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Abacana esert

ON 8 APRIL, from 1:32pm to 1:41pm Central
Standard Time, a total solar eclipse was
visible across a narrow margin of Mexico,
the USA and Canada. The privileged few
who signed up to a bespoke tour with luxury
travel company Pelorus were escorted to a
private camp in a remote corner of Texan
Hill Country to hone their tomahawk-
throwing skills before a professional
astronomer arrived on site with a state-
of-the-art telescope. The ‘star party’ that
ensued went on late into the night but was
only the prelude to the main event, which
unveiled itself at dawn when the birds
stopped singing, the insects stopped buzzing
and the skies darkened. The group donned
protective eyewear as a ‘ring of fire’ formed
around the moon, witnessing the eclipse
from the ultimate vantage point. The days
that followed involved helicopters, all-
terrain-vehicles and clay-pigeon shooting,
but speak to any one of them today and it
is that profound moment on the hill that
remains etched in their memories. Herein
lies the power of astrotourism. It’s about
experiencing something bigger than us -
something out of this world.

Gazing up at the night sky is nothing new.
The universe has provided mankind with
awe and wonder for millennia (see Halley’s
Comet etched onto the Bayeau tapestry in
1066) and now more than ever, travellers
are craving the celestial. Online searches for
‘astronomical holidays’ has gone up by 40
percent and National Geographic estimates
roughly four million people will travel in
the next 12 months for reasons relating
to the cosmos. Be it for a solar eclipse, a
meteor storm or a moon-bow, luxury hotels
are responding with ever-more creative
after-dark experiences such as canopy
beds set up under starry skies, Michelin-
star midnight feasts and star tours led by
expert astronomers. Take, for example,
Soneva Secret, a brand-new 14-villa resort
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see nebulae (clouds of gas and dust), star
clusters and entire galaxies with the naked
eye (or even better with a set of binoculars).
The key thing, says Massey, is to visit around
a new moon (the phase when it’s at its least
bright) because light from the moon washes
out the fainter stars.

New Zealand’s Aoraki/Mount Cook National
Park is another destination with a gold-
standard Dark SKky reserve. In terms of
soaking up the southern skies in style, Mt
Cook Lakeside Retreat’s Billion Star dining
experience begins with a six-course dinner
followed by a visit to the Pukaki Observatory
which doubles as a cellar. From time to
time, guests are treated to a vivid display
of electric-pink aurora australis (Southern
Lights) while sipping their refreshments.
Venturing east? Consider a detour to
Iriomote-Ishigaki National Park, Japan’s first
Dark Sky Park, located within the Yaeyama
Islands in the south-west of Okinawa
prefecture. As well as extraordinary night
skies, these remote tropical islands are
ringed by healthy coral reefs and are home
to a species of critically endangered wild cat.
Closer to home, AlUla recently earned itself
Dark Sky certification. Gharameel, about an
hour from the city centre, is the best place to
appreciate spectacular night vistas thanks to
its towering rock pillars.

“Next year (2025) is a sunspot maximum,
meaning a lot of activity on the Sun and
higher odds of material being ejected towards
the Earth resulting in geomagnetic storms,”
says Massey. In layman’s terms, that means
we're likely to see strong displays of aurora
borealis (Northern Lights). Iceland, northern
Scandinavia, Greenland, Canada and Alaska
are all excellent destinations to see them from
but of course, despite what the forecasting
apps will tell you, there’s no knowing exactly
when they’ll make an appearance.
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