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Colin Philpott: Hello and welcome to this special spring series of events being staged by 
the Ilkley Literature Festival on the theme of the natural world. I'm Colin Philpott. I'm a 
regular host at the festival, myself an author of three historical non-fiction books. Former 
BBC program maker. 
 
Now, of course, we would much prefer to be welcoming you to one of our great venues in 
Ilkley for this event. But of course, for obvious reasons, that's not possible just now. So we're 
delighted to welcome you instead by the wonders of zoom technology and it's my particular 
pleasure to welcome Matt Gaw for this event today, Matt is author of this book Under The 
Stars: A Journey into Light, which in my view is a beautifully written and very thought 
provoking book, exploring our relationship with the night with darkness. 
 
And I suppose before I read it, I thought, well, I think I know about light pollution and I 
wonder what I'll learn new about the subject, but I learnt a lot new because what the book 
does in my view, amongst many things is it demonstrates that there's a lot more to the 
subject of light pollution in the sense of what we humans can and can't see what we look up 
into the night sky. There's a lot more to it than that as we shall discover. 
 
Just a bit about Matt, he's a writer and journalist, also a teacher. His first book was The Pull 
of the River: A Journey into the Wild and Watery Heart of Britain. His work is regularly 
published by the Guardian, the Telegraph, and The Times he lives in Bury St. Edmunds in 
Suffolk from where he joins us today. 
 
Matt welcome virtually to Ilkley. 
 
Matt Gaw: Hello and thank you for having me and as you said, I wish I could be there with 
you guys. 
 
Colin Philpott: One day, one day. Let's just go straight into it. Can I just ask you to explain 
how you got interested in this, how did you get interested in looking at a bit more detail into 
our relationship with night and with darkness? 
 
Matt Gaw: I suppose I've been quite interested in it from the first book I did The Pull of the 
River. We did a lot of camping, in hammocks by the riverside. And I suppose I'd kind of 
started to notice kind of the night sky a lot more, you know, just kind of, you know, I was just 
facing it, going to sleep. And then it was somebody in my 10-year-old boy said probably a 
year or so afterwards that made me really start thinking about it. He was arguing for a later 
bedtime unsuccessfully for a later bedtime. And he sort of, he said that, you know, he's really 
up on his facts and all these kind of horrible history things. And he said, oh we spend 26 
years of our life asleep. And I just thought that, you know, that's such a huge proportion of 
our lives that we're not taking notice of the world around us. 
 
And I suppose I just kind of thought I haven't actually intentionally just gone out into the night 
before to really kind of explore it. So yeah, that was the starting point for me. 
 
Colin Philpott: And I think you're going to read to us from the beginning of the book, just to 
give a sort of sense of how you approach the subject really. 
 
Matt Gaw: Yeah. So this is the introduction, part of the introduction and this was the first 
walk. So it's shortly after I'd had that conversation with my son  
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The snow clouds mean there is no visible sunset tonight. The sky does not burn and bruise. 
The hot yolk of the sun does not split and run across the horizon in gold, yellow and peach. 
The cold white sky does not even blush. Instead, the light thickens and clots as darkness 
begins to form it seeps and smokes from between stands of pines planted an arm's length 
apart. It rises from the shadows of my footsteps on the track and wells up from the deep-
frozen ruts made by four by fours and forestry machinery that trundle through this plantation. 
For more than an hour now I've tramped through the forest that grows a few miles from my 
home. It's familiar ruler straight rides sparkling with fresh spring snow that still falls in fat 
bumblebee flakes. The trees trooping small and smothered. Now the world is about to 
transform again. Night is coming. Darkness will soon cover the forest as surely as any snow. 
I can't really remember the last time I was out at night, not just out camping, running, or 
toddling home from pubs, but really out walking and watching as the light fades, 
experiencing darkness, creeping up with each passing minute from mountain to meadow. 
 
It was my 10-year-old son who had inspired this impromptu outing. The other day, as we 
argued for a later bedtime, he told me solemnly that the average human will spend 26 years 
of life asleep. Although he was still ushered, complaining, to his room, his words wormed 
their way into my brain. They made me realise that my experience of night was one of eyes 
moving sightlessly against lowered lids, rather than a view of the changing shades in 
nocturnal hours. Although he might not have meant it as such, it was also a rebuke, a 
reminder that for all of my life's apparent fullness, it was in fact being only half lived. And 
here I am venturing into the darkness. 
 
