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Pathway to Dark Sky Community 
Certification, 1999 – 2015 & Beyond 

 
Shortly after the inception of Dark Skies, Inc. of the Wet Mountain Valley on March 5, 1999, 
Smokey Jack, President, negotiated an agreement with the West Custer County Hospital 
District to use dark sky friendly lighting fixtures. She realized that awaking growth in the towns 
and the surrounding Wet Mountain Valley would soon get the attention of nationally operated 
chain and franchised businesses that typically follow the corporate building style that rarely 
specifies dark sky friendly lighting fixtures. But she knew the biggest hurdle was to educate her 
community on the benefits of these changes, when the community had done things a certain 
way for a long time.  
Thus began a long 15-year process to help her neighbors to understand the benefits of 
protecting the beautiful mountain rural charm from being lost to big city problems like light 
pollution. She and the founding members of Dark Skies decided to approach this process with 
education of the problem and of its solutions until the mindset had changed sufficiently to 
campaign for lighting ordinances. Following here are many samples of how the education 
process has and is still being conducted with year-round newspaper advertising, an art contest 
at the Custer County School District, the Dark Skies’ website, a publication included with the 
town/county building permit packets, presentations at local organizations, and star parties 
(usually with a lecture presentation where dark sky issues are included). 
The effectiveness of this education effort is reflected in the Town of Westcliffe trustees’ 
decision to install a test LED street light without prompting from Dark Skies, the school 
district’s decision to change shielded parking lot lights to LED fixtures, and, on a much larger 
scale, with continuing public financial support of Dark Skies objectives without there being a 
large goal set for a specific project. Over the years 2009 - 2013, we had an average of 71 
contributors and contributions of $5,716 annually. Over 10% of the campaign’s contributors 
give to Dark Skies. Most contributions come from within Colorado, but we also have received 
contributions from seasonal residents from whom we have often heard that they plan on 
retiring here in the future and want the nightscape preserved for when they can enjoy it full-
time. And from out-of-state visitors that found that their visit here inspired them to want to 
keep it a special place to which to return. 
With the 2015 certification of Westcliffe and Silver Cliff as a Dark Sky Community, there is 
every reason to believe that our dark skies will continue as a source of civic pride and economic 
success for the future years to come. Sadly, Smokey did not live to see this possibility nor the 
certification by IDA as a Dark Sky Community. She is honored by naming the public 
observatory after her: the Smokey Jack Observatory. 
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The Dark Skies’ origin story from the longest serving 
member, Sam Frostman, as told in late 2020: 
In 1998 I saw a short article in the Wet Mountain Tribune asking folks who were interested in 
preserving the dark skies of the Wet Mountain Valley to gather for an organizational meeting in 
the basement of the county courthouse. I was one of about 6 to 7 people there. Smokey Jack 
was the person who organized the meeting. She explained that she had been working (alone) 
with people like the county commissioners to place wording in the PUD Zoning Regulations 
regarding lights that were dark sky friendly. She wanted to organize a group to make this more 
of a public outreach. Bill and Smokey Jack owned a ranch out on Vermont Road on the valley 
floor and could see lights in every direction. But Smokey wanted to make sure that additional 
lights were not going to destroy the view of the stars she could see from her ranch. 
Members of the original group were the wife of the Tribune owner, a counselor from the high 
school, a local couple from the southern part of valley who had an observatory, a local 
woodcarver, and a longtime rancher from the Wetmore area. There were several others who 
joined later. Smokey knew people, so she had a local lawyer draw up the 501(3)c papers for the 
IRS.  Shortly after an anonymous donation of $10,000 was used to hire Clanton and Associates 
from Boulder to come and assess Westcliffe’s streetlights. Dark Skies’ members took readings 
and measurements and sent them to Clanton. The money, along with additional public 
donations was used to replace all the Town of Westcliffe streetlights with dark skies friendly 
fixtures. Except for one street light on the corner of Hermit Road and Hwy. 69 at the request of 
a landowner there at the time. 
To raise money we all submitted the names of people we knew, Smokey wrote up and printed a 
letter, and we met in her ranch dining room to hand address, stuff, stamp, and seal those 
letters. We used some of the money to place a full page insert in the Tribune explaining dark 
skies friendly light fixtures and asking for people to contact us if they were interested. Then we 
started changing light fixtures one at a time for those who asked. Smokey contacted the people 
who were building the new medical clinic and had them install dark skies friendly parking lot 
lights.  She was a force to be recognized. 
I do not remember the year Bill and Smokey moved to Amelia Island in Florida. They were 
originally from Pennsylvania. But then we found out Smokey had an infection in the 
pericardium of her heart and she was not expected to live long. Her life was just too short! 
When Bob Gilchrist was president of Dark Skies, we changed the school’s parking lot lights to 
dark skies friendly fixtures and a plaque was placed on one of the light poles in remembrance 
of Smokey Jack. The new addition to the school already had dark skies friendly light fixtures. 
—Sam Frostman 
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Successful Projects in Light Pollution Control, 
Education, and Awareness, 1999 – 2015 
A small sampling of projects in historical timeline order— 
In 1999, shortly after the inception of Dark Skies on March 5 of that year, Smokey Jack, 
President, negotiated an agreement with the West Custer County Hospital District to have 
shielded lights installed in their parking lot and on the building. Sign illumination that was 
dark sky friendly was also included. Twenty years later, these fixtures were still in use. 
This lighting project was the first in a long process to gain support by the communities. This 
and the following sampling of many projects illustrate that being done. 
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In 2001, Dark Skies ran a successful community fund drive to finance the $15,500 
replacement cost of the 44 Westcliffe owned street lights. 
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In 2004, Dark Skies funded the replacement of the parking lot lights and wall packs at the 
Custer County School District facility.  
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In 2005, we funded the replacement of glaring street light fixtures with flat-lens, non-glaring 
units and the placement of shields on other fixtures used at the Round Mountain Water and 
Sanitation District treatment plant just north of downtown Westcliffe. 
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In 2009, a dollar discount store constructed a building in Silver Cliff with glaring wall packs 
and roof mounted fixtures that created extreme light trespass onto Highway 96 and onto 
neighborhoods for many blocks. An outpouring of complaints to the store and the Tribune’s 
Letters to the Editor lead to the company management decision to turn off some of the lights 
when closed to business and to allow Dark Skies to install shielding on the wall packs — before 
and after photos below. 
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In 2009 and 2010, Dark Skies worked with the Custer County Commissioners to replace the 
Custer County Courthouse exterior lighting with dark sky friendly fixtures. 

