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The conference registration is
between 0930 and 1000 at which
time refreshments are available
in the lecture theatre. The
conference starts at 1000 with a
welcome by the SHA Chairman

The ﬁrst talk is at 1015 and the
morning session ends at 1215
for lunch. The lunch break is
until 1330. An on-site lunch
will be available (£5.00) BUT
MUST BE PRE-ORDERED. There
are no nearby eating places.

Bob Bower introduces the
afternoon session at 1330
then there are two one-hour
talks.

There is a break for refreshments
from 1530 to 1600 when Tea/
Coﬀee and biscuits will be
provided.

After the break there is the
ﬁnal talk. The afternoon
session will end at 5 p.m. and
the conference will then close.

10 00 - 1015

10 15 - 1115

1115 - 1215

Institute of Astronomy,
University of Cambridge
Madingley Road, Cambridge
CB3 0HA

SHA Chairman Bob Bower
Welcomes delegates to the
Institute of Astronomy for
the SHA 2017 Spring
Conference.

13 30 - 1430

Dr. Simon Mitton
The History of Planetary
Science. Discovering the
Dynamic Planet Beneath
our feet.
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Howard Carlton MA
John Pringle Nichol
The Nebular Hypothesis
and 19th Century
Cosmology.

14 30 - 1530

Dr. Stewart Moore
Charles Messier – From
Birth to Death
The life of Charles Messier.

Dr. James Hannam
Dancing to the Music of
the Spheres
Medieval Visions of the
Heavens.

16 00 – 17 00

Mark Robinson
George With-Mirror Maker
The life and works of
George Henry With.
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Editorial

Carolyn Kennett and Len Adam

Letters to the Editor

This year is the bicentenary of the death, on the
12th of April 1817, of Charles Messier the
comet hunter – best known for his list of 109
objects that could be mistaken for new comets.
On page 43 there is an article from John
Chuter about Magic Lantern Slides of Messier
Objects held in the BAA Archives and scattered
throughout this issue are extracts from
Messier’s catalogue of objects together with
corresponding modern images.
The Editors have interviewed the SHA President,
Dr Allan Chapman and the interview is presented
in this issue. Ian Ridpath has contributed an article
about the Herschel Monument in Cape Town and
Paul Haley carries on his series of Extracts from
Grace’s Guide in Astro-Snippets Part 4. Paul also
starts a new series on Astro Research as a guide to
anyone beginning to think about researching an
astronomer or astronomical topic On the back page
we have SHA Bulletin Crossword Number 1.
Rather than trying to complete this on the back
page, we suggest printing off the single page
crossword from the PDF file that is sent to all
members who have registered their email address.
The solution to the crossword will be given in
Issue 28 of the Bulletin. We continue the series on
Archeoastronomy and also have four book reviews
in this issue. Unfortunately, as a result of the
submission of a wealth of excellent content, some
of our planned ‘regular’ features have been
dropped from this issue in order to keep the size
and cost of the Bulletin at a reasonable level. We
will try and resume these when we can.
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Dear Len & Carolyn,
I have noticed Paul Haley’s contributions to the latest
issues of the SHA Bulletin with interest.
Indeed I am even named in the latest issue. (p.33. bottom
right corner). I believe that I am M132.
In particular, as a Land Surveyor rather than an Astronomer I
am involved in the surveying side of Sir David Gill’s
activities while he was at the Cape. Readers may be interested
to know that Gill spent a huge amount of time and effort on
laying the foundations of a survey scheme that was to stretch
from South Africa to Egypt and subsequently join with the
work of F G W Struve through Europe to form a continuous
scheme to near Hammerfest in Northern Norway. Both Struve
and Gill could be rightly termed geodesists as much as
astronomers. The section of the work done by Struve between
1816 and 1855 stretched through 10 countries (today’s
boundaries) from Hammerfest to the Black Sea and was
inscribed as a World Heritage Monument in 2005. Work is
now underway to get the part initiated by Gill and carried on
by many others, as an extension to that W.H.M., to become
one covering 105º of latitude. This is a long term and
complicated effort that goes through 12 countries in Africa
and 17 in Europe (including those in Struve’s work). Gill’s
efforts that commenced almost as soon as he arrived at the
Cape in 1879 and continued until his death were finally
completed by the Americans in 1954- a total of 75 years
effort.
Jim Smith Petersfield Hants
Ed. We are hoping to persuade Jim to produce an article
providing more details of the project for a future Bulletin.
Dear Len,
I thought that
SHA members
might be
interested in
this pic which I
took at the
Lady Lever Art
Gallery at Port
Sunlight, nr
Birkenhead on
the Wirral. We
visit quite often
as we have
family in the
area. One such
visit was the
week before
Xmas and I
spotted something I hadn't previously seen. In their
collection of Wedgewood pieces is a fine portrait of
William Herschel. I noticed that above and to the right of the
astronomer two orbits are depicted, one clearly being Saturn.
The next one is clearly wider than that of Saturn and so must
therefore represent Uranus which he discovered in 1781. I
thought this was a splendid way that the artist had chosen to
highlight the great man's discovery.
John Axtell (Non SHA Member - suggested by Ian Ridpath)
Ed. Part of a longer letter - John is continuing his research.
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News