Colin Philpott: Yeah. I mean, that sets the scene for your journey and you visit six places, 
don't you? Different parts of the country to explore different aspects and we'll come on to 
look at most of those. Just summarise for us what your sort of the main hypothesis, if you 
like of your book, having made these journeys. What's the main point you're hoping that we 
will take away from it? 
 
Matt Gaw: I suppose just an increased awareness of night. For me, I suppose when I first 
started out on these journeys, there was kind of an almost assumption that kind of night is 
always the same that it's like almost slightly dark bookends to different days. And I think I 
just hadn't realised the subtleties and shades of night how things change both in terms of 
how we change, we physically change. I think that was one of the biggest things that kind of, 
I really noticed. But also, how the landscape kind of changes how the wildlife changes and 
also while although, you know, I'm very much kind of want it to be a positive book and 
looking at kind of the beauty of night that's out there in terms of the subtleties and the 
shades and the colours of natural light. 
 
I also do want to kind of bring an awareness, I suppose and attention on to the problems of 
light pollution which I certainly hadn't considered, you know, as he said in your introduction, 
before I started kind of doing these walks, it was something that I hadn't considered was 
quite so serious. 
 
Colin Philpott: Yeah. And you certainly, I think it's fair to say you rail against artificial light in 
various different ways in the book. I suppose, you know, let me put the counter argument. I 
mean, artificial light has brought benefits to humanity hasn't it? You know, it's enabled us to, 
you know, expand the economy, expand all sorts of aspects of the leisure economy, if you 
like. And, you know, we depend on it now don't we? 
 
Matt Gaw: Yeah, I think ‘depend’ is an interesting word, actually, I'll come back to that in a 
minute, but definitely, I think, you know, light for us has been a marker of civilization. It's 
been a marker of how we've moved away from those natural rhythms, you know, kind of 
cities are defined by lights almost as much as they are population or having cathedrals or 
anything like that. 
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So and as you say, economy has been built on light, you know, kind of, I think Edison used 
to employ people to poke some of his workers awake with sticks. He kind of expected 
everyone to be awake if he was. So of course, you know, and I'm not saying for an instant 
that all of our lights should be turned off. I think it's just about kind of recognising that 
balance and questioning whether we need all of the lights all of the time and thinking about, 
do we really need that light there? 
 
And I mean that in terms of both a county level or a countrywide perspective, but also as 
individuals about the choices we make in our own homes and going back to saying that we 
depend on light, I think one of the problems and one of the issues, and that's kind of, one of 
the things that I wanted to address with the book is we don't actually realise how bright our 
world is. And I think that's kind of one of the things that we kind of depend on it so much that 
we don't even notice it anymore. 
I think that's kind of one of the things I really wanted to bring attention to. 
 
Colin Philpott: Okay. And we'll come back towards the end or perhaps for some specific 
ideas about things that, you know, might change. Let's sort of go with you on your journey 
and actually the first place that you go to is very close to where you are isn't it? It's the 
Suffolk coast. Just tell us briefly about your trip to the Suffolk coast in the context of the 
book. 
 
Matt Gaw: I think one of the first things I wanted to do was or one of the first things that I 
realised that I hadn't done was actually seen the moon rise. Which just seems really strange, 
you know, you kind of, how many times I've seen the sun come up and got up with 
excitement to kind of see the sunrise and then, and I just kinda thought that actually, you 
know, the moon is something that's kind of half glimpsed. You know, you kind of notice it 
when it's out in the daytime or you notice if it's particularly bright or, but then this kind of idea 
that I hadn't actually kind of seen it heave itself over the horizon. 
 
So that was something I was really keen to do. So I had headed to the east coast, probably 
about an hour away to Covehithe, which is quite a strange place. It's eroding at a really fast 
rate. One of the most fast rates in the UK. So it's kind of, it's got these kind of you just get a 
sense of East Anglia kind of unravelling into this, the roads have kind of fallen off the edge, a 
woodland that's kind of shuffling over the cliffs. So it's quite strange. And then to kind of see 
the moon coming up and this light hitting this already quite an atmospheric kind of landscape 
was really, was really powerful actually. And I think that was kind of one of the things that 
kind of made me think about how we relate to the moon and about the different myths that 
are associated with the moon and how our attitudes have changed as well. 
 
Colin Philpott: Yeah. I mean it's interesting you talk in that part of the book about you know, 
if you go back to the moon landings of what just over 50 years ago, but in a way that 
perhaps changed our attitude, there had been a lot of sort of mythology and mystery 
associated with the moon and lots of aspects of human behaviour were attributed to the 
influence of the moon weren't they? Maybe still are, but now we've got more of a sort of 
scientific relationship with the moon maybe. 
 