 The top images are of the front of the courthouse where glaring wall packs used to blind 
passing drivers. Bottom images are the back of the courthouse where wall packs were replaced 
and shielded parking lot lights installed. 

 



Westcliffe & Silver Cliff, CO Application Introduction Page   10 

In 2011 and 2012, using donations made through the annual Wet Mountain Valley 
Community Foundation Spirit Campaign and other donations, we worked with the Westcliffe 
Supermarket to change the outside wall pack lights to cutoff fixtures that will shield the 
lighting from the neighborhood and The Bluff Park (see satellite image below). 
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In 2014, the town trustees decided to install test LED fixtures with the goal of reducing energy 
consumption by converting all the town-owned street lights. This decision, which came without 
any prompting from Dark Skies, illustrates the change in mindset that Dark Skies has worked 
towards over the first 15 years. 
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Education Efforts— 

Student Art Contest— 
Since 2009, Dark Skies has supported the school district’s art program through a contest for 
the best art interpretation of the night sky. This contest makes the night sky a focus point to 
many youth that will stay with them throughout their lives. The winning submissions are used 
for half-page color advertisements in the local newspaper, the Wet Mountain Tribune, to 
promote dark sky awareness and for funding support to Dark Skies.  
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Publication for Home Builders— 
For over a decade, Dark Skies has provided a dark sky publication in the packet of 
information given prospective home builders by Custer County permitting office. The 
publication explains the value in maintaining the area’s dark skies and a description of the 
types of fixtures that are dark sky friendly. A link to the Dark Skies website is included to 
provide more information and contact information for assistance. 

