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Synopsis

The year is 1975. Estelle lives with her mother and father in Wellington. Her life is ordinary – she goes to school, hangs out with her friends and spends time with her family. But then something extraordinary happens to her. Her disgruntled mother leaves her father. She takes Estelle with her to live on an Ohu. Here Estelle becomes Starshine and her mother changes her name to Sky. The people of the commune decide to call themselves Aquarius. They are determined to live outside the orthodox rules of society. They live off the land; they build a structure called the Dome where they sleep and they have no electricity. 

At first everything at the commune goes smoothly. Important decisions are discussed, animals are captured and bred, structures are built and the children complete their lessons by correspondence. Starshine enjoys her Ohu experience so much that when her father insists that she go home she has trouble returning to her old life. At the first opportunity she runs away and returns to Aquarius. But not all is well at Aquarius. Life on the commune is far from idyllic. Arguments between members are common and many people begin to leave. Locals are suspicious of the hippies and their beliefs. Nature itself seems to be against them when a violent storm decimates the commune. Will Sky and Starshine be able to live the life they dreamed or has it all been a horrible mistake?

Text Type

Aquarius – My Ohu Year is told in diary form from the perspective of Estelle (Starshine) Penney. The story details her journey from ordinary city girl to a young hippie living on a commune. Through Starshine’s diary we learn about the difficulties she faces living with her parents who have wildly differing views on virtually everything and who argue constantly. We observe the changes she undergoes as she gradually adapts to life at Aquarius, and learns new skills and life lessons. We also come to understand that Starshine enjoys her new alternative lifestyle and struggles to fit back into her old school and her old life with her father.

Estelle’s character faces many challenges in the story and proves herself to be adaptable and resourceful. She shows courage and a kind of worldliness beyond her age when she refuses to conform to what her school mates consider the “norm”. Many readers will relate to the helplessness that Starshine feels when she is unable to control her own destiny.

Students will find the information provided in the story surrounding the decade of the 1970’s and life on a commune fascinating, particularly as the commune members struggle to realise the idyllic lifestyle that they envisaged. Despite Starshine’s situation being quite unique many issues and themes raised in the novel are still relevant today. These include: Individuality versus conformity, family relationships, the powerful forces of nature, the difficulties of making a dream reality and a child’s powerlessness.

Sharing the Novel

The novel has been divided up as follows: pp. 7-33, pp. 37-79, pp. 83-104 and pp. 107-178.

During the shared sessions encourage students to ask questions to clarify their understanding of the issues raised in the story. Have them compare Starshine’s family life and living situation with their own. Encourage students to track the development of the characters in the novel and explain how and why they change. It is a good idea to have students research an aspect of life in the 1970’s so they can put the story into historical context.

Introducing the Novel

Study the front cover of the novel and read the blurb.

· What year is the story set? What do you already know about the 1970’s?

· Who is telling the story? What do you expect from a novel told in diary form?

· Why is there no “peace and love” in Estelle’s house?

· What is the name of the commune that Estelle moves to? What do you know about communal living?

· What is Estelle’s new name?

· What difficulties do the commune members face?

Read the Historical Notes on pages 179-191

· Which events referred to in the novel are real?

· What piece of modern technology would you miss the most if you lived in 1975, and why?

· Summarise what is meant by the anti-establishment counter-culture.

· Explain the Government Ohu scheme.

Teacher reads pp. 7-33 aloud. Students follow along in their books.

Comprehension pp. 7-33

· Why does Estelle have a horrible start to the New Year?

· Who is Dorothy? What does Estelle call her?

· Who is Maggie? Why does Estelle think that she is “kind of weird”?

· Describe the Rainbow Festival.

· What comment does Christine make about Estelle’s parents that upsets her? Why does Estelle react the way she does?

· Describe Maggie’s house and living situation. 

· What is an Ohu? What does Estelle’s mum tell her about Ohu’s?

· What does Estelle make with her fabric? 

· Where are Estelle and her mum supposed to be camping? Where does Estelle think that they are really going? How does she feel about this?

· Who is Jay?

· Why does the group decide to call the Ohu ‘Aquarius’?

· Who are the other two kids in the group?

· When does Estelle finally confront her mother about their living situation? Why does Estelle’s mum feel so distant from her father?

· What do the group see when they reach their piece of land? Why does Estelle begin to have second thoughts about living on the Ohu?

Discussion

· Describe Estelle’s mother. Describe her father. Why do you think they argue all the time? What do they have differing views on?

· What do you think it is about Maggie’s lifestyle that Estelle’s mum is attracted to?

· How does Estelle’s parents’ fighting affect her?

· What evidence is there in the novel to suggest that Estelle’s mother is unhappy with her current lifestyle and interested in finding an alternative?

· Does Estelle seem more like her mother or more like her father? Explain your answer.

· What problems or difficulties do you think the members of Aquarius might face as they begin to forge their new life?

Students read pp. 37-79 independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension pp. 37-79

· What is the first thing that the group does when they arrive at the Ohu? What does Estelle miss about home? How does the group plan to survive off the land?

· Who is in charge of overseeing Estelle’s correspondence lessons?

· What does Estelle’s mum change her name to?

· Why does Estelle hate sharing the big tent with the adults?

· How does Estelle get the name Starshine?

· What kind of structure do the men build for the group?

· How do Starshine and Jimmy create a waterhole for themselves?

· Who is Mac MacIntosh? What does he bring the group? What information does he provide them about their land?

· What does Starshine call her chooks? How does she learn to look after them?

· How does Starshine feel when she sees the dead goat?

· Describe the “homecoming” ceremony.

· Why is Starshine worried that her relationship with Jimmy is changing?

· How many people live at the commune?

· What sorts of issues are discussed at the group meetings?

· How do the group celebrate Jimmy’s birthday? What does Starshine make him?

· Why is money such an important concern for the group?

· Who turns up in the Kombi van? What do the newcomers do to upset the group?

· Why doesn’t Clare give Bazza any money when he goes for supplies?

· What happens to Starshine’s chicks? How does she ensure the safety of the remaining chicks?

· What does Starshine learn about chickens from her book?

· Why does a row erupt when Mike, Bazza and three of the visitors return from town?

· Why does Nancy complain about the lack of organisation at the camp? What issues are raised in the discussion that follows?

· How do the men from the commune earn some money? How does Starshine help?

· Describe Jay’s tepee.

· Why is it best for Starshine not to treat the animals as pets?

· Why do Oliver and Clare argue on ANZAC day?

· Describe Starshine’s dad’s visit to the Ohu. How does he react when he sees how she has been living? Is his reaction justified? Why/ why not? How would you react?

· How does Sky react to his visit? 

· Why does Starshine feel as though her voice is not being heard?

Discussion

· Describe how Starshine’s life at the Ohu contrasts with her life in the city. Can you explain why she seems so happy despite the fact that her life lacks any modern conveniences? What kinds of things does she do on the commune to entertain herself?

· What new experiences does Starshine have in the bush that would have been impossible in the city?

· Do you believe that “life” lessons are as important (or more important) than school lessons? Explain your answer.

· What is the philosophy of Aquarius? Describe their values and beliefs system.

· Describe Sky. How does she behave at the Ohu? Do you think she is happy living there? Why/ why not?

· What problems are beginning to occur at the commune?

Students read pp. 83-104 independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension pp. 83-104

· How does Starshine end up living with her dad? Who has moved in to help look after her? How does Starshine feel when she has to say goodbye to the members of the commune?

· Who left the Ohu and travelled with Starshine and her father to Unanui? Why did they decide to leave the commune?

· What does Starshine buy when she goes shopping with Dodo? How does she feel about the experience? What does she do to the dress?

· How does Starshine feel when she learns that she has to go back to school? Why do you think she has so many problems fitting in when she returns to school? What happens when she presents her speech to the assembly? How does her dad react when he learns what happened?

·  How does Starshine react when she learns that her father does not intend to let her return to Aquarius?

· How does Starshine collect the money that she needs to run away? What does she pack to take with her? Where does she take the train to? How does she get to Radley?

· How does Starshine feel when she is approached by the two men in the car? Who rescues her?

· Describe Ani’s place. How is life similar there to life at the Ohu?

· Why does Ani ring the police?

Discussion

· Why do the children at Starshine’s school tease her? Why are people often afraid of people who are different?

· Explain Starshine’s dad’s point of view about his daughter and her living arrangements. Can you sympathise with how he feels? Why/why not?

· Why was Starshine taking such a risk when she ran away from home? What are some of the dangers associated with a young girl travelling alone and hitchhiking?

· What do you think is going to happen to Starshine next?

Students read pp. 107-178 independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension pp. 107-178

· Where is Sky when Starshine returns to Aquarius?

· What does Tick explain to Starshine about the Maori land march?

· Why does Starshine think that Aquarius seems “smaller and quieter” than when she left? What changes have occurred in her absence?

· What does Starshine receive in the package from her father? What does his letter say?

· Why does Toby decide to leave Aquarius?

· How are the group affected by the cold weather?

· Why does Bazza want to kill some of the chooks?

· Why is there dissension between the male and female commune members?

· Who is Rob Muldoon? Why do the Ohu members disapprove of him?

· What does Starshine get for her birthday? Why doesn’t she look forward to the day as much as usual?

· Why is Starshine not receiving any schoolwork? How does her mother react when she asks her about it?

· What happens to the sacks of flour and rice? What else does the group lose in the storm?

· Why are the group so happy when Tick visits? What news does he give them?

· What does Starshine make to sell? How do the others commune members plan to contribute?

· What distressing news is contained in Starshine’s father’s letter? How does Starshine react when she finds out the news? Why do you think she is confused about what she wants?

· How do the locals react to the group when they visit Radley? Why do you think they are weary of the group? Who agrees to sell their crafts?

· Why does Jay begin to question the alternative way of life? Why is he unsure about the Ohu scheme? Why does he decide to leave? Who goes with him?

· What does Starshine discover when she meets Lily at the letterbox? Why is Starshine scared to approach her mother about the issue?

· What does Marie tell the group about Tick during her visit?

· Why does the court award Starshine’s dad custody of her? Why does Clare believe that a court might side with him?

· Why do Linda and Rufus leave the commune?

· How do the commune members help out others in the community?

· Who wins the election?

· How does the car accident that happens when the group is rushing back to Aquarius occur? Who is in the other vehicle?

· Why does the council insist that the dome be destroyed? Why do the group decide to demolish it themselves?

· What is Starshine’s last memory of Aquarius? Why do you think her mother decided to accompany her back to Wellington?

· What has happened at Aquarius since Sky and Starshine left?

· What does Starshine miss about living at Aquarius? 

· Who comes to say goodbye to Starshine? What does he give her?

Discussion

· Describe the incident that occurs with Mike and Starshine’s radio. What problems does this incident illustrate about communal living?

· Is Sky being a good mother to Starshine by having her live at the commune? Does she have a responsibility to Starshine to ensure that she completes her correspondence lessons? Is Sky really concerned about her daughter’s well being or does she just want to pursue her own dream? Explain your answers.

· Living communally presents many challenges for the people of Aquarius. Identify the problems the group encounters and come up with some possible solutions for them.

· Do you think it will work out between Starshine’s parents? Why/ why not?

· What lessons do you think Starshine has learnt from her Ohu year?

Activities

Advertising Brochure – Imagine that you have been given the job of recruiting new members to Aquarius. Design an advertising brochure for the commune. Information could include: the benefits of communal living, getting back to nature and the philosophy of the group. Remember to use persuasive language to make Aquarius sound attractive to prospective recruits.

Setting – Draw a diagram of Aquarius. Remember to include the Dome, the tents, the chicken coop, the goat pen and any other important landmarks mentioned in Starshine’s diary.

Editorial – Write an editorial on Communal living. Use Aquarius as a case study. Remember that an editorial contains an opinion about the issue being discussed.

Pros and Cons – Draw up 2 columns in your book. In the first list all of the advantages for Starshine living at Aquarius. In the second list all of the disadvantages.

Research – conduct a research assignment on one of the events or issues discussed in the novel. E.g. Mona Blades’ disappearance, the Government’s Ohu scheme or the Maori land March. Formulate 3 focussing questions, list possible sources of information and record your research process. Present your information as a poster, an essay or an oral presentation. 
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