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MOSES LAKE — It 
is currently against the 
law in Washington to 
sell, trade, or give away 
meat that has not been 
certified by a federal in-
spector, even if it was 
prepared in a licensed 
facility and buyers know 
the rancher or producer.

The relationship be-
tween the states and the 
U.S. Department of Agri-
culture (USDA) regard-
ing inspection of meat 
processing facilities is 
complicated. Any meat 
that is going to be sold 
across state lines must be 
inspected by the USDA. 

Meat processed by 
custom slaughter facili-
ties, absent a USDA in-
spection, is considered 
“uninspected” despite 
being held to the federal 
standards for processing. 
Uninspected meat can 
only be sold to “house-
hold users” who contract-
ed with the slaughtering 
facility to have an animal 
processed.

Senate Bill 5045 
would make it easier for 
consumers and proces-
sors to provide locally 
slaughtered meat to more 
consumers.

The bill would in-
struct the Washington 
State Department of Ag-
riculture to enter into a 
“cooperative agreement” 
with the USDA to better 
facilitate state meat in-
spections that follow the 
federal standards out-
lined in the Federal Meat 
Inspection Act, the Fed-
eral Poultry Inspection 
Act, and the Humane 
Slaughter Act. 

The proposed legis-
lation would allow state-
inspected meat proces-
sors to operate in the 
same manner as USDA-
inspected facilities. It 
would also urge WSDA to 
help local meat producers 
and processors develop 
marketing plans.

Legislation that 
gives authority back to 
the state to govern its 

food systems would pro-
vide more flexibility and 
food choice for farmers 
and consumers.

While many people 
have become accustomed 
to the supply chain inter-
ruptions during COVID-
19, having access to local-
ly produced food should 
not be part of those inter-
ruptions. 

Meat processors 
throughout our state 
are scheduling appoint-
ments anywhere from 
six months to a year out 
thanks to increased de-
mand for meat produced 
closer to home after 
the panic buying of last 
spring left many meat 
cases around the state 
empty.

The benefits of lo-
cally produced meats are 
significant, including in-
creased affordability and 
accessibility. For budget 
conscious families, the 
purchase of 300 pounds 
of beef – approximately 
half a steer – costs about 

$1,000, or $3.33/lb. rath-
er than the national aver-
age of $6.06/lb. 

In addition to being 
more cost effective to buy 
in bulk, buying local gives 
families curious about 
where their food comes 
from a chance to meet 
the person who raised 
the animal they are buy-
ing for food.

But not everyone can 
buy in 300-pound bulk 
amounts. Providing more 
inspectors with what 
would amount to a dual 
state-and-USDA certifi-
cation also gives small 
meat processors more 
flexibility to sell smaller 
portions of meat to local 
consumers while still be-
ing budget-friendly.

As availability of 
meat products shift dra-
matically depending upon 
supply chain challenges 
caused by outdated regu-
lation, this legislation 
answers a need for con-
sumers, meat producers, 
and meat processors all 
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History 
under fire

The culture, heritage and history of Eastern 
Washington — indeed all of Washington and Or-
egon history — is under fire again in Olympia.

I’m talking about an effort this year in the 
House to erase Marcus Whitman’s significance from 
the halls of the Capitol building in Olympia and the 
national statuary in Washington, D.C.

Pushed by lawmakers, who obviously lack a full 
understanding of Whitman’s significance, House 
Bill 1372 seeks to replace the bronze Marcus Whit-
man statues with a new statue of Billy Frank Jr.

Yes, Billy Frank Jr. has been prominent in 
state matters involving Washington tribes. But let’s 
be frank, he’s no Marcus Whitman.

Whitman is tops on the list of the most influen-
tial historic people to shape the Pacific Northwest. 
He was so instrumental in whom we are today that 
there are streets, buildings, parks, schools and even 
a university and county named after him.

The move to replace his statues is part of an ap-
parent broader effort nationwide by leftwing activi-
ties bent on erasing our history.

When I was in school, the stories of Marcus and 
Narcissa Whitman used to be a mainstay in history 
classes.

More than four decades later, I vividly remem-
ber a day-trip to the Walla Walla area and an edu-
cational outing at Whitman Mission. 