Matt Gaw: Yeah, I think that's definitely true. And I think you know, like, obviously I'm not 
going to be kind of too nostalgic about it. Cause you know, all those times are great when 
we had rickets and didn't have science and all that, but you know, I think the moon is 
something that we've always gazed at, you know, kind of the moon gave us that first glimpse 
of eternal life in a way. We had this object in the sky that grew smaller disappeared and then 
reappeared, you know, kind of that came again born again. I think that's so, that was 
something that was obviously really important. 
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I don't think that myth and science have to be kind of mutually exclusive. I think there can be 
some kind of leeway there and it doesn't mean that we have to kind of be too dry about 
things. I suppose, it comes down to that, once you kind of categorise something so 
exhaustively, you kind of, you lose something. Not sure if that makes sense. 
 
Colin Philpott: Do we sort of take the moon for granted really? It's just sort of there, isn't it? 
 
Matt Gaw: Yeah, I think that's one of those things isn't it? It's just, as you say, it's just there. 
We do take it for granted and we don't think about how amazing the actual science is. 
 
And I think that's kind of one of the things that we need to think about more, there is kind of, 
there is a beauty in the science as well. So there is the other way of looking at it. You know, 
the fact that we only see one side due to the way that it revolves, the way that the moon has 
that massive impact on tidal systems. And there still is the myth, you know, although I'm sort 
of saying, well, you know, the myth went when those moon boots fell on the earth. I think, 
you know, you ask any maternity nurse about what the impact of the moon is or any bobby 
on the beat, what the impact of the moon is and they'll still have something to say about it. 
 
Colin Philpott: The second stop on your journey as it were, was somewhere quite a long 
way away from where you are, the Galloway forest in Scotland, and the Scottish dark sky 
observatory, which I think you described as one of the darkest places in Britain. And you 
were particularly going to look at the stars there. How was that part of the journey? 
 
Matt Gaw: Well... 
 
Colin Philpott: Dark presumably? 
 
Matt Gaw: It was very dark. Well, I think for me, it was definitely during the early kind of 
period of that book, as with the moon, I wanted to kind of learn more about the stars. I felt 
quite intimidated by the stars in a way in the same kind of way that I remember when I first 
went into a bird hide and didn't really know about birding and there's all these people, with 
these big photographic lenses in a bird hide. And I just kind of thought I have no idea what 
I'm doing. And I think I kind of felt similar with the stars, you know, there's lot of people, a lot 
of experts, staring at distant galaxies where I kind of would struggle to kind of get two or 
three constellations.  
 
So I was really keen to kind of, to reconnect and I suppose to kind of get some of that older 
knowledge about constellations and about their movements and to reconnect with the 
seasonality of it. I was also really fascinated with the idea of being able to navigate by the 
stars as well. Because all of my walks I didn't take torches on or any form of lights really. 
Apart from in London, I had a stargazing app. But apart from that, it was very low tech. And 
so the idea was that I would learn about the stars in Scotland and then go out and navigate 
my way home using the stars. 
 
Colin Philpott: Did it work out like that? 
 
Matt Gaw: No, not quite. And the thing is with Scotland and it's one of the problems that the 
observatory has is that Scotland is famous for its cloud. Which, you know, obviously 
obscures the stars, but actually in a place like Galloway where it's so, so dark. I think a lot of 
people would have seen the light domes that are caused by lights reflecting up into the 
clouds in towns and that kind of light pollution. And in the same way the clouds can actually 
kind of trap darkness, almost like a kind of plush of darkness. 
 
And that was the case in Galloway when the clouds really came in when I was in the forest I 
struggled to see anything.  
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Colin Philpott: And you actually got quite scared really didn't you? I mean, this I found one 
of the most fascinating parts of the book when you were exploring your own fear of 
darkness, talking about, you know, what is that, is that an instinctive thing or is it just a 
common sense thing? And I think actually you're gonna read from a bit where you describe 
what it felt like when you really literally couldn't see anything. 
 
Matt Gaw: Yeah, definitely. I'll just, so I did have a cat incident earlier on, and he kindly 
managed to knock my book down with all of its markers. So bear with me two ticks. 
 
I'll read to just after the cloud started to close in. 
 
