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Become a host family for a high school student 
coming to study in our community.

Students come to us from Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, Germany, 
China, Japan and Korea.

Please contact Mélanie Turcotte for more information at 
local 418-522-2207 ext. 2057

or apply online at
www.canadahomestaynetwork.ca/hosts

International Student Programs
Interested in other cultures? 

Enjoy people?
Want to introduce your child to a wonderful new friend for life?

in partnership with

www.canadahomestaynetwork.ca/cqsb.shtml
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Bethann G. Merkle

May and June 2012 have 
been a sky-gazer’s delight 

- a supermoon, solar and 
lunar eclipses, and just this past 
week, the Transit of Venus. Let’s 
take a closer look at the activity 
that recently generated such a 
hubbub.

A partial solar eclipse was 
visible in western and central 
North America on May 20, and a 
partial lunar eclipse was visible 
on June 4. Here in Quebec City, 
it was nearly impossible to see 
the solar eclipse, though a QCT 
reader in Saskatchewan did catch 
a glimpse. Jerod Merkle told the 
QCT,  “I managed to get a photo 
just as the sun was emerging from 
a cloud, with the poster child tree 
of southern Prince Albert National 
Park, quaking aspen (Populus 
tremuloides), in the foreground.” 
When asked how he took the photo 
without burning his eyes sightless, 
Merkle said, “I put my thumb over 
the viewfinder hole, and aimed the 
camera at the eclipse. Thanks to 
the digital display, after the first 

‘blind’ shot, I could adjust the focus 
and orientation of the camera 
until I got the image. I'm glad we 
were far enough west to see it.”

As for the Transit of Venus, 
the name alone conjures notions 
of alchemy and other medieval 
astrological efforts. Although the 
Transit of Venus may not be well-
known today, it was once one of the 
most anticipated celestial events, 
particularly because occurs twice 
in quick succession, and then not 
again for more than a century. The 
transit observed around the world 
on June 5 and 6 followed one in 

2004, and was the last until 2117, 
making this a once-in-a-lifetime 
event for most viewers. Local 
astronomer, Philippe Moussette, 
shared photographs of the transit, 
taken from the Plains of Abraham. 
President and co-founder of the 
club d'astronomie VÉGA de 
Cap-Rouge, Moussette said, “over 
twenty telescopes and around 300 
people observed the transit from 
that location.”

In order to explain why the 
Transit of Venus is such a big deal, 
historically and even now, CBC’s 
popular science show, Quirks and 
Quarks, recently featured Mark 
Anderson, the author of The Day 
the World Discovered the Sun. 
This nonfiction book chronicles 
three epic international expedi-
tions made to enable 18th century 
astronomers to have the best pos-
sible look at the Transit of Venus. 
All the voyages were motivated by 
a driving desire to measure the 
transit, and thereby measure the 
distance between the Earth and 
the sun. Today, the transit method 
is still used to measure distances 
between other objects in space.

In space, size does matter. In 
the case of full moons, we might 
even say, bigger is better. Accord-
ing to NASA, a “supermoon” is the 
full moon that occurs when the 
moon and the Earth are closest 
together each year. This year, the 
supermoon occurred on the night 
of  May 5-6, 2012. NASA stated, 

“The full moon on May 5, 2012 was 
as much as 14 percent bigger and 
30 percent brighter than other full 
moons of 2012.”

National Geographic explains 
that this effect is “due to the 
moon's egg-shaped orbit. There 

are times when our natural satel-
lite is at perigee — its closest to 
Earth — and at apogee, its far-
thest. The term ‘supermoon’ was 
coined in 1979 to describe a full 
moon that coincides with perigee 

— something that happens about 
once a year, on average.” If you 
missed it, don’t despair. Techni-
cally speaking, the difference is 
so slight a casual observer cannot 
perceive it.   

Today, the moon is pervasive in 
our lexicon. Just think of phrases 
like ‘shoot for the moon,’ to be 

‘over the moon,’ to ‘moon about,’ 
‘crying for the moon,’ or ‘once in 
a blue moon.’ These phrases are 
likely all predated by a slightly 
more sinister variation. The word 
lunacy has its origins in the mid-
1500s, when it was believed that 
intermittent periods of insanity 
were triggered by the moon’s 
cycles. Around the globe, the 
moon played a key role in many 
cosmologies.  

Folklore still attributes a 

negative influence to full moons 
on geologic activity, and deviant 
behavior in humans and other 
beings such as werewolves. While 
the moon influences daily tides, 
it is only in places like the Bay of 
Fundy where the perigee may have 
had a noticeable effect on tides. As 
for increased delinquent behavior 
during full moons, that supposi-
tion doesn’t hold up to statistical 
analysis any more than claims of 
werewolves might.

Despite debunked myths, these 
eclipses, transits, full moons and 
other noticeable celestial activity 
still play a key role in astronomy 
and the study of space. Equally 
important, these phenomenal 
events help us to reconnect with 
the cycles of the universe, and 
perhaps to feel some kinship with 
our ancestors, who found these 
events equally fascinating. For 
more information, visit www.nasa.
gov, see a list of upcoming celestial 
events (http://www.seasky.org/
astronomy/astronomy-calendar- 2012.html), or contact the local 

astronomy club (http://www.faaq.
org/clubs/vega/).

Good Heavens!  Celestial activity is still relevant

May 20 partial solar eclipse, as seen by a QCT reader in 
Prince Albert National Park, Saskatchewan. 

The Supermoon, as viewed from the Plains of Abraham, 
looking across the St. Lawrence River to Lévis

Photo of the transit of Venus crossing the face of the Sun 
on June 6, 2012, was provided by Philippe Moussette, 
President and co-founder of the club d'astronomie VÉGA de 
Cap-Rouge.  www.philippemoussette.com 


