house grumpy with 

him. His lung had collapsed the week prior just after his 

birthday, so we had been pushing for him to go to the 

doctor anyway. The argument the day before was 

based around him still being here when his grandson 

started school the following month. He assured me he 

was fine, to pick up his medication the following 
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morning, and everything would be as good as gold. 

Sadly Dad’s plan from the day before was not to 

eventuate. 

My step mother came out, and I ask where Dad was, 

she said ‘Just inside the door, give the wee man here 

and you go and see him.’ 

The life I had known for the 30 years prior ended in that 

moment. My Dad raised me as a solo parent, and 

suddenly the man who I turned to for everything, be it 

advice, money, smokes, help, knowledge, EVERYTHING, 

was lying there in the hallway motionless, leads still 

hooked up, shirt pulled apart, he still had colour and 

was warm so had obviously, just passed.  

It was not until later I discovered the ambulance 

officers stopped working on him while I was on that call 

from earlier. That is what my brother had interrupted 

our conversation for. 

For some reason unknown to anyone on this Earth, 

Dad’s sisters were passing by Dad’s house as the 

ambulance pulled up, so they were there when I 

arrived, Dad knew one of the ambulance officers that 

had been working on him that morning, so I walk in and 

EVERYONE is in tears. 
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What could I do? Here is the man that I have looked up 

to for 30 years, here is the man that has really been my 

rock, here is the man that portrayed himself as 

invincible, and I believed him even at the age of 30.  

‘Pick up his medication the following morning, and 

everything would be as good as gold’ rang through the 

back of my head. But here he was, less than eighteen 

hours later, lifeless, motionless, mouth open as though 

he was still gasping for air….. lost was an 

understatement.  

That arse hole retired a week earlier, he hadn’t even 

received his first pension payment, and here he was 

dead! He did exactly what he said he was going to do, 

and I couldn’t even argue about it with him, because he 

went out on his terms! 

I got down beside him, and stroked his hair, rubbed my 

thumb down his face, and told him ‘You’re an arse 

hole…..you lied, you said you would be alright, yet here 

you are, what the fuck am I going to do now!?’ My 

anger very quickly turned to sadness and hollowness. 

Before I got up and finally rang Court to tell him not to 

pick up my brother for school, I said: 

‘No matter what, I promise I will do everything in my 

power to raise Rueben to the best of my ability. I will do 
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whatever it takes, he will not forget you, he will not 

forget your love, and I swear right now on your life, he 

will grow up to be someone you can be proud of, and 

I’ll move mountains to protect him.’  

That was my promise to my Dad, and it is that promise 

that has led me down the track to write this book. If I 

can educate someone from this book and through our 

experiences, then I have succeeded, because it has 

been a long drawn out seven year nightmare at times, 

since that day. We as a family have struggled: I have 

fallen in love, remarried, inherited another son, had 

another son and daughter since, that I know Dad 

would’ve love more than life itself. 

It is actually that feeling that hurts the most now, 

knowing he never got to meet these other children, he 

never got to experience their love, and laughter, and 

warm cuddles. But from that hurt comes my 

determination to do the right thing, and keep that 

promise to the old bugger. I owe him that at least in his 

memory.  

So I dedicate this book ‘Enlightenment’ to my Dad. He 

could talk the talk, and he could walk the walk, the one 

other thing he was good at…..was keeping his promise. 
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Where to from here? Campaigning, campaigning, 

campaigning! I’ve kept the promise, I’ve kept Rueben as 

safe as I possibly could, and he’s still here with us, and 

now I need to tell our story, to help protect other 

vulnerable children, and humans.  

But it doesn’t just stop there. Wildlife, plant life, 

insects, you name it. It is no longer about protecting 

just Rueben, It is no longer about saving the night sky, it 

is no longer about light pollution, it is about doing the 

right thing for every single living thing in New Zealand, 

and on Planet Earth. 

