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Chris Boar, of the Nanaimo Astronomy Society, and astronomer Tony Puerzer chat while they set up a camera to take photographs
of a partial solar eclipse.   Photograph By Aaron Hinks/Daily News

The dark clouds parted, seemingly on cue, allowing observers from the Nanaimo Astronomy Society stationed hopefully
at Maffeo Sutton Park with their telescopes, to witness Thursday's partial solar eclipse.

It was an opportunity not only for the retired, professional and amateur astronomers who make up the society to
socialize, but also a chance to engage members of the public strolling by, oblivious that an astronomical event was
occurring right before them.

That evening the society also hosted one of their monthly meetings, mingling in new members with more experienced
veterans to hear the scheduled astronomy-related speakers.

"The thing I love about (astronomy) is that it's a flatter hierarchy, so lay people like me get to talk to these very
accomplished scientists, because it's a smaller community worldwide," said society member Janeane MacGillivray, who
traveled to an observatory atop a dormant volcano in Hawaii two years ago to assist astronomy educators, and returned
there earlier this year.
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For MacGillivray, the importance of public outreach for astronomy is paramount, and forms much of the society's
mandate.

"One quote from an astronomer in Hawaii was, 'We are all born astronomers,'" she said.

It's a sentiment shared by society vice-president Tony Puerzer, who worked as a lecturer at the planetarium in Vancouver
and was one of the featured speakers at this month's meeting.

Though he abandoned his astronomy degree in favour of earning one in computer science, he has always harboured a
fascination with the stars that traces back to his childhood.

"Ever since I was a little kid I was totally psycho about astronomy," he said.

At the age of 10, he received a telescope for Christmas, and as a perfect half-moon rose on Boxing Day in the clear night
sky, he got out the telescope and was amazed by what he saw.

"It's the best time to look at the moon, because the shadows are all distinct," he said. "It was an amazing view, I could
see all these craters, and I was hooked.

"And then a few months later I was in the backyard waiting for the stars to come out and there was this one bright star,
and I'm focusing it in, and it turns out it's not a star — it turns out it's the planet Saturn, with the rings around it.
Apparently my parents said I ran in the house and said, 'Mom, Dad — I feel like Galileo! I've discovered Saturn!'"

This month the society also discussed the Atacama Large Millimetre/submillimetre Array or ALMA project in Chile, which
finished construction at the end of September.

Consisting of 66 precise, highfrequency radio antennas electronically linked to form a single telescope, construction
efforts consisted of an international partnership of more than 20 nations, including Canada.

Speaker James Di Francesco from Victoria, an astronomer with the National Research Council of Canada, spoke to the
audience about the project and how it will now allow further research into the origins of stars, planets and galaxies.

"Philosophically (astronomy) sort of puts you in perspective. Right now we have people fighting and killing each other
over a few hundred acres of ground in the desert, and we're actually less than the germs on the back of a rock in this
vast, incomprehensible, godless space," said society co-founder and retired professional astronomer Bill Weller.

"If we disappeared tomorrow, the universe wouldn't even shrug its shoulders."

The society will continue their outreach through the winter, with a meeting on the fourth Thursday of each month at the
Beban Park Social complex from 7 to 9 p.m. The public is welcome.

JChadwick@nanaimodailynews.com 250-729-4238

We want to hear from you. Send comments on this story to letters@nanaimodailynews.com. Letters must include daytime
phone number and hometown.
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