Our class boarded a bus to “Waiilatpu,” the 
site of Whitman Mission. There, we learned about 
Dr. Marcus Whitman, his wife, Narcissa, and their 
cross-country trek to Eastern Washington with the 
Rev. Henry Spalding and his wife, and a group of 
fur traders. If you don’t already know, Whitman 
himself led one of the first wagon trains west on the 
Oregon Trail.

Whitman brought modern farming, medical 
care, education and religion to the Cayuse and Nez 
Perce tribes.

Narcissa was the first settler to give birth to 
a non-Indian baby in the Oregon Territory. That 
baby, Alice Clarissa Whitman drowned in the Walla 
Walla River at age two. A historical marker is lo-
cated on the site today to remember the toddler.

As more settlers moved to Oregon Country, Eu-
ropean diseases that came with them ravaged the 
Cayuse and Nez Perce. Try as he might, Whitman 
wasn’t able to cure the diseases.

Cayuse Chief Tilaukaikt blamed the Whitmans 
for the deaths and led warriors to Whitman Mission 
on Nov. 29, 1847. There, they killed the Whitmans 
and 12 others, and took 53 women and children as 
prisoners.

That event triggered the Cayuse War, which 
would last eight years. The Provisional Legislature 
of Oregon raised a company of 50 volunteers, who 
headed to The Dalles, Oregon Territory, to protect 
another mission there. Called the “Oregon Rifles,” 
the men drove off tribal marauders and established 
Fort Lee.

Eventually, they were re-enforced by a militia 
of more than 500, who headed to the Whitman Mis-
sion, near present day College Place. While travel-
ling, they defeated the Cayuse in the battle at Sand 
Hollows. It wasn’t long before the U.S. Army was 
dispatched to the area to end what had become the 
Cayuse War.

In 1850, with the Cayuse defeated, the tribe 
turned over the chief and four warriors involved 
in what is now called the Whitman Massacre. All 
five were hanged, but skirmishes continued for five 
more years.

Following the Whitman Massacre, the 60-man 
“Oregon Volunteers” were dispatched to Tshimakain 
Mission, to protect settlers and escort missionaries 
— including Mary Walker — to safety in the Wil-
lamette Valley. 

Today, the school district in Springdale is 
named for Walker who, along with Narcissa Whit-
man, was among the first non-Indian women in Or-
egon Country.

While Walker is honored with a legacy school 
district, the Whitmans are remembered for their 
contributions to the settlement of the Oregon Ter-
ritory, and nowadays the states of Washington and 
Oregon. Numerous schools, including Whitman Col-
lege in Walla Walla, are named after Marcus Whit-
man. 

An Eastern Washington county and a glacier on 
Mount Rainier are also named in his honor, and the 
family gravesite is a national historic site. What’s 
more, there are identical bronze statues of Marcus 
Whitman wearing buckskins and carrying a Bible 
and satchel in the state and U.S. capitals. Addition-
ally, Sept. 4 is Marcus Whitman Day in Washington 
State.

But if some lawmakers have their way, the 
statutes of arguably the most significant figure in 
Pacific Northwest history may be replaced.

Call House Bill 1372 the second Whitman Mas-
sacre.

Introduced by Rep. Debra Lekanoff and read 
Jan. 26, the bill is simply political payback to the 
tribes that supported Democrats running for office. 
It’s been referred to the House’s State Government 
and Tribal Relations Committee.

The bill is an attempt to “whitewash” our his-
tory and the significance of Marcus Whitman’s role 
in the Pacific Northwest.

Eradicating Marcus Whitman from our state 
and national capitols is revisionism by weak-kneed 
politicians kowtowing to those lacking knowledge of 
Pacific Northwest history.

Marcus Whitman earned his place in history 
— and the Capitol Building in Olympia and in the 
national statuary in Washington, D.C. If we sit idly 
by and let his statutes be removed, emboldened re-
visionists will take aim at schools and other places 
named in honor of Marcus Whitman. 

Then they’ll move onto another target.
We have a rich history here in Eastern Wash-

ington. And we need to remind uneducated lawmak-
ers and revisionists that their political motives are 
not welcome.