The relief from the stars doesn't last long. The clearing grows increasingly dark as if the 
night is still rising up a hill behind me. The line of pines disappears as the clouds pack 
tighter. The last star is partially covered with a thin vapour trail of clouds, it glimmers and 
then it too has to go on. A wetted finger to a wick, a smokeless snuffing. The cloud, sky and 
air are one, the night shrinks around me like wet clothing, time stops with the light. I don't 
know how long I've been sitting here. It's too dark to do anything else. And I don't want to 
move in case I lose my bearings. I know my feet stretched out in front of me are still pointing 
in the direction of the path. 
 
I sit and sit. No animals, no thing. Even the sound of the water doesn't flow up here, land 
holds its breath, sleeps. I feel utterly alone. I'm surprised at how I'm reeling without the stars, 
how important that connection has become. Without them I am hanging in space, waiting for 
creation, waiting for the shadow to lift. If the light of the stars has the power to overwhelm, to 
highlight both our own significance and the vastness of the natural world, the pitch black can 
swallow you whole. The darkness surrounds me, no, more than that. To be surrounded 
would suggest some tensile surface to strain against and puncture. But this complete 
absence of light is skinless, limitless, all consuming. 
 
Colin Philpott: And later on you also talk about both when you were in the Galloway forest 
in Scotland, but also when you went to Dartmoor, you know about sort of how you react in 
darkness. You know, you're alone in the middle of the night, somewhere you don't really 
quite know your way. And that instinct of thinking about running and that sort of, what do you 
think, how do you sum up our natural fear of darkness? Is it just an instinctive thing or what, 
where's that come from? 
 
Matt Gaw: I think a lot of it is to do with the senses. I think it really is that kind of... like  for 
me, kind of, I was so surprised how physical being in the darkness is, you know, because 
during the twilight our eyes change like the cones that govern the daytime colour vision in 
our retina, which are around the centre of the retina, they, they click off and the rods, which 
are much more light sensitive start to take over and the rods are all around the periphery of 
the eye. Which means that focusing is a lot harder. 
 
You kind of end up doing this strange little owlish bob as you're kind of going along, but it 
also means that you're picking up lots of things from the side of you, which you wouldn't 
usually pick up on. Every little fidget and rustle in the branches and obviously your other 
senses start to become more sensitive. 
 
So it's that kind of... I think it snowballs. You know, kind of, once you see one thing and 
you've moved quickly, your peripheral vision catches something else and then you're turning 
quickly and something unexpected makes a noise. And I think for me, what I tried to do 
desperately, sometimes you do kind of find yourself hurrying along and you kind of think I've 
tried to sit down and just kind of, okay. Let's just sit. And everything will be fine, but don't run 
and don't look back. 
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Colin Philpott: Yeah that was your motto that came in several times wasn't it? 'Never look 
back'. 
 
Matt Gaw: Yeah. Literally never look back. Not in a metaphorical way. 
 
Colin Philpott: It was very good. Okay, the third stop on your journey. I thought it was in a 
way, one of the most interesting ones, because you deliberately went somewhere, which is 
absolutely full of artificial light. You went to Soho in the middle of London, why did you do 
that? 
 
Matt Gaw: I think it was just... I started as I was doing more and more kind of night walks. 
Because obviously I wrote about these particular trips, but I was kind of walking quite 
regularly around where I lived as well. And I was just kind of noticing more and more light. 
 
And when I was up in Galloway, at the observatory, there'd been a lot of talk about light 
pollution. You know, even in the dark sky, if you stand at certain point of the observatory, 
you could see a slight kind of orange glow from kind of the belt of the big cities in Scotland. 
So I just kind of wanted to see what the impact was. And I suppose what night was really like 
in that kind of, in that brightness in kind of a place where kind of light has helped define a 
city in the way of city life and 24-hour life. And I just wanted to see what kind of impact it had 
because 
 
I found the experience of walking at night quite soothing. It was quite stress-free. It was quite 
kind of enlightening. And I just wanted to see how that contrasted, I suppose, with 
somewhere that that was really full of lights. 
 
So yeah, that was why I went to London. I think I wanted to, I think it's easy to kind of, to sort 
of say, well, I could have gone somewhere, you know, trying to find all of these different dark 
skies either in the UK or further afield, but it just felt really important to actually kind of think, 
well, actually let's try and understand what nights are like in the UK, where we live. 
 
Colin Philpott: What particular conclusions did you draw then about the experience of the 
centre of a city like London and the artificial light blazing out literally 24 hours a day really? 
 
Matt Gaw: It felt really... and maybe it's just because I'm a bit of a country mouse, you 
know? But I found it relentless to be honest. There were bits of it I really kind of, you know, 
you do get caught up in the you know, the madness of a Friday night in Soho. It's kind of, 
you know, slightly different from Suffolk. I just found it really tiring. I felt like my eyes ached, 
my head ached and it was just that kind of being so overly stimulated. 
 