Reading the Hurlers

Auction House Christies’ sale of Giancarlo Beltrame Astronomical Books

Reading the Hurlers
On Saturday 17th September 2016 a
publicly held archaeoastronomy open
day was held at the Hurlers Stone
Circle on Bodmin Moor in Cornwall.
This was held at the culmination of an
archaeological dig trying to discover if
a collection of stones above the three
circles was a possible fourth circle.
The archaeological dig had been undertaken
during the week prior to the open day and was
finishing on that day.

Brian Sheen setting up
equipment at the Hurlers
archaeoastronomy open day
C. Kennett

The fine weather also ensured that there was a
great turnout, there was a lot of interest in the
archaeological dig as well as the work being
undertaken by the geologists on site and the
archaeoastronomy. More information about this
project can be found here
http://www.readingthehurlers.co.uk/
The archaeoastronomy results from the day are
going to be part of an ongoing study led by Brian
Sheen. This work is being funded in part by a
small research grant from the SHA and the results
will be communicated within the Bulletin once
conclusions have been made.
RTH Archaeological Project Co-ordinator Emma
Stockley says "one of the reasons that RTH is such
an exciting project is because it involves a diverse
range of people and groups. Our excavation and
open day saw students, professional and amateur
archaeologists, geologists and astronomers all
working together. Everyone was able to contribute
their unique knowledge and insights to the project".

Auction House Christies’
sale of Giancarlo
Beltrame Astronomical
Books.

The weather was kind with no rain or fog we had
great visibility to make measurements of the
horizon from all existing circles as well as from
the fourth location.
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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On the 13th July 2016 Christies hosted a
sale which included numerous key and
first edition texts from astronomical
history. Sixty six books in total were sold
to the value of £5.5 million. These
included original works by Tycho Brahe,
Nicolaus Copernicus, Johannes Kepler
and Galileo Galilei. The star of the sale
was a book by Georg Joachim Rheticus
called Narratio prima de libris
revolutionum Copernici which included
the first printed account of Nicolaus
Copernicus Heliocentric theory on the
solar system. Nicolaus Copernicus having
allowed Rheticus to publish his theories
and predating his own printed account De
Revolutionibus by three years. This text
reached a sale value of £1,818,000.
Six of the books sold were written by
Galileo Galilei, these included Sidereus
Nuncius, his first published account
outlining the Copernicus model. More
about these books can be read in a short
article online on the Christies website.
http://tinyurl.com/gmplduo
Carolyn Kennett
Auction House Christies’ sale of Giancarlo Beltrame Astronomical Books