 
This a folded, 4-page booklet with pages 4 & 1 shown. 
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Star Parties and the Smokey Jack Observatory — 
The Smokey Jack Observatory (SJO) was constructed a few months after our certification in 
the spring of 2015. It offers public and personal reserved star parties to the public at no charge 
and has been hugely successful. Records show over 900+ participants, many from out of the 
area, take advantage of this opportunity. In 2020, major improvements to SJO were made by 
adding a 6-position telescope observing pad, safety handrails, and arena seating for viewing 
projected images from the main telescope.  
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Maintaining Awareness— 

Newspaper Advertising— 
The Wet Mountain Valley, which includes Westcliffe, is so rural that there is no commercial 
television or radio stations based here to provide coverage of our efforts. While there is a  low-
power, public radio station, it has little coverage of local events. The one source of traditional 
public communication is The Wet Mountain Tribune, a weekly newspaper with its editorial 
offices located in Westcliffe. Dark Skies ran occasional ads to raise public awareness but since 
2009 we have purchased a scheduled package of 25 ads from small 4” x 4” black and white 
copy to half-page color ones spread out over a full year. 
Two Column, Color Advertisement— 
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Half-Page, Color Advertisements— 
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Fall, 2014–Certification Team Members 

 
Top from the left: Ed Stewart, Steve Janssen, Charlene Andres-Rohr, Sam Frostman, 
Bottom: Jim Rohr, Steve Linderer, and Jim Bradburn.  
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History of Activities, 2015 – 2016 

(Based on the reporting year of October 1 through September 30 
 for International Dark-Sky Certification Annual Reports) 

• Construction and dedication of the public Smokey Jack Observatory. 

 
 
• Tourist publications: articles and calendars in print and Internet, total: 5. 
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• Training by Dark Skies members of two dozen volunteer citizen “Star 
Guides” to host star parties at the Smokey Jack Observatory. 

 
 

• NY Times, US News and CNN’s Great Big Story national media coverage. 

 
 

• Financial assistance of $10,000 to the town of Silver Cliff for the conversion 
of all 50+ streetlights to dark sky friendly, 3,000K  LED fixtures. 
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History of Activities, 2016 – 2017 
• Newspaper articles involving the Dark Skies organization, total: 8. 

 
• Publications: articles, letters, and calendars in print and Internet, total: 4. 
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• On-site presentations to community groups and the public: 3. 

 
• Local civic groups erect dual-town limit signs with the tag line of: 

“a dark sky community” for Towns of Westcliffe and Silver Cliff. 
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• Public star and solar eclipse parties hosted by Dark Skies: 6. 

 

 
• Observatory available to the public by reservation: 63 groups hosted. 
• The first of the new “Speaker Series” occurred for the solar eclipse.  
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History of Activities, 2017 – 2018 
• Newspaper articles involving the Dark Skies organization, total: 8. 

 
• Tourist publications: articles and calendars in print and Internet, total: 4. 
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• Astronomy books given to all 4th grade students at county school. 

 
• New Custer County tourism “branding” logo features our dark skies:  

“Dark Skies, Brilliant Opportunities” 

 
• Three of the “Speaker Series” public presentations. 
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• Dark Sky Friendly LED fixtures installed at local B&B

 
• SJO available by reservation: 78 groups hosted or reserved through 

September, 2018 totaling 445 guests, and $4,081 donated. 
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History of Activities, 2018 – 2019 
• Newspaper and magazine articles total: 10. 

 
•  “Speaker Series” (second year) of public presentations: 2
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• Library’s Reach for the Stars summer program. 