And I think that is one of the things in terms of, with light, in terms of the danger to humans 
and to other kind of other ecological chains and stuff. It's the fact that it does kind of cause 
chaos on our biology and then you kind of, you know, I could, well, I could really see that, 
you know, I could really feel the difference between the experience of night somewhere 
where it was darker and the night where you just kind of you don't have any of that 
connection to time in a way. It felt timeless in the same way that it felt timeless in the pitch 
dark, you know? 
 
Cause you couldn't see the stars. You could only, you could just see the moon. So you could 
tell where the moon was. If you could see it on the skyline, you could kind of work out the 
time from there, but otherwise it could have been anytime at all really. 
 
And it was only about, probably about half three, something like that, four o'clock in the 
morning, but there's kind of a strange, really little peaceful lull between kind of, you know, 
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the all-nighters and the early morning starters there was just that kind of window of peace, 
like the city taking a breath, you know? 
 
Colin Philpott: One of the concepts you talked about in the chapter on London, that I found 
really interesting was this sort of association between being out at night and human's natural 
sense of responsibility. And that somehow the cover of darkness gave people the freedom to 
behave less responsibly than they would in daylight. 
 
Matt Gaw: Yeah, it's a really, and it was kind of quite an equaliser, you know, when lights 
first kind of came out and people were obviously there's a lot more shadow a lot more kind of 
ways to disguise appearances. 
 
So there was, it was quite democratic in a way, you know, you had people from higher 
classes mixing with lower and there was, you know, quite a few accounts of kind of, and this 
is the early modern period, of kind of some of the real ne'er-do-wells to the kind of the gangs 
being the higher class rakes who were kind of up to no good. 
 
And I suppose, you know, kind of, it's always had that strange relationship kind of light and 
behaviour. If you look at the moon, one of the nicknames for the moon was the parish 
lantern because if the parish lantern is up, you can see your way around and also there's 
that feeling of safety. Whereas on the other way, kind of the people that were up to no good, 
called it the tattler because, you know, in the light of that moon, you could be seen doing 
your nefarious acts.  
 
Colin Philpott: The other thing that you went into in the London chapter that I hadn't really 
thought about was the whole business about curfews, you know, how it used to be the case 
when, as cities and towns were developing, you know, particularly around maybe the 
beginning of the industrial revolution at the beginning of any sort of organised artificial light 
that, you know, curfews were the norm that people didn't go out at night. I mean, whereas 
now curfews are for special reasons aren't they generally. 
 
Matt Gaw: Yeah, well, so curfew basically means cover fire when it was derived from the 
French. And it was thought to have come in from William the Conqueror. And that was 
purely as a means of social control, you know, kind of one reason was people saying that, 
you know, obviously the fire safety, wasn't exactly top-notch during those days and people 
were using open flames as lights. So it was kind of a fire prevention method. 
 
But undoubtedly, it was also about control it's about stopping people mixing, having seditious 
thoughts and inspiring against regimes. So there's definitely been that kind of element of 
social control and with darkness you've had, you know, you could basically subdue the 
population and there's been links between kind of the increase of light and the increase of 
rationalism. 
 
So there's some accounts saying that, you know, why the rise of lighting left no ghosts in 
London because it was this idea that kind of rationalism had basically seen the dwindling of 
religious views on the afterlife and things like that. So yeah, there's some really interesting 
kind of little side issues. 
 
Colin Philpott: You also talk at some length actually, in the middle of the book about the 
whole issue of sleep deprivation and how we've created in a sense the ability to have a 24-
hour society partly to do with artificial light. And you remind us of some of the dangers of that 
in terms of, you know, natural sleep patterns not being followed. 
 
Matt Gaw: Yeah. Well, there's some debate about kind of what the sleep patterns would 
have looked like in that kind of early modern period, like before artificial lighting really kind of 
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came in. But there does seem to be a lot of anecdotal evidence to suggest that there would 
have been kind of two sleeps. Like a first sleep and then a period of waking, maybe prayer, 
maybe work, maybe something a bit more exciting. And then kind of another period of sleep 
your second sleep up till dawn. 
 
But even without that and the changing sleep pattern of that, that undoubtedly our sleep has 
been impacted. And the way we sleep has been impacted by lights and the way we use 
lights just in terms of the way, you know, our body... the whole circadian rhythm and how our 
body kind of adjusts ready, you know, telling us when we need sleep and when we don't 
need sleep. And as I said before, it's about, you know, a lot of people are sort of saying that 
the blue lighting it's associated with cancer and light has been designated as a carcinogen. 
 