Event Report

2016 Autumn Conference and AGM

2016 AUTUMN CONFERENCE

Figure 1: delegates awaiting the start of the 2016 Autumn Conference and AGM

The AGM and autumn conference was
held on Saturday 29th October 2016. It
was held at the usual venue and home
of the SHA library the Birmingham and
Midland Institute. The conference had a
stellar line up with four talks scheduled
as well as the AGM. Seventy people
attended with the majority being
members but also a number of guests
came along with a guest signing up as a
new member on the day.
The conference started with Bill Barton’s
talk discussing his interesting research into

Figure 2: Bill Barton

the Chaldean Society. This society had a
short but very productive history.
Producing quarterly magazines over the
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017

course of a number of years from 1916.
Bill explained how difficult it had been to
get a decisive start date and end date to
this society. But that for the years 1916 1927 they were very active.
This society had a program of work which
mainly focused on naked eye observations,
although a number of their more
experienced astronomers had access to
telescopes. This program of work included
observations of Mercury, minor planets,
brighter variable stars and mapping of the
Milky Way. They were also particularly
keen on eclipse watching and by 1927 they
produced an eclipse special. Which also
seems to be their last edition. A member of
the audience had a copy of this issue and
allowed people to view it after the talk.
Philip Myring was the first chairman,
followed by James Hargreaves. There
were also a number of more recognisable
names on the committee including Miss
Mary Proctor who did a stint as secretary.
Also the Fotheringham brothers were
involved, John Knight taking a stint as
treasurer and David Ross as the journal
editor. Not only did they have a central
branch but towards the end of the society
they had a number of branches
2016 Autumn Conference and AGM
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countrywide. These branches were mainly
focused around London and the wider
region, but two were much further afield,
one being on the Isle of Wight and one
being in Scotland. They organised trips
particularly to observe the eclipse of 1921
which was annular at the Isle of Mull
where members visited in Scotland.
Across the country they organised a full
program of events for this eclipse and had
over 20 telescopic observers as well as
many more naked eye observers. In 1922
this encouraged the president Hargreaves
to go eclipse chasing accompanied by the
George Selwyn Clark Maxwell (another
committee member), He would continue to
follow eclipses across the southern
hemisphere for the next couple of years. It
was this instability which possibly led to
the ultimate downfall of the astronomical
society. One place which hold copies of
magazines is the RAS library in London.
Thank you Bill for this informative and
interesting talk into this little known
society.
The second talk of the morning was given
by Dr Lee MacDonald.

Figure 3: Dr Lee McDonald

He spoke about the Astronomer Royal
George Airy and the Magnetic and
Meteorological department which he was
instrumental in building at the Royal
Observatory Greenwich. He painted a
vivid picture of a radical Airy who wasn’t
afraid to speak out not only scientifically
but politically as well. Efficient and
organised Airy kept both letters received
and carbon copies of those he sent. So the
period around the establishment of this
office can be reconstructed effectively.
Lee spoke about the lead up to the
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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formation of the ‘mag and met’ office and
how there had been some measurements
made in the UK these were not done on
organised manner and were usually
undertaken as a secondary feature. Such as
the met observations at Greenwich which
were started under Pond but were taken
primarily to see the best time to make
astronomical observations. Airy was
instrumental in the obtaining and building
of the ‘mag and met’ office at Greenwich.
Although there were some delays with the
funding and around the political decision
to place the new department at Greenwich.
Airy was fundamentally in charge of
ensuing its success, implementing the
processes by which it would be run. The
new ‘mag and met’ building was to be
positioned 70 yards south of the main
observatory and would open in 1838 with
John Glaisher at the head of the new
department, Edwin Dunkin and John R
Hind would hold roles as assistants. The
role would be very taxing and early
automation of the processes involved
would be sought. In 1845 a prize was
offered for development of a solution to
automate the department. In 1847-8
Charles Brooke and Francis Ronalds
would both be awarded for finding a
solution. This automation used
photographic paper to record the varying
light to make automated responses. We
thank Lee for an informative talk on the
interesting topic of the ‘mag and met’
office at Greenwich.
After a leisurely lunch the annual AGM
was held. Chairman Bob Bower
accompanied by General Secretary Laura
Carroll discussed the AGM agenda topics.
There were no comments from the
audience with regards to the section
reports and voting on the two
constitutional changes were passed by
overriding majority. All council members
retained their positions for the period of
2016/7. Bob thanked the council for all
their hard work over the previous year and
it was noted that the society has now
grown to its largest membership ever.
Amongst other business, a new prize in
honour of Madeline Cox the former
chairperson was announced. This new
2016 Autumn Conference and AGM
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prize will be given at the next AGM in
2017 for the best Bulletin article received
for issues 26, 27 and 28. James Dawson
was in attendance and was awarded the
Roger Jones award by Kevin Johnson for
his all his work on the survey during the
last year.
The afternoon conference commenced
with a talk by Dr Mike Leggett. He spoke

