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Awe factor
The following editorial was published in the Rutland (Vt.) 
Herald on April 6:

Over the last month, in the ramp-up to the April 8 solar 
eclipse, it has been interesting to see our state’s reaction.

As we pulled together the pullout section in this Weekend-
er, the various writers and contributors were offering their 
unique expertise. It was a pleasant reminder that we are 
capable of coming together just to be curious.

Last week, in an online media briefing with SciLine, one 
of the three presenters told editors and reporters from 
around the globe about how events such as this eclipse 
have both a physiological and sociological impact on us. 
Experiencing a natural phenomenon with others — some-
thing that produces awe and positive feelings — has a 
ripple effect that spreads well beyond the event itself.

It comes down to the energy (enthusiasm, curiosity, excite-
ment) we give off. We pick up on the cues, the signals we 
each give off, and our bodies respond with contagious 
positivity. The “Awe Factor” teaches us to be present and 
engage in the wonder of the world around us.

That is easy to say, but it is not easy to put into practice. 
It is not every day that we can experience an event — live 
and not on a screen — with millions of others. In fact, 
what we often experience is inversely proportionate to the 
Awe Factor: Something bad happens, and we all react to it 
glumly, feeling that collective negativity.

In the interview with Fairbanks Planetarium Director Mark 
Breen, he explains why this particular astronomical event 
is so exciting: timing, path, proximity and more. An article 
by Lauren Milideo peels back the layers of what Univer-
sity of Vermont students and faculty will be studying and 
observing during the eclipse — much of which will not be 
happening in the sky. They will be observing effects in the 
ecosystem and broader scientific effects on the natural 
(and human) world.

As our coverage this week has shown, even grade school 
and high school students have been learning the basics 
about an eclipse, but it has led to broader discussions 
about math, physics and even art and history.

Speaking of which, historian Paul Heller’s glimpse back 
at news coverage of previous eclipses across Vermont 
demonstrates just how important those moments (without 
internet or TV) were shaping science and perceptions (and 
misperceptions). Students and professors were testing hy-
potheses and scrambling to collect data, even something 
as simple as changes in weather and the natural environ-
ment.

With each eclipse, each repetition, time has passed and 
with it growth in technology and science. We believe the 
tools we are using in 2024 to observe and study the solar 
eclipse are so far advanced from the “tools” used in 1932 
and at other times. Yet we have no idea — none — what 
resources will be used when studying the next eclipse over 
Vermont in 2381.

Creative types — artists, writers, philosophers and intel-
lectuals — have the avenues to tap into the wonder of a 
moment and then produce something tangible from it, 
whether it is a painting or sculpture, music or prose, an 
idea or theory. They dare to connect to the moment in 
something more than just a passing fancy or fad. Their 
station becomes the long reminder that leads to more 
discussions, more ideas, more interpretations.

A lot has been made about the congestion across Vermont, 
and the people from away heading to the Green Moun-
tains to have a look at a rare event. Yes, people want to see 
a total solar eclipse with their own eyes. As Paul Piff, the 
associate professor of psychological science at the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley, told the media last week: 
People benefit from being eyewitnesses to history.

Piff went so far as to hint that one of the most interesting 
things to watch during an eclipse is the people around 
you. People watching (and gauging responses) has scien-
tific value, too.

We know there will be those who are frustrated that busi-
nesses are closed to allow their employees to join their 
families and friends to watch the eclipse. There will be 
those who are frustrated with more vehicles on the road, 
and the fact it will take longer to get around.

We would suggest that instead of resisting or rejecting 
the moment, you take the time to embrace it and allow 
yourself (and those around you) to experience awe. Allow 
yourself the long moment to be curious, and then to reflect 
on its impact — great or small — on you.

Norwich University Professor C.N. Barber witnessed the 
total solar eclipse in 1932 and was so curious about what 
“might happen” that he enlisted individuals from around 
Vermont to record air temperatures for him during the 
duration of the eclipse — not just the totality.

Lester Freer, of Groton, mailed the professor a note with 
his results, which reflected a 10-degree dip in temperature.

“Trusting this information will be of value to you,” Freer 
wrote. No doubt that it was.