But it's more about how it puts us into that biological chaos rather than any particular light in 
a particular time. It's that idea of stressing your body by being awake at the wrong kind of 
time. 
 
Colin Philpott: You devote another chapter of the book to the experience of actually 
walking at night around the periphery of mainly your hometown of Bury St Edmunds, and 
particularly focusing there on the, something you alluded to a couple of moments ago, the 
impact, forget about humans for the moment, the impact of light pollution and the sort of 
things you're talking about on other life forms. Tell us about that. Because again, that was 
something that I hadn't really thought about in the context of light pollution until I read this. 
 
Matt Gaw: Yeah. Well, so again, it was something that started to become more and more 
apparent as I was doing the book. But so I think basically, after kind of London and having 
that kind of really bright light, you start to see light everywhere. I suppose it just changes 
your baseline of your expectations of what you expect night to be. If you've been in dark 
places, you've seen light places, you kind of think, well actually, why is it not like this? You 
know, how could we change things? 
 
So I was just starting to see lights in more and more places. And during the course of the 
research of the book, I'd spoken to quite a few researchers who were working on different 
projects, looking at the impact of light pollution on wildlife. One of those studies in particular 
was looking at how mountain lions see the landscape. Obviously, there's not that many 
mountain lions in Bury St Edmunds, but so there's this idea basically that they would take a 
picture of a landscape in America that appeared dark to humans, the capabilities of human 
eye, and they'd use that setting and they'd get that picture. And then they'd adjust the 
camera to echo or mirror the visual capabilities of a mountain lion. And when you put those 
two pictures next to each other, like one looks dark to our eyes. You've got a twinkling of 
lights maybe in the background of a town in the distance, and then you adjust it to a 
mountain lion and it's just lit up kind of like a dark day maybe, it's really bright. And it just 
shows that even in those kind of places, which we think of as dark, or we think that streets 
are dark or, you know, it might be a few street lights, but it's still pretty dark. It's actually, you 
know, we've really, really changed the landscape and the habitat, and it affects how 
creatures move. 
 
You know John Benny, who is another guy that I spoke to who'd done a lot of research for 
eco brights, talking about kind of light pollution, looking at smaller organisms underneath, 
streetlights and hedgerows and things like that, street verges, and he described it as a fear 
scape. Now, if you look at a town, you can see just like this huge kind of network of lighting, 
which for us doesn't look like a problem. But for a bat particularly like one of the bigger bats, 
slower flying it's going to hamper the entire way that they move. It can, again, change the 
way that deer move. It's going to change the way that different insects feed, which then 
knocks on further up the food chain. And it's just this huge web this huge problem, which 
has, you know, and the recent reviews of all of these different studies have shown that light 
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pollution is part of that entire toxic cocktail of problems that are causing species declines 
across the world. 
 
Colin Philpott: And was there a part of this, of your experience of going around your 
hometown that you're going to read? 
 
Matt Gaw: Which I thought summed up the atmosphere of it rather well. The clouds over the 
town glowing the colour of a newt's belly bring drizzle. A half-hearted rain in a half-hearted 
dark. I keep walking, following the road, over traffic lights, clicking through changes for no 
one but themselves and over roundabouts. I've driven this route and walked it in the daytime 
countless times. But at night, with the streets empty, there is a real sense of being led by 
infrastructure, by the slip slap of foot on slab and curb, but also by the pull of light. The route 
is marked out and must be followed. 
 
Find the choice, excuse me, I find the lack of choice, irritating monotonous, prescriptive. 
When the chance comes to step away from the road I take it, peeling off down a path that 
leads round to Bury Water Meadows. Deep into the winter, this route becomes almost 
impassable as the water finds its old homes. The tributaries of the Lark swallowing and 
wallowing out into the land. But now it is still relatively dry and screened by scrub well on its 
way to becoming wet woodland. It is also relatively dark. The night has been snagged on 
Hawthorne and entwined in elder. 
 
Even though I'd been out for hours, I've been almost constantly under lights and my eyes 
have not adjusted to the darkness. I must listen instead. I stop and cup my ears. There, the 
river Linnet sogging along percolated through leaf drip and litter, there the rip chew of sheep 
still grazing. And in amongst the understory, the zip crack of movement, scurrying and 
hurried mouse? Vole? Rat? 
 