Figure 4: Dr. Mike Leggett

about his research on the Hartwell Synod.
The Synod had been centred around Dr
Lee’s observatory at Hartwell House. But
it extended out to a number of local
observatories which were established in a
very small area of the country. This area
covered Haddenham, Aylesbury, Stone,
Walton and Wendover. The observatories
covered a period of 1770’s to early 1900’s.
Dr Lee’s observatory at Harwell house had
a transit room and an equatorial tower. It
was accessed through the library. The
transit room in 1832 had an instrument
with a 3’’ objective lens, focal length of
60’’. Two median marks were placed in
the grounds marking the southern and
northern position of the meridian line,
these had a classical design. The equatorial
room had a Smyth equatorial which is now
at the Science Museum in London. This
had an objective lens of 5.9’’ and a focal
length of 8.5ft. The mount was by Dollond
and the objective lens by Tulley. A large
number of observations were made at
Hartwell by a number of experience
astronomers including William Henry
Smyth and his son Charles Piazzi Smyth.
In the wider area the synod included many
experienced astronomers such as James
Glaisher, Norman Pogson and William R.
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Birt. Mike has done a large amount of research
about the members of the synod and their
observatories and was a wealth of information
on the subject.
There were the usual afternoon refreshments
provided and an opportunity for the members
and guests to mingle during the afternoon
break. Also held was a sale of a number of
duplicate library books. This sale was well
received and a total of £390 was taken at the
door and also from one new member who
signed up on the day.
After the afternoon break the final speaker of
the day was Dr Allan Chapman. Allan is one of
the societies honorary presidents and a regular
speaker at the AGM. This year he spoke with
his usual enthusiasm on the subject of Mary
Somerville. Mary was a Scottish lady born in
1780. She was completely self taught
mathematician and astronomer. She used
correspondence with people such as Laplace as
well as books to became one of the leading
mathematicians and astronomers of her time.
She was awarded membership of the Royal
Astronomical Society before women were
admitted. Her books were awarded a number of
awards across the world. They were
particularly readable and went on to become
best sellers during her lifetime. Her works
included On the Connexion of the Physical
Sciences. Mary was particularly long lived
dying in her 92nd year in Naples, where she is
buried. Thank you Allan for bringing to life
this intelligent women who was at the forefront
of science in the 19th century.
We must thank all the speakers for enjoyable
and informative talks. Also Gerard our
membership secretary for the organisation of
the conference.
Carolyn Kennett

at email: library@shastro.org.uk

2016 Autumn Conference and AGM
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From the Library Shelves
As

Astronomy in Victorian Literature

the talks. Writers and astronomers could
also meet at social events and places such as
clubs and societies.
Tennyson and Hardy were acting as perhaps
two of the most effective receptors of
nineteenth-century popular science. Each
actively invested in the "trickle down"
economics of popularization, serving as
middlemen— nonscientific intellectuals—
who passed that knowledge from working
scientists above them to general readers
below.
(Gossin, 1996, p90)

In A Study in Scarlet (1887) by
Arthur Conan Doyle, Dr. Watson
is astonished to discover that
Sherlock Holmes has little
knowledge of astronomy.
“My surprise reached a climax, however,
when I found incidentally that he was
ignorant of the Copernican Theory and of
the composition of the Solar System. That
any civilized human being in this
nineteenth century should not be aware
that the earth travelled round the sun
appeared to be to me such an
extraordinary fact that I could hardly
realize it.”