— RogeR HaRnack is the publisher of 
Free Press Publishing. Email him at 

Roger@cheneyfreepress.com.
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JASON MERCIER
Thoughts on the state’s budget outlook and options

OPINION

Washington’s economic outlook
has dramatically changed due to the
global COVID-19 pandemic and Gov-
ernor Inslee’s subsequent order in
March to lock-down the state econ-
omy.

When the 2020 legislative ses-
sion opened in January, the state was
in the midst of strong economic
growth leading to the opportunity for
tax relief. Instead, lawmakers used
that tax growth to increase the state
budget even higher. Then the global
COVID-19 pandemic turned the
state’s financial outlook upside down.
Washington’s current 2019-21 budget
is $53.3 billion. This level of spending
is $8.6 billion, or 19% higher, than the
2017-19 budget.

Washington’s next official rev-
enue forecast will be available on
June 17. Meanwhile, a preliminary
unofficial forecast is projecting a mas-
sive reduction in tax collections due
to the COVID-19 government im-
posed economic restrictions compared
to what lawmakers expected they
would receive.

According to that estimate, tax
revenues could be $3.8 billion less in
the current 2019-21 budget and $3.3
billion less for the 2021-23 budget,
than expected. Based on the most re-
cent monthly tax collection report,
those estimates could even be under-
stated.

A possible revenue reduction of
this size is not a surprise realizing a
majority of economic activity in the
state has been shutdown by the Gov-
ernor’s “Stay Home” orders for sev-
eral months.

While a deficit of this size is con-
cerning, it is important to remember
that Washington’s budget process is
sound. Washington relies on a gener-
ally stable mix of tax sources (relative
to other states) and has a budget
framework that requires a constitu-
tionally protected reserve account
(with automatic deposits) and a four
year balanced budget restriction to
help reduce impact of bow wave
spending. As noted by the state’s re-
cent credit rating from Standard and
Poor’s in 2019:

“Good recent economic growth
relative to that of the nation and a
sales tax-based revenue structure
that has demonstrated less sensitiv-
ity to economic cycles than income
tax-reliant states...Washington's rev-
enues have historically exhibited less
cyclicality than others (due in part to
the lack of a personal income tax)...we
have observed that capital gains-re-
lated tax revenues are among the
most cyclical and difficult to forecast

revenues in numerous other states...
Though there are many con-

cerns with the state’s tax structure,
the stability of it due to a strong re-
liance on property and consumption
taxes is well known. This is in con-
trast to the roller-coaster experience
of our income-tax-dependent neigh-
bors in Oregon and California.

Realizing there is no recession
proof tax structure, Washington’s tax
base and economic activity has pro-
duced substantial revenue growth
prior to the global COVID-19 pan-
demic and subsequent government
restrictions on economic activity.

Although the fundamentals of
Washington’s budget process are
strong, the decision to enact large
spending increases has put addi-
tional pressure on the ending fund
balance and reserves needed to
weather even a nominal recession, let
alone the unprecedented economic
climate we are currently experienc-
ing.

Predictably, some are now call-
ing for the legislature to try to tax our
way out of the COVID-19 recession
by imposing an income tax on capital
gains.

Washington voters have already
rejected 10 straight income tax pro-
posals. Also, every state in the coun-
try and the federal Internal Revenue
Service (IRS) unequivocally says a
capital gains tax is an income tax. 

According to the IRS:
“This is in response to your in-

quiry regarding the tax treatment of
capital gains. You ask whether tax on
capital gains is considered an excise
tax or an income tax? It is an income
tax. More specifically, capital gains
are treated as income under the tax
code and taxed as such."

Legal objections aside, there are
serious budget implications of relying
on a highly volatile capital gains in-
come tax in a recession.

Sen. Mark Mullet (D-Issaquah),
the chair of the Senate Financial In-
stitutions, Economic Development
and Trade Committee, recently said
in a speech to the Bellevue Chamber
of Commerce:

“The real challenge the legisla-
ture has is that I don’t think there is
a way you can tax your way out of
this because every industry in the
state has been really decimated...Cal-
ifornia is freaking out because they
do have a capital gains tax and that’s
their first line item that they are say-
ing they think is going to get com-
pletely annihilated.”