I try to walk behind what lights there are, stalking the verges, wading in hedges, things 
thrown from cars, bottles of piss in unhealthy shades, sandwich boxes, carrier bags, but it 
feels as if though the light is coming from everywhere. Casting down from the clouds, glaring 
up from puddled water and wet road. Even more comes from the Green King breweries to 
my left, the building's lights reflecting off a pile of steel barrels, three stories high. I can't help 
but feel snared by the lights I walk through. A muntjac hidden in scrub bolts as I get too 
close, its back flashing orange from the brightness that rounds the roadside. At night it is 
easy to see how those green and darker places where wildlife can get a foothold are broken 
up by glare and glow. Habitat is cut by lights. 
 
Colin Philpott: And the final place you went to, you alluded to it a few moments ago, was 
the Isle of Coll. Just very briefly, I mean, what I liked about that part of the book was you 
actually finally sort of persuaded your children to come out on one of your night-time 
ventures. What was their experience of what their mad father was up to? 
 
Matt Gaw: They were kind of slightly hesitant, I think, there was a few kind of 'what kind of a 
holiday is this?' questions. When they found out that the only entertainment on the entire 
Island was like a table tennis table that they had to pay five pounds for. But they did warm to 
it actually, and it was really lovely to kind of take them out and for them to experience the 
Milky Way. Cause it's the first time that they'd ever seen it. 
 
And I think for them kind of their expectation, their baseline for what they expect in light is 
quite low. It's kind of a suburban expectation that, you know, they might see a few stars, they 
might be able to see the Plow or the Orion. But that's about it. And for them to be on an 
island where, you know, cause Coll is a dark sky community. So for them to be on an island 
where there is no street lights and there's no extinction line. So you can see stars from 
horizon to horizon and you have the Milky Way that just cracks across it like this, you know, 
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champagne fizz of stars that reflects off the sea was just, it was amazing and you know, it 
shut them up for a minute or two.  
 
Colin Philpott: So just to sort of sum it all up really, I mean, the book, I suppose is a call to 
action, both for individuals and for society. I mean, dealing with society first, you said right at 
the beginning, you know, you're not suggesting we turn off every light, but give us some 
practical examples of things you think society, whether it's at a national level, international or 
more locally, should be doing differently as a result of your experience? 
 
Matt Gaw: I think there should be definitely some kind of legislation around light in terms of, 
you know, we have definite levels for air pollution. And I don't see why we couldn't have a 
similar kind of tariff in place for light pollution to make sure that places that are growing 
lighter don't get any lighter. You know, so I think that could be something that could be 
considered. I think one of the things that was really interesting about Coll was seeing how 
people really live with the darkness. You know, it's not... for them I think when they first set 
out to be like this dark sky community, it was you know, there were people that were 
concerned about it. 
 
Obviously, if you have farmers that need to work late, you have people worrying about 
development and if you can't have new developments, what impact is that going to have on 
affordable housing, you know, for an island that like most of the Scottish islands, are losing 
their young people. But again, it was just about kind of showing that you can have that 
balance and making sure that people are responsible. And that was done by having a really 
clear working with local authorities and with dark sky organisations to make sure that there's 
just really clear guidelines that take everyone's needs into account. 
 
Colin Philpott: What do you think is the value, I mean, for example substantial parts of 
Yorkshire have recently been designated as the dark sky reserve, haven't they? The North 
York Moors and the Yorkshire Dales. I think there are already five other parts of Britain 
that've got a similar designation. Is that valuable? 
 
Does that achieve anything? 
 
Matt Gaw: Oh, gosh yeah. Well, you know, first of all, it's brilliant. It just means those kind of 
places are going to be safeguarded. It also means that people are going to visit there and 
get an awareness and have that experience that changes their expectations of what night 
can be. So that's, you know, amazing. Obviously, there's been a lot of news around this, so 
again, it's raising awareness. I think that the danger is that we stop at having these kind of 
dark sky reserves. So I think for me, it's like having a wildlife reserve. I worked in 
conservation for a number of years. And one of the things that certainly the wildlife trust 
were trying to do was kind of, sort of saying we've got these amazing kind of reserves where 
you can come and experience wildlife and see kind of a lot of biological richness, but their 
real work was trying to make sure that there was ways for that wildness to spread out from 
those places, making sure there's wild corridors, whether it is hedgerows or small pockets of 
woodlands or whatever. And I think the same thing needs to be done for these dark sky 
areas, that there needs to be now, there needs to be work. Working out how we can get that 
darkness to spread from those spaces. 
 