The writing can give an idea of the state of
knowledge of astronomy at the time. For
example, the idea there were external
galaxies to the Milky Way dates from the
1920s, after the works discussed here were
written. Figure 1 shows M51, the Whirlpool
Galaxy, from the frontispiece of William
Whewell’s On the Plurality of Worlds,
1854, then thought of as a nebula.

A Study in Scarlet, 1887, Chapter 2 - “The Science of
Deduction”

The Victorian writers, Alfred, Lord
Tennyson, George Eliot and Thomas Hardy
had a good knowledge of astronomy. This is
evident in their writing. However, literary
analysis is beyond the scope of this article.
There are some examples of their writing,
outlines of the ways the writers could have
learned about astronomy and a list of
sources of further information.
In Victorian times there was a market for
books on popular astronomy. These could
be bought, or borrowed from libraries,
though many required a subscription.
Lectures on the subject aimed at a
general audience were well attended.
These could include magic lantern slides
and mechanical devices to illustrate

SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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Figure 1 The Whirlpool Galaxy

Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809–1892)
“Many a night from yonder ivied
casement, ere I went to rest,
Did I look on great Orion sloping slowly
to the West.
Many a night I saw the Pleiads, rising
thro' the mellow shade,
Glitter like a swarm of fire-flies tangled in
a silver braid.”
Locksley Hall, written 1835 (published 1842)

Astronomy in Victorian Literature
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From the Library Shelves
As
Tennyson was born in Lincolnshire. In 1820
his father took him out of school and he was
educated at home. His books are now at the
Tennyson Research Centre in Lincoln and a
catalogue has been published. Michael
Portillo visited the Research Centre in one
of his Great British Railway Journeys. He
was shown Tennyson's annotated copy of
Virgil's Aeneid with his address on the
flyleaf, “A. Tennyson, Somersby, In
Lincolnshire, In England, In Europe, in the
world, in the air, in space”.

Astronomy in Victorian Literature

In Memoriam A.H.H., 1849 (118)

“This world was once a fluid base of light
Till toward the centre set the starry tides
And eddied into suns, that wheeling cast
The planets.”
The Princess, 1847
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Tennyson visited Norman Lockyer's
observatory in Hampstead. 'Tennyson as a
Student and Poet of Nature' by Lockyer was
published in 1910 (Batchelor, p278). He
was interested in developments in science.
He read Darwin’s Origin of Species soon
after it was published.
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In his lifetime, Tennyson was as famous as
Charles Dickens. He was widely quoted,
sometimes without attribution. ‘In
Memoriam’ was well known. It was a
favourite of Queen Victoria and Prince
Albert.
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In 1865 Tennyson was elected a Fellow of
the Royal Society because of his interest in
geology and astronomy - he called them
“terrible muses” – Parnassus, 1889. In later
life, Tennyson owned a small telescope. A
newspaper article written after his death
tells of his interest in astronomy:

Figure 2 Alfred, Lord Tennyson

One of Tennyson's tutors at Cambridge,
William Whewell, coined the term “nebular
hypothesis” for the formation of the Solar
System from a cloud of gas and dust. There
are five direct references to this in ‘In
Memoriam’. (Henchman, p 91).
It is also in ‘The Princess’, the story of Ida,
who set up a women-only university where
astronomy was an important part of the
curriculum. (Gossin, 1996, p76)
They say,

“Among Lord Tennyson acquirements was, it
seems, a knowledge of astronomy. When the
Laureate paid his last visit to London he
sent (the British Weekly says) for Mr.
Norman Lockyer, as he wished very
specially to see him. Mr. Lockyer found,
on going to Mr. Craik's house in Halkin
Street, where Lord Tennyson was staying,
that his opinion was wanted with regard to
the temperature of the sun, a subject in
which Lord Tennyson was much interested,
and upon which they had a long and most
interesting discussion. Mr. Lockyer says the
poet knew as much about astronomy as he
himself.”
Pall Mall Gazette - 4 November 1892, p6.

