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Sky Village in Arizona is a 
second home for stargazers. 
We went to meet its founder, 
a shop manager turned  
“supernova hunter”, and his 
friends who traded in urban 
life to spend dark nights 
studying the sky
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Clockwise from top: 
Rick Beno’s home 

observatory; Jack and 
Alice Newton; Sky 

Village nestles between 
two mountain ranges  

ou are made of stardust. All of us are,” says 
Jack Newton wistfully, while giving me a 
quick lesson about the origins of space over 
an omelette dinner prepared by his wife, 
Alice. An “advanced amateur astronomer”, 
as he calls himself, Jack is tall and slender. 
His head tilted forward due to a slightly 
bowed posture, he stares at me with intensity 
from behind his glasses. The 75-year-old is 
capable of engaging just about anyone on 
the subject of the Universe. Except, perhaps, 
Alice, who is sitting next to him at the dinner 
table, listening respectfully, but with the 
glassy-eyed expression of someone who’s 
heard the stories many times before.

We’re in Sky Village, a remote community 
founded by the Newtons near the small town 
of Portal, Arizona. Imagine surrounding 
yourself with neighbours who share your 
hobby for six months of every year. That was 
Jack’s vision when, in 2002, he acquired 
several hundred acres of land in the desert, 
dividing them into 22 distinct lots.

Sky Village sits on a completely fl at 
desert valley framed by the Chiricahua and 
the Peloncillo mountains on either side. 
Typically for Arizona, the air is so clear and 
the light so pure that you can see miles 
ahead, all the way through the vast expanse 
of desert to the mountain peaks. The area 
attracts naturalists from all countries due 
to its incredible diversity of birds and other 
wildlife, including coyote, javelinas, road-
runners, jack rabbits and mule deer. 
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“I did my dream,” explains Jack. “I
wanted to get property in the darkest place 
I could fi nd in the south-western United 
States. So I took a light-pollution map and 
placed it over the top of a roadmap, and 
then I drove to the darkest spots I could 
fi nd, and this was one of them.”

Jack has a degree in business adminis-
tration and a career managing a depart-
ment store behind him – all of which he 
hated. To counteract his dissatisfaction 
with his working life, he spent his nights 
studying the sky, a hobby that he picked up 
when he was just 11. 

Today, Jack is known as the “supernova 
hunter” because he observes galaxies all 
night long in search of exploding stars. He 
has made a total of 192 supernova discover-
ies, and ranks as the number-two amateur 
in the world. He’s had his name attached 
to several professional journals, published 
six books and given lectures on astronomy 
all over the world. When word got around 
about his plans to create Sky Village in 
Arizona, all 22 lots were sold immediately.

The community is a second home for 
most residents, with only three couples 
living here full time. Among the villagers 
are former university professors, medical 
doctors and a high number of PhDs across 

113

CONApr18_111-115_Arizona ENGjo_SY_FINAL S_NK_2.indd   113 05/03/2018   10:56



a range of fi elds. Each resident built their 
own home, so you can fi nd anything from 
dressed-up prefabricated structures to fancy 
adobe-style houses such as the Newtons’. 

Alice is defi ning the expression “astron-
omy widow” for me. “It’s when your husband 
regularly disappears and leaves you by 
yourself at home,” she laughs. All the same, I 
notice she is wearing space-print leggings. 
Everyone in Sky Village is space-obsessed. 
The man-caves are all space observatories. 
At night, the roofs roll back, the observatories 
open and telescopes are pointed towards the 
sky. Most homes here have one, and some, 
like the Newtons’, have two: a white dome on 
top of the roof and a roll-off  observatory as a 
separate structure. It’s all rather at odds with 
the suburban Santa Fe decor. Dotted across 
the desert landscape, Sky Village may be on 
Earth, but its head is defi nitely in the stars.

When we step outside after dinner, it’s 
so dark I can’t see my feet. At the same 
time I can see more stars than I even knew 
existed. We drive over to see the Newton‘s 
friend and neighbour, Rick Beno, a software 
engineer in astrodynamics. Nowadays, he 
spends his nights in a section of his home 
dedicated entirely to his astrophotogra-
phy hobby. “When we lived in southern 
California, our neighbours were 10 feet away 
and we barely knew them,” he says. “Now we 
know our neighbours and we all get along.” 

Alice nods. “We’re far away from air 
pollution, noise and all the diff erent things 
that drive people crazy when they’re in a 
large population centre.” But that also means 
they’re so remote that they have to rely on 
their neighbours. The nearest bank is an hour 
and a half away. “So thank God for mobile 
banking!” Alice jokes. The closest petrol 
station is a 20-minute drive, and it’s the only 
one – so “if it’s out of gas, you’re out of luck!”

But the remoteness is not the only reason 
why Sky Village is such a tight-knit commu-
nity. “Our love for astronomy is what binds us 
all together,” says Beno as we’re standing on 
the balcony. While he uses a laser pointer to 

indicate various constellations, he and Jack 
busily interrupt one another, completing 
each other’s sentences, competing for the 
listener‘s attention. 

The blinds are closed on the windows 
behind us. All residents follow this rule, and 
all the outside lights are shielded on the sides 
and pointing down. This astronomy town 
wouldn’t exist without the strict light-control 
rules enforced by the community. 

Because of its high mountains and dry 
climate – regularly resulting in around 
300 clear nights a year – astronomy has 
an important presence in this state. A 
2007 study, conducted by the University of 
Arizona, estimated that it contributed about 
$250m to the Arizona economy every year 
and supported more than 3,300 jobs. The 
International Dark-Sky Association (IDA) 
was founded in the state. Based in Tucson, 
around 250km from Sky Village, the IDA 

It’s so dark I can’t see my 
feet. At the same time I 
can see more stars than 
I even knew existed

Clockwise from 
main picture: Most 

houses in Sky Village 
have an observatory; 
stargazing kit; drinks 

at Rick Beno’s (seated) 
house; Jack in 

Beno’s “sky shed”
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advocates for the protection of the night sky, 
designating dark areas with ideal stargazing 
conditions worldwide.

Flagstaff , a north Arizona city of about 
70,000 people, was the fi rst to join up. It was 
a pioneer in adopting an outdoor lighting 
policy – as early as 1958 – to benefi t the 
nearby Lowell Observatory, from where, in 
1930, Pluto was discovered.

The excitement of discovery is what 
has been driving Jack Newton to spend 
all his life looking at the sky. “But,” he says, 
that penetrating intensity in his eyes again, 
“one cannot just look at the stars without 
contemplating the big picture, because there 
is no bigger picture than the Universe itself. 
I’ve always wanted to learn where we are in 
the Universe and why. To see how precious 
life is because we can see it come and go.” 

Condor fl ies from Frankfurt to Phoenix on Mondays 
and Fridays (fl ight time: ca. 12h)
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