I never thought in a million years I will become an 

advocate in any shape or form. I never thought Dad 

would die; he was my hero, just as I never thought 

Rueben could or would try to end his life. I never 

thought I would step down as the Space Weather 

Section Director after just 2 years. Who knew that life 

would throw us such curve balls; it has been one crazy 

life up until now. What I need to do now is take this 

story and share it as far and as wide as I possibly can, so 

I know deep down I have done every single thing 

possible to try and protect people from these harmful 

lights. 

Learn from your experiences and teach. I have just 

finished my New Zealand Certificate in Business, Level 
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3, Introduction to Team Leadership, and if anything else 

it has taught me to accept differing views, learn from 

my past, develop as you grow, coach others through 

problems, and help where ever possible. 

So if I can leave you with one thing, well maybe two or 

three things. 

Have a purpose. Once you know your purpose, you will 

know your goal, and how to get there, but you must 

know the purpose to start with. I knew I was trying to 

find a link to Rueben trying to take his life, and that we 

hadn’t failed that bad as parents to have a suicidal pre-

teen: there had to be an outside influence, and I had to 

find out what it was! 

Don’t set a timeline, if there is one thing I have learnt 

from being a council contractor myself, is that timelines 

go out the window, and there is no point getting 

yourself tied up in knots when deadlines are not met, 

simply shift your timeline to suit. This has been more 

than 2 years in the making so far, 9 months between 

the incident and Stargazers Getaway 2018, 3 further 

months until the Health Minister presentation and 12 

months to now.  

What I have learnt in that 2 years is so immense its 

crazy. I don’t think I learnt this much at school, but the 
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goal, or purpose to me was slightly more important this 

time around! 

Finally, stay on track: I have gone down that many side 

roads on this journey I have stopped counting, but I 

have always come back to that initial track of Rueben 

being exposed to harmful blue light while he tried to 

sleep.  

Wildlife, Penguins, Fur Seals and Muttonbird are all 

affected by these harmful emissions as well, but these 

are side roads for a later date, once I am happy with 

what I have achieved on my initial track.  

That will happen when central government wake up to 

what we are trying to tell them, and make the decision 

to retrofit ALL current 4000K LED street lights, with a 

maximum of 2700K colour temperature variant.  

As I finish this 123 page book, I can confirm I have in 

fact started a second book. Alongside this current story 

about Rueben, something else has been happening in 

parallel, but in the background. Hopefully by the time 

this book is published, I may be able to enlighten 

people about that other journey, but until then, you will 

just have to wait and see. 

Watch this space!  
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To my beautiful wife Kayla, she absolutely loves it when 

I disappear into the dining room for hours on end to sit 

in front of a computer screen! She is super tolerant of 

my hobbies, extremely understanding with how my 

maze of a mind works, and loves to upset my own OCD 

tendencies as much as possible. I don’t think I could 

have made it this far without you being my rock, to 

reground me when my head blew up so big I’d start to 

float away  
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My children next, Rueben for leading me down this 

unexpected journey of discovery and advocacy, as well 

as letting me tell this story so we can try to help others. 

 Brodie, Tameka, and Isaac, I have spent the odd day in 

front of the computer, when something has gone 

through my head, and your patience has been amazing.  
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Dad, I don’t think I need to go into this one any further 

than I already have, he made me who I am, he is the 

reason I have written this book, his infectious hobbies 

will continue to guide my path for many years to come.  
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Steve Butler, Kyra Xavia and Mike Broughton, you guys 

really were my initial points of contact within the dark 

sky movement, your guidance at the start ensured I 

looked at the correct things when researching effects, 

and different aspects of our journey through darkness, 

for that I thank you.  

Carol McAlavey she first met me when I was Rueben’s 

age, maybe even younger, so she has seen the mirror of 

Dad that I have become, she has been an amazing 

mentor and an amazing friend along the way. 
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To my ‘editors’ Doug, Jakki, Mel, Rachel, Carol and my 

little/big brother Karl.  

I could not have achieved half of what I have, if I hadn’t 

surrounded myself with positive, likeminded, forward 

thinking people, even down to work mates who have 

listened to our story. 

You are all a part of this journey, and are all a part of 

this book. 

 

Thank You! 

 

 