Colin Philpott: I mean, this is presumably going to be, would involve, for example, changes 
in the planning laws wouldn't it? You know, people putting up new buildings, there are rules 
about, you know, how many lights they can have. 
 
Matt Gaw: Yeah. And I think it's also about the kinds of lights as well. Because when you 
talk about numbers and then you kind of get some kind of LED lights that are so bright, it's 
basically sunlight strength. And it's kind of like, well actually, do we need a light that bright? 
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So it's about those kinds of considerations as well. I'm certainly no planning expert, but you 
know, there are organisations that are working hard to kind of work with those bodies. 
 
Like the CPRE, for example are one of the organisations that are working quite hard and 
they do things like an annual star count where they're kind of trying to work out where light 
pollution is bad or where it's getting worse so they can focus their efforts. 
 
Colin Philpott: And what about the, I mean, I noticed somebody being interviewed recently 
on TV, in the context of the pandemic, whose title was the night-time economy advisor for 
Greater Manchester actually. I mean, there is an enormous investment isn't there in the 
night-time economy in various ways. And in a sense, what you're arguing for would be to, 
not exactly reverse that, but to change it quite significantly. And is that doable? Is that 
realistic? Is it desirable? 
 
Matt Gaw: You know, again, it's about, you know, for example, London is never going to be 
a place where you're going to go to get a good view of the Milky Way. I don't think the lights 
should be turned off all the time. But, you know, after people go home from pubs and 
restaurants, do we need all of those lights? Possibly not. Do we need different kinds of 
lighting? Possibly. 
 
And also, I suppose we have to look as well about how we started, I think there has been a 
change of attitude as well. You know, kind of a lot of big memorials in recent years have 
been marked not with a kind of a big switch on, we used to have celebrations of light. Now 
we kind of have this celebration of darkness where you turn it off and actually people are 
seeing something else. So I think it's about kind of it's about balance. So I'm being really 
boring and sitting on the fence, but it is about that balance and making sure that everyone's 
needs are met. And there's always been that tension, you know, as we've spoken about 
from the early modern ages to now, there's that tension between safety in light. And I'm 
firmly of the view that, you know, from looking at the research that I've looked at, that light 
doesn't particularly have a bearing on safety, but, you know, again, that's something that 
needs to be taken into consideration and, you know, and I'm speaking from that privileged 
position of being a, you know, a middle-class white male as well. So that's a different 
perspective and, you know, I completely appreciate that. 
 
Colin Philpott: And final question. What would you suggest to all of us as individuals that 
we might do differently to, you know, appreciate and enjoy the night sky more than we 
maybe do at the moment? Just give us a sort of one idea. 
 
Matt Gaw: I think probably just go somewhere, you know, not on your own. Go with your 
friends, go with your family. Obviously when restrictions mean that that's possible, go 
somewhere that you know, And go there at night. I would go there during twilight as well, 
especially kind of during spring and summer when the twilights are starting to really stretch 
out just to kind of experience that change in your eyes as the night starts to come on and 
actually just notice how your experience of that place changes. 
 
I think for me, that's kind of, it's probably been a theme of all my books. I say all my books all 
two of them. It's been about kind of rediscovering a little bit of childish joy in places that I 
thought I knew well. When I was doing Pull of the River, it was all about kind of exploring 
these spaces that I thought I knew quite well. And suddenly the world became bigger again. 
Because I was slipping along in this waterway and no one knew I was there. I think there is 
that similar kind of feel with the night-time, although in some senses, the world's made 
smaller because you can't see as much. And you're in this little bubble of visibility. 
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There's another sense where when you've got the stars and this changed landscape, the 
whole world is kind of completely different and something utterly new to be explored. So, I 
think just have fun, but stay safe would be my message. 
 
Colin Philpott: Thank you very much. I should point out that for those of you who live in or 
near Ilkley, there's only one place you can go and buy Matt's book, and that is the wonderful 
Grove bookshop, on the Grove in Ilkley a long-term supporter of the festival. It's a great shop 
and the copies of Matt's book, I'll show again, will be available there. There are of course, 
other ways of getting the book, but we won't mention them just for now, but thank you very 
much to all of you who've joined the session. I hope you've found it interesting and literally 
illuminating. And all that remains for me to do is to say a really big thank you to Matt. Thanks 
so much for joining us it's been a fascinating 45 minutes. 
 
Matt Gaw: Thank you. 
 
Colin Philpott: And on behalf of both of us as they say, stay safe goodbye. 
 
 