To Sen. Mullet’s point, here is
what California Governor Gavin

Newsom (D) said in his recent
COVID-19 budget proposal:

"Personal income tax revenues
are revised downward by almost $33
billion due to a decline in all income
sources, but particularly wages, pro-
prietorship income, and capital
gains...Forecasting revenues associ-
ated with capital gains is subject to
significant uncertainty because real-
izations are heavily dependent upon
stock market performance and when
taxpayers choose to buy or sell stock."

When lawmakers next address
the budget situation they will need to
make many difficult decisions. Acting
early to reduce spending will help re-
duce the size of the problem for the
2021-23 budget. Among the actions
they should take immediately is to
freeze new spending increases, rely
on the emergency reserves and en-
courage federal officials to provide
flexibility for the original CARES Act
funding.

As for new spending increases,
state employees are scheduled to re-
ceive a 3% pay raise on July 1. A 3%
pay raise also took effect last July.
With the state facing a massive
budget deficit, the Governor should
immediately reopen the state em-
ployee contracts to cancel the new 3%
pay raise before it takes effect. Ac-
cording to legislative staff, canceling
these pay increases would save $266
million this year, with four-year total
savings of $798 million (all funds).
Facing a massive budget deficit and
record private sector unemployment,
now is not the time for the governor
to give out pay raises.

Although Washington’s overall
budget process is sound, government
restrictions shutting down the state’s
economy for several months have
drastically reduced the expected rise
in tax collections. This economic prob-
lem occurs at a time of significant
state spending increases over the last
few years.

Using the emergency reserves
and requesting federal officials pro-
vide flexibility for CARES Act fund-
ing would help solve part of the
budget deficit. State officials also
need to take action to reduce new
spending increases. It is important
these reductions happen while avoid-
ing tax increases that would further
burden families and employers as
they try to recover from the govern-
ment imposed economic restrictions.

Jason Mercier
Director, 

Center for Government Reform
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Educators nationwide scoff at the idea of
homeschooling children.

Those in unions, especially those in the
Washington Education Association in our
state, say parents can’t provide the same ed-
ucational opportunities at home as are avail-
able in public schools. A large part of their
reasoning is social interaction. Indeed, those
in the union have long argued social interac-
tions are more important than allowing ad-
vanced students to move up a grade or
substandard students from being held back.

Even educators in our community col-
leges and universities make the argument
that adult students gain more interacting
with their peers on campus than they do in a
strictly online curriculum.

But that was before unfounded panic set
in over this year’s coronavirus.

Now that state-level education officials
have decided that it’s too dangerous for ele-
mentary, middle and high school students to
return to the classroom in the fall without
wearing masks, the social interaction drum-
beat has evaporated.

State Superintendent of Public Instruc-
tion Chris Reykdal and Gov. Jay Inslee last
week may have issued so-called guidance,
calling for face-to-face instruction to resume
in public schools in the fall. But, let’s be very
clear — they are speaking only figuratively. 

At best, they are calling for mask-to-mask
instruction, generally requiring all school em-
ployees, students and visitors to wear masks
— even though most have little virus-stopping
value. At worst, the plan essentially isolates
students from their peers and educators, even
though they may be in the same classroom.

Under Reykdal’s “Reopening Washington
Schools 2020: District Planning Guide,”
masks are just the beginning. In addition,
schools are being directed to encourage par-
ents to drop off and pick up students at school,
keep students at least 6 feet apart and make
students wash their hands after touching just
about everything.

Good luck with that.
Schools are also being told to take stu-

dents’ temperatures regularly; cancel field
trips, assemblies and large gatherings; pre-
vent singing and other activities where stu-
dents expel too much moisture-laden air; put
more space between desks; stagger class start
and end times; curtail “nonessential” visits
and restrict student movement between class-
rooms and the lunchroom.

Sounds a lot like homeschooling to me. It
also sounds like indoctrination into what a
few people are calling a “new normal.”

There is nothing normal about making
kids wear masks day in and day out. There is
nothing normal about sending them to school
for social interaction and growth, only to keep
them apart.

If it’s safe enough for students to return
to the classroom in the fall, then it’s safe
enough for students to interact with each
other. 

If it’s not that safe, maybe it’s time to en-
trust parents with their primary duty — to
take responsibility for their children’s educa-
tion.

— Roger Harnack is the publisher of Free
Press Publishing. Email him at Roger@ch-
eneyfreepress.com.

Homeschool

LETTERS
Older Ameri-
can’s Month
Older American’s

Month
May was Older Amer-

ican’s month. The focus of
Older American’s Month is
normally the contribution
seniors have made and
continue to make to our
communities and the
needs of older American’s
going forward. I represent
Whitman County on Aging
and Long-Term Care of
Eastern Washington’s
board and represent the

Counties in Washington
State on the Washington
State Council on Aging.
We hear a lot about the ca-
pabilities and the needs of
seniors.

However, I believe
right now the biggest chal-
lenge seniors face isn’t
some bill going through
Congress or law being
written in Olympia. Their
biggest challenge is long-
term isolation due to
Covid-19. I know many
grandparents are essen-
tially isolated at home be-
cause Covid-19 is a serious
threat to their health.

They can’t take the risk of
getting it. These same peo-
ple would otherwise be out
and about their communi-
ties, going to farm auc-
tions, visiting neighbors
and showing up at regular
get togethers. Each of us
has the opportunity to
help them now. We can
call, write or email them.
Calling is best because it is
interactive, but if you only
have time to write, that’s
good too. My neighbor and
mentor Earl Swift passed
away a few years ago. Earl
wrote letters to lots of peo-
ple throughout his life.

Getting a letter from Earl
was special. He uplifted
people and wrote about
the good things they had
done or how well their kids
were growing up. His let-
ters brought light and joy
to your life. You have the
opportunity to do some-
thing special for seniors
stuck at home during this
time. Call, write or email.
It is definitely worth your
time.

Art Swannack,
Whitman County

Commissioner
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All the people who are spaying and neutering 
cats.

wwwww
The Thrifty Grandmothers. Those ladies do so 

much and give so much money to the locals.
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Beware of Colfax speed traps!

Would you believe in 
the future when a cement 
truck shows up to pour 
your foundation or patio, 
the mixture will likely 
contain ground-up wind 
turbine blades? 

As a part of new 
agreement between GE 
Renewable Energy and 
Veolia North America 
(VNA), old blades, con-
sisting mostly of fiber-
glass, are shredded at a 
processing facility in Mis-
souri and then shipped 
to cement plants across 
America where they re-
place coal, sand, and clay 
in manufacturing.

“Last summer, we 
completed a trial using 
a GE blade, and we were 
very happy with the re-
sults. This fall we have 
processed more than 100 
blades so far, and our 
customers have been very 
pleased with the prod-
uct,” Veolia’s Bob Cappa-
dona told Waste Dive. 

More than 65 per-
cent of the blade weight 
replaces raw materials 
that would otherwise 
be added to the kiln to 
create the cement, and 

about 28 percent of the 
blade weight provides 
energy for the chemical 
reaction that takes place 
in the kiln.

The environmental 
benefit is the new con-
coction results in a 27 
percent net reduction in 
CO2 emissions and a 13 
percent net reduction in 
water consumption dur-
ing manufacturing. 

In the past research-
ers were skeptical about 
recycling wind blades. 
For example, Principia 
Scientific International, 
a London-based group 
of scientists, concluded: 
“Basically, there is just 
too much plastic-com-
posite-epoxy crapola that 
isn’t worth recycling. The 
wind turbine blades are a 
toxic amalgam of unique 
composites, fiberglass, 
epoxy, polyvinyl chloride 
foam, polyethylene tere-
phthalate foam, balsa 
wood, and polyurethane 
coatings.” 

While wind farms 
generate “greenhouse 
gas free” electricity, worn 
out and smaller obsolete 
blades have been cut up 

and hauled to landfills 
in Iowa, South Dakota 
and Wyoming for burial. 
The problem has become 
overwhelming with more 
than 8,000 turbine to be 
removed in each of the 
next four years in the 
U.S. alone and it is grow-
ing worldwide. Accord-
ing to German fiberglass 
manufacturer, Ahlstrom-
Munksjö Dettingen, the 
wind industry will gener-
ate 50,000 tons of blade 
waste in 2020, but that 
will quadruple to 225,000 
tons by 2034.