 
• Observatory public attendance and private reservations: 900+. 
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History of Activities, 2019 – 2020 
Projects cancelled or delayed: Public Health Orders (PHOs) by the Custer 
County Health Department resulted in cancellation of all direct contact public 
outreach activities by Dark Skies beginning in March, including the Sangre Star 
Festival, regular star parties, public presentations, co-sponsored events, monthly 
in-person business meetings, etc. And a Dark Skies committee’s plans for the 
construction of a permanent “Planet Walk” along Main Street were put on hold.  

• Find the Constellation books given to fourth grade class (coordinated by 
Dark Skies member Sam Frostman). 

 
• School art contest (12th year) with winners’ art used in our advertising. 

 
Winners are shown in photo on following page. 
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• Newspaper and magazine articles total: 5. 
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• Speaker Series presentation (before COVID-19 closure): 1

 
• Development of permanent “Planet Walk” project to the point of 

conducting a fund raising campaign once the COVID-19 crisis is over. 
• In the Spirit Campaign fund drive for non-profits, Dark Skies collected 

$12,505 along with $5,467 for the STEM Scholarship Fund. 
• Sangre Star Festival: though cancelled, a check for $21,550 was cut to the 

STEM Scholarship Fund. 
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• June, 2020, Sangres Art Guild holds contest as part of its “The Stars of 
Custer County” opening reception with several Dark Skies’ members 
submitting entries. 
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Entry by Dark Skies’ member Deb Yarra, ceramic tile:  

 
Entry by Dark Skies’ member Don Vawter, photo: Moonset:  
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• July, 2020: Portable planet walk project, Planet Quest, is completed. 

A Planet Walk subcommittee was formed led by Ed Stewart with help from 
Courtney Miller and Steve Linderer with the mission to create a portable 
version of the PW which could be used before Dark Skies events at the SJO, 
and to lend out to other groups such as school science classes for their 
astronomy units, other astronomy/dark sky groups doing fund raising or 
public outreach, and local events like fairs and concerts as an added 
feature.  
The use of large plastic A-frame sign boards was chosen for portability and 
durability, and for the use of aluminum metal photographic prints of the 
planet stations’ graphics and text. To distinguish from the permanent 
model, the portable model is called “Planet Quest — A Pathway to 
Planetary Discovery.” In mid-July, the project was completed and can be 
viewed at high resolution via a video streaming download at: 
   tinyurl.com/planet-quest-tour 
and the informational Planet Quest website: 
   tinyurl.com/planet-quest-info 
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• Expansion of SJO facility with six powered telescope stations, installation 
of safety hand railings, and a viewing arena with permanent benches for 
video streaming of live images from the SJO telescope. 

 New sign installed in Summit Park to mark the trail to the SJO. 

Facility improvements include the addition of a telescope observing pad with six powered 
stations for telescopes to support star parties, safety hand railings along the gravel trail, 
and a new viewing arena with nine permanent benches for visitors to watch live streaming 
from the SJO’s telescope. 
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Shown above is the upper portion of the new safety hand railing looking west, while below 
are some of the Dark Skies’ volunteers who on August 8, 2020 installed the first set of arena 
viewing benches. 
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• Development of capabilities to live stream star parties via the Internet. 
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• 2020 Sky Quality Monitoring (SQM) Program readings continue to be 
taken each quarter from ten locations within the two towns of Westcliffe 
and Silver Cliff. 
The extremely dark readings beginning February, 2014, demonstrate the successful 
efforts by Dark Skies in the 15 years from 2000 – 2015 prior to the certification effort 
and indicate that there has been no degradation of the conditions during our current 
annual review. In fact, the July, 2020 readings are within 0.12 points of those taken 
during the towns’ power outage in February, 2017! The chart below includes the third 
quarter period taken on July 11, 2020. 

 
 
 

* This Dark Skies “History of Activities” document was compiled and produced by Dark 
Skies member Ed Stewart, <stargazer@skymtn.com> 
 

**To follow Dark Skies’ history beyond 2020, visit the IDA website, darksky.org, and 
search on “Westcliffe.” Click on the result titled “Westcliffe and Silver Cliff”. Once on our 
page, look for the title “Documents” and then “Annual Reports.” 