It pays to be curious. More importantly, it pays to take the 
time to be curious. Make the time Monday.

AROUND NEW ENGLAND

Approving Chariho bond makes fiscal sense
Now that the vote on the budget for 
Chariho has passed, we are faced with 
the vote in May on the bond propos-
al to build new elementary schools. 
I have tried to follow the positions 
presented by letter-writers in The 
Sun, both for and against the building 
proposal, but I have been unable to un-
derstand why any Chariho area citizen 
is opposed to the new school proposal. 
The arguments against the new schools 
have fallen into several categories. I 
would like to use this letter to address 
the financial issues as I see them.

The financial data suggest that with 
the virtually once-in-a-lifetime grant 
being made available by the state, 
the costs of building the new schools 
versus maintaining and upgrading the 
old schools are about the same. Writers 
have said that new construction always 
has cost overruns. Yet they present no 
data to suggest that the proposed costs 
for the new buildings are not correct 
or that a cost overrun is certain or even 
likely. Nor do they address the obvious 

likelihood of there being expensive 
costs, unanticipated and unbudgeted, 
associated with trying to keep build-
ings approaching 100 years old intact 
and functioning. For instance, I have 
been told that the electrical capacity of 
the schools is insufficient to meet all of 
the needs in a modern school, includ-
ing computers for all the students, air 
conditioning in warmer weather and so 
forth. Some plumbing is still made up 
of lead pipes that need to be replaced.

Another writer has noted that some 
80% of the Hopkinton town budget 
goes to education and that the new 
building plan will increase taxes fur-
ther on citizens who cannot afford it. 
Education expenses always make up 
the largest percentage of small-town 
budgets. Is 80% too much, or too little, 
or the correct amount? That answer 
depends on the review of the budget 
by each town’s government. If taxes are 
too high, then perhaps other services 
and costs need trimming. It does not 
follow that education is the only area 

that must be managed and trimmed. 
And, as noted above, there is no reason 
to assume that taxes will go up more 
with the new school proposal than with 
maintaining the old buildings.

One writer suggested that the prob-
lem with the funding for Chariho is 
that each town uses a different tax 
mil rate, so the education burden falls 
disproportionately on the three towns. 
This may be true and may deserve a 
discussion but does not impact on 
the appropriateness of the proposed 
building plan.

The financial bottom line for me is the 
new state-of-the-art school buildings 
will be tailored to the needs of students 
in the 2020s and into the foreseeable 
future and with virtually no impact on 
taxpayers. Unless I hear a new per-
suasive argument, approval seems a 
no-brainer.

Kenneth M. Robbins 
Charlestown

Letters are always welcome up to a 
maximum of 500 words. To be printed, 
a letter to the editor must include the 
name and address of the writer and an 

email or phone number for verification 
purposes. Letters should be concise and 
are subject to editing by Sun staff. Letters 
that are not signed, libelous, or in poor 

taste will not be published. Send letters 
to editorial@thewesterlysun.com, or The 
Editor, The Westerly Sun, 100 Main St., 
Westerly, RI 02891.
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April is the cruelest — and coolest — month
April is the cruelest month but Eliot 
said it before 
Earth Day now Earth Month made 
April soar 
The Internet April and Spring all open 
to interpretation 
Create worthwhile goals before the 
train leaves the station 

Life is death without the the Earth’s 
Water and Air 

Fossil fuels had a time and place, no 
time for despair 
The Earth’s both predictable and not 
Harnessing its power is what we got

Day? Month? Year? What is time? 
Earth indifferently spins but is indeed 
sublime 
Man is our worst enemy and threat to 
our end 
War on Climate gonna kill us? let’s not 

pretend

A planet like no other, there’s a reason 
we call it mother 
Earth provides all we need, it’s up to us 
to succeed, 
Don’t want to be singing the song 
Never know what you got, til it’s gone.

Jay Lustgarten 
Westerly

People have gathered on these steps
By David Madden

S
ince 1996, the Academy of Amer-
ican Poets has set aside April to 
salute poetry’s “integral role in 

our culture” and to assert that “poetry 
matters.” The Academy celebrates po-
etry’s central artistic and cultural role 
by issuing a unique annual commem-
orative poster based on an image and a 
quotation by an American poet.  

This year’s poster recognizes “raising 
the boats” by African American poet 
Louise Clifton (1936-2010). It depicts 
a young African American girl sail-
ing through the air on a dive into the 
water by Jack Wong, an award-winning 
children’s illustrator. The poster quotes 
Clifton’s words, “May you in your 
innocence/sail through this to that.” It 
is inspiring.

Since Westerly ARC’s beginnings in 
2020, poetry has been a cornerstone 
of our group’s community-build-
ing efforts. It has fostered creativity, 
strengthened friendships, and facil-
itated the sharing of ideas. It binds, 
challenges, and inspires us; a poetry 
share has become a regular part of 
ARC’s monthly programming. 

This year, ARC events have emphasized 
the arts in new ways – a groundbreak-
ing African American art exhibition at 
the Artists’ Cooperative of Westerly, 
professional programming supported 
by the Washington Trust Foundation at 
the Westerly Library, and a screening 
and discussion of Ava DuVernay’s mov-
ie Origin at the United Theater (based 
on Pulitzer Prize-winning author 
Isabelle Wilkerson’s trailblazing work 
Caste: The Origins of Our Discontent. 

For ARC, the arts—literary, visual, or 
performing—help us understand our 

differences, see our humanity, and re-
spond with empathy and compassion.

Our column this month features an 
original piece by Westerly Multicultur-
al Committee member David Madden, 
a resident, retired teacher, community 
volunteer, member of the Religious 
Society of Friends (Quakers), husband, 
father, grandfather, and published 
poet. 

This piece, written last year, expresses 
ARC’s mission, goal, and solidarity with 
America’s dedication to the ideals of 
equity, justice, and freedom for all in 
our community.

People Have Gathered on These Steps

For over three years, 
since May of 2020 to be precise, 
people have gathered on these steps 
to raise their voices 
in a variety of strong emotions, 
to sing, to play instruments, 
to pray, to hold up signs 
expressing heartfelt longing, 
to advocate on behalf of justice, 
to urge this country to live up 
to the ideals it has always espoused 
in principle, but not always in practice.

In January’s biting cold, in July’s  
blistering heat, 
in pelting snow, in pouring rain,  
in brilliant sun and blustery wind, 
people have gathered on these steps, 
perhaps inspired to be here 
by a great cloud of witnesses 
composed of men and women such as 
Frederick Douglass, Rosa Parks, John 
Lewis, 
Coretta Scott King, Bayard Rustin, 
Susan B. Anthony, 
Medgar Evers, James Meredith,  
Shirley Chisholm, 
Chief Joseph, Fannie Lou Hamer,  

Cesar Chavez.

People have gathered on these steps 
as others once did at the Lincoln Me-
morial 
on August 28, 1963 in Washington D.C., 
a much larger gathering then and there, 
but the purpose here and now is the same, 
for those who meet today also seek 
to bring ever closer that day when, 
in the words of the prophet Amos, 
“justice will roll down like water 
 and righteousness like an ever-flowing 
stream,” 
that day Martin Luther King, Jr. told us 
must come before we will be satisfied, 
that day when all God’s children 
will at last hear freedom ring.

Madden’s words inspire us to remain 
focused on our community’s treasures, 
talents, history, and people — all 
people.  As we continue creating space 
to engage, educate, and empower, we 
invite the community to join us as we 
honor and celebrate Juneteenth in two 
months.  Our theme is “Freedom to 
Celebrate: Honoring our Community.” 
We will celebrate folks who have made 
a difference in Westerly and beyond, as 
well as honor our shared democratic 
freedom to make our voices heard in 
upcoming political arenas. 

This column is written by members of 
the Westerly Anti-Racism Coalition, 
which embraces multiculturalism to 
address racism. Geoff Serra is a con-
tributing editor. A community coalition 
unaffiliated with any state, national, or 
international organization, ARC meets 
on the steps of the Westerly Post Office 
each Sunday, 11 a.m. to 1 p.m. All are 
welcome. Learn more and subscribe to 
ARC’s newsletter at westerlyarc.weebly.
com. Contact them at westerlyarc@
gmail.com.
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