Wind energy is get-
ting lots of attention now. 
It is an important part 
of President-elect Joe 
Biden’s goal of cutting 
U.S. carbon emissions to 
net zero “no later than 
2050.” California, Hawaii 
and Washington estab-
lished targets of 100 per-
cent renewable electricity 
by 2045. 

To increase genera-
tion, many existing wind 
towers are being raised 
to accommodate bigger 
blades. For example, 
PacifiCorp is spending 
$200 million raising its 

117 towers near Dayton 
from 200 to 250 feet tall. 
The project adds 35 per-
cent to the site’s generat-
ing capacity. 

The good news is 
many of those giant 
blades are shipped to the 
Port of Vancouver (USA), 
off-loaded and trucked to 
sites across the Pacific 
Northwest, including 
Canada. 

Today, wind gener-
ates 7.3 percent of our 
nation’s electricity from 
more than 58,000 tur-
bines. Since 2005, we 
have constructed an es-
timated 3,000 wind tow-
ers a year and that pace 
is expected to acceler-
ate. Along with growing 
generating capacity, our 
country’s, wind sector’s 
workforce is expanding. 
Today, nationwide it is 
120,000 people of which 
6,500 are Washington 
and Oregon.

(Don C. Brunell 
is a business analyst, 
writer and columnist. He 
can be contacted at the-
Brunells@msn.com.)

Big hurdles removed for wind energy
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JOhn MCCalluM
Great Conjunction has us looking up - for a change

Prohibition 2.0
On Dec. 18, 1917, Congress proposed the 18th 

Amendment, which would later make it illegal to 
make, buy, sell or drink alcohol. Two years later, 
after ratification Jan. 16, 1919, prohibition became 
the law of the land. 

For nearly 14 years, Americans who wanted to 
have an adult beverage were forced underground. 
They danced, dined, drank and gambled in what 
became known as a “speakeasy.” Law enforcement 
and other public employees often knew about their 
clandestine watering hole and even joined the local 
folk exercising their constitutional rights to peace-
ably assemble and pursue happiness.

Sound familiar? It should. It’s occurring in 
towns and cities across Eastern Washington today.

In response to Gov. Jay Inslee’s mandates 
shuttering gyms, theaters and bowling alleys and 
prohibiting inside service at restaurants and bars, 
“speakeasies” are popping up, with a coronavirus 
twist.

Inside, life feels nearly normal. There are few 
masks, if any. Social distancing is checked at the 
door. Often, you can belly up to the bar. And you can 
definitely grab a table, order dinner and be served 
by a waitress. 

In some places, you can lift weights and work 
out. Yes, in today’s coronavirus-dominated world, 
even a gym has become a speakeasy, as have 
churches in which parishioners met clandestinely to 
avoid the watchful eyes of governors trying to limit 
attendance in violation of the First Amendment to 
the U.S. Constitution.

What isn’t normal is the secrecy surrounding 
open business. 

A year ago, owners clamored to have people talk 
about their business. Today, not so much.

Many proprietors are operating on the down 
low to avoid attracting the attention of over-zealous 
public servants who claim they are “just doing their 
job.” They are quietly serving dinner, selling drinks 
and allowing patrons to work out so they can pay 
their bills.

Much like speakeasies of the 1920s, today’s 
businesses are facing a myriad of threats from state 
agencies. Those threats include fines, license revo-
cation and even criminal charges. By flying under 
the radar, business owners today just hope to gen-
erate enough revenue to survive until virus-related 
mandates are rescinded or thrown out by a court.

“We are no longer trying to make money. We’re 
just trying to survive,” Barley’s Brewhub owner 
Tom Floyd said last week. Floyd has opened his 
Kennewick tavern in defiance of the governor’s or-
ders. Several other business owners have opened, 
too, around Eastern Washington.

Floyd is among business owners hit in the 
state’s “whack-a-mole” attack on business owners 
opening their doors.

Other business owners around the region have 
taken note of the assault on his business and oth-
ers. While longing to join them, the risk may be too 
high. So, some have instead gone to the speakeasy 
model as a first step. Their friends and neighbors 
are spreading the open message only with those 
they trust. 