“The solid earth whereon we tread
In tracts of fluent heat began,
And grew to seeming-random forms,
The seeming prey of cyclic storms”

SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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George Eliot (1819–1880)
George Eliot was born Mary Ann Evans.
Her father, Robert Evans, managed the
estates of the Newdigate family of Arbury
Hall, Warwickshire. She left school after
her mother's death. Then “Mrs. Charles
Newdigate, now mistress of Arbury Hall,
invited Mary Ann to use the library of the
great house. In a century when women
could not go to university, the role Arbury
Hall played in her development cannot be
underestimated.” (George Eliot Fellowship
website)
After her father’s death, she moved to
London where she edited the Westminster
Review, and met other writers, and
scientists, and attended lectures.

Astronomy in Victorian Literature

shows familiarity with the relative sizes of
the Earth and Moon:
“Mr. Casson’s person was by no means of
that common type which can be allowed to
pass without description. On a front view it
appeared to consist principally of two
spheres, bearing about the same relation to
each other as the earth and the moon: that
is to say, the lower sphere might be
said, at a rough guess, to be thirteen times
larger than the upper which naturally
performed the function of a mere satellite
and tributary. But here the resemblance
ceased, for Mr. Casson’s head was not at all
a melancholy-looking satellite nor was it a
“spotty globe,” as Milton has irreverently
called the moon; on the contrary, no head
and face could look more sleek and healthy,
and its expression—which was chiefly
confined to a pair of round and ruddy
cheeks, the slight knot and interruptions
forming the nose and eyes being scarcely
worth mention—was one of jolly
contentment…”
In Daniel Deronda, 1876, she writes of
“the destination of the fixed
stars” (Chapter 9) and quotes Tennyson’s
Locksley Hall at the start of Chapter 17.
Thomas Hardy (1840–1928)

Figure 3 George Eliot

George Eliot read prodigiously. She
recorded the books in her journal, for
example “Dec 6 1866. …Cornewall
Lewis’s Astronomy of the Ancients, …
Astronomical Geography [Astronography
or Astronomical Geography by Emma
Willard.]” She read Darwin’s Origin of
Species soon after it was published.
Her fiction is set in the past, which means
it may not give such a clear idea of
contemporary astronomy as Tennyson or
Hardy. However, her description of the
landlord in Adam Bede, 1859, Chapter 2,
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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Thomas Hardy was born in Higher
Bockhampton, Dorset. He was frail as a
child, and learned to read at an early age
(Tomalin, p19). At Christmas 1849 he was
given a copy of The Boys Book of Science
(Tomalin, p28). As an adult he is known to
have read books by Richard Proctor
(Henchman, p131).
In 1850, at the age of ten, Thomas Hardy
was sent to school in Dorchester. To get
there he had to walk three miles on his
own. It took an hour and at times was
under the dark, rural skies of Dorset
(Tomalin, p31-3). In 1881 he saw the
Great Comet, also known as Comet
Tebbutt (Tomalin, p189).

Astronomy in Victorian Literature
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Astronomical ideas appear in Hardy’s
novels. ‘Two on a Tower’, 1882, is the most
obvious because it is the story of an
astronomer, Swithin St. Cleeve. Before
writing the book, Hardy applied to visit
Greenwich. At the time, it was not open to
the public and a reason had to be given for
going to the Observatory. Hardy described
the fictional observatory in ‘Two on a
Tower.’ Edwin Dunkin, author of ‘The

Astronomy in Victorian Literature

away through the plantation Vega
sparkled like a lamp suspended amid the
leafless trees, and Cassiopeia's chair
stood daintily poised on the uppermost
boughs.
"One o'clock," said Gabriel.”
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Far From the Madding Crowd, 1874,
Chapter 2
Hardy illustrates the differences in
different generations view of the world
using cosmology. In Tess of the
d'Urbervilles, 1891, Chapter XXV. He
described Angel Clare returning to his
parents’ home where his father was vicar.
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“Its transcendental aspirations — still
unconsciously based on the geocentric
view of things, a zenithal paradise, a
nadiral hell — were as foreign to his own
as if they had been the dreams of people on
another planet.”
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Victorian Astronomers

Figure 4 Thomas Hardy

Midnight Sky’, replied. However, it is not
clear if the visit actually took place.
(Beech, 1990).
Hardy describes the night sky, with Gabriel
Oak using the stars to tell the time, in Far
From the Madding Crowd, 1874, Chapter 2.

“The Dog-star and Aldebaran, pointing to
the restless Pleiades, were half-way up the
Southern sky, and between them hung
Orion, which gorgeous constellation never
burnt more vividly than now, as it soared
forth above the rim of the landscape.
Castor and Pollux with their quiet shine
were almost on the meridian: the barren
and gloomy Square of Pegasus was
creeping round to the north-west; far

As well as Victorian writers reading
astronomy, Victorian astronomers were
reading poetry. There are quotes in many
of the Victorian books on popular
astronomy. Robert Ball uses lines from
Tennyson to illustrate a point in ‘The Story
of the Heavens’. Tennyson owned a copy
of this book (Henchman, p251), which is
now in Lincoln.
In Flowers of the Sky, Chapter 9, Richard
Proctor writes of “…the recent interesting
discovery of two moons attending on the
planet which Tennyson had called the
"moonless Mars." Phobos and Deimos were
discovered in 1877. The quote below is
from The Palace of Art (1833, revised
1842).
“She saw the snowy poles of moonless
Mars”
Tennyson made a revision after 1877
(Hicks, p65) so that the line read
“She saw the snowy poles and moons of
Mars”
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Figure 5 The Story of the Heavens by Robert S. Ball

Books in the Society for the
History of Astronomy
Library
The Society for the History of Astronomy
library has books on astronomy from the
time of Tennyson, Eliot and Hardy (Figure
6) and more recent studies of history and
literature (Figure 7).
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Robert Stawell Ball, The Story of the
Heavens
John Herschel, Outlines of Astronomy
Norman Lockyer, Elementary Lessons in
Astronomy
Richard Proctor, Flowers of the Sky
William Whewell, Astronomy and General
Physics
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From the Library Shelves
William Whewell, Of the Plurality of
Worlds: An Essay (see Figure 1.)
Allan Chapman, The Victorian Amateur
Astronomer
Anna Henchman, The Starry Sky Within
David Levy, Starry Night - Astronomers
and Poets Read the Sky
Jack Meadows, The Victorian Scientist:
The Growth of a Profession
Alan B Whiting, Hindsight and Popular
Astronomy
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should read 20% not 90%
Page 53: Alan Heath was just part of the team
involved with the Lunar Section of the BAA. It
was not his team.
Page 53: Alan Heath met James Irwin at Trent
College, Long Eaton not in London.
Page 53: The 2-inch Broadhurst Clarkson
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Messier produced a
catalogue of objects
that might be
confused with
comets
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The article is called “Reading messages
from the past” and although it looks at
evidence from Malta these
interpretations could be expanded across
rock art further a field. Part of the
discussions considers how the
interpretation of these symbols
astronomically has led to problems and
how care is needed with any further
astronomical hypothesis levelled at these
images. Georg Zotti and Günther
Wuchterl considers light pollution and
how ancient viewing conditions can be
simulated using computer technology.
The article explains how this has led to a
new feature within the Stellarium
program. This allows users to visualise
archaeological sites in the past by
managing both light and colour levels.
For instance you could recreate a
landscape without modern streetlight but
with firelight or candle light. A new
landscape called Grossmugl Starlight
Oasis allows an end user to experience
this new feature. More information about
loading this landscape can be found here.
http://tinyurl.com/z78zoln
Michael A Rappenglück conducts an
examination and reinterpretation of the
Nebra Star disk. This article goes some
way to judge the value of the previous
conclusions on the disc and draws

Materiