Rain stops, clouds

part, spectators at

Clark College see rare
. astronomical event
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Sean Alix, center, 20, gazes skyward to watch Venus pass across the face of the sun. Alix said that he was having a hard time seeing the
event with the cloud cpver. The skies later cleared to reveal the astronomic spectacle. Top: Venus, the small black dot on the right, passes
between the Earth and the sun, as seen through a telescope in Simi Valley, Calif.
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At 245 p.m., a torren-
tial downpour soaked the
spectators gathered by the
Chime Tower on the Clark
campus, where science
instructors had set up tele-
scopes.

But as if on cue, the
clouds parted minutes af-
ter 3 p.m. to reveal a black
dot entering the sun's halo.

“This is a privilege,” said
Dick Shamrell, a physics
and astronomy instructor
at Clark who was man-
ning a telescope projecting
the spectacle onto a white
sheet of paper. “Thank you,
Mother Nature, for making
the sun come out.”

It took about six hours
for Venus to march across
the face of the sun. Sham-
rell planned to stay by his
telescope for the duration.
It was a once-in-a-lifetime
event, after all.

The sun, Venus and
Earth lined up the same
way in 2004, but did so
while it was nighttime in
the Western Hemisphere.

The star and its planets
will be in the same constel-
lation again in 105 years.

“Tell your children about
this,” Shamrell said, “They
won’t get a chance to see
this, but they can tell their
children, who will see it.”

The Venus transits in the
1700s and 1800s were mile-
stones for science, because
they allowed researchers
and mathematicians to
calculate the distance be-
tween the Earth and the
Sun.

Expeditions fanned out
across the world to record
observations of the phe-
nomenon. Scientists knew
that Venus was three-quar-
ters of the way between
Earth and Sun and that it
was about the same size as
Earth.

By comparing the mea-
surements taken at dif-
ferent points on Earth,

Pouring
rain made
it seem
all but
impossible
that the
Venus
transit
would be
visible.:But
the clouds
parted
Tuesday
justin time
-for the
once-in-
a-lifetime
event.
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scientists could finally
triangulate the actual dis-
tances, Shamrell said.

The image of Venus in
front of the Sun is a little
fuzzy around the edges,

which created inaccura-
cies in the measurements,
“But they got it in the
ballpark,” Shamrell said,
Those numbers were
used well into the 20th
century. Tuesday, the
Hubble Space Telescope
used the event to measure
the change in light bounc-
ing .off the Earth’s moon.
Scientists will use the
measurements to make as-
sumptions about planets in
other solar systems as they
pass in front of their stars.
The astronomical event
can be a teaching moment
not just for science, but for
philosophy, Shamrell said.
“This is a great illustra-
tion of how big the Earth is
in relationship to the Sun,”
he told the spectators. “It
gives us a sense of scale, a
sense of where we fit in the
universe. That's what we
do in astronomy.”
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