How ironic. That’s exactly what happened with 
speakeasies in the 1920s, before prohibition was 
lifted.

This week marks the 87th anniversary of the 
repeal of prohibition. The 21st Amendment was 
ratified Dec. 15, 1933; businesses resumed serving 
alcohol immediately thereafter.

Businesses are now looking for a “21st Amend-
ment 2.0.” 

Until that lifeline comes, plan on learning the 
secret knock if you want to go out for lunch or din-
ner, have a drink, lift weights or work out. 

Under the present coronavirus-related edicts, 
speakeasies will continue to be a modern-day phe-
nomenon. 

- roger HarnaCk is the publisher of Free 
Press Publishing. 

Email him at Roger@cheneyfreepress.com.
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It’s been a difficult 
year for us all.

I know that’s an un-
derstatement. But me-
thinks I shouldn’t have 
to go into many details 
to explain why. Unfortu-
nately, those reasons are 
still all around us.

It’s said hard times 
bring out the best and 
worst in people. I’ve come 
to see the truth in that 
first-hand, and — put 
mildly — it’s dishearten-
ing.

But, there have been 
bright spots this year, too. 
So, let’s focus on those.

Ironically, to see a 
couple of those bright 
spots we’ve had to look up 
— literally. One of those 
is taking shape right now 
in the southwestern skies 
after sundown.

It’s called “The Great 
Conjunction,” which is 
fitting. If you don’t know 
what I’m talking about, 
our solar system’s biggest 
gas giant planets Jupiter 
and Saturn are headed 
for a meeting on Dec. 21 
when they will be so close 
they will pretty much 
form one big, bright star, 
separated by about 1/5 

the diameter of the full 
moon.

For those with tele-
scopes, Amateur Astron-
omy Magazine says you 
will be able to see both 
of them at the same time 
in the viewing field. You 
can start watching right 
now, according to the 
magazine, by looking to 
the southwest an hour 
after sunset and finding 
the pair about 19 degrees 
above the horizon.

To demonstrate how 
to approximate this, the 
magazine provides an il-
lustration showing the 
width of your pinkie finger 
as 1 degree, three fingers 
as 5 degrees, a clenched 
fist as 10 degrees and ex-
tended index and pinkie 
fingers in a “V” as 15 de-
grees. Telescopes, binoc-
ulars and the naked eye 
will all provided different 
but excellent views, but 
you should probably go 
to a location where you 
have a better view of the 
horizon.

While alignments of 
these two planets take 
place every 20 years or so, 
conjunctions such as this 
are rare, Rice University 

astronomer and professor 
of physics and astronomy 
Patrick Hartigan said in 
a CNN article.

“You’d have to go 
all the way back to just 
before dawn on March 
4, 1226, to see a closer 
alignment between these 
objects visible in the 
night sky,” he added.

It’s also a one-night 
affair, according to the 
Old Famers Almanac, so 
hopefully the weather co-
operates.

It’s interesting this 
should take place at this 
time of year. For one, the 
winter solstice is also 
Dec. 21.

But I’m thinking of 
something more Biblical. 
A conjunction has long 
been one of the explana-
tions for the star that 
guided three important 
men from the East to a 
place in the Middle East 
called Judea — at least 
an explanation for those 
of us who try to escape 
the metaphysical and 
maintain some form of 
sobriety in our belief sys-
tems.

Ironically, another 
explanation is a comet, 

and we’ve had one of 
those this year too, which 
was also pretty spectacu-
lar. But — still trying to 
stay religiously sober — 
learned men in ancient 
times regularly looked 
and studied the heavens 
so such events as a great 
conjunction and a comet 
would have been known 
to them and not mistaken 
for something more unex-
plainable.

Nonetheless, the Dec. 
21 event is being dubbed 
“The Christmas Star,” 
and why not. The Biblical 
star was meant as a sign-
post to something great-
er, better, something we 
could place our faith and 
trust in and help restore 
hope and promise to our 
lives.

And after all, a con-
junction is a unification 
of a sort, something we 
need now. That alone is a 
good reason to get outside 
and look up on Dec. 21.

(JoHn MCCal-
luM can be reached at 
jmac@cheneyfreepress.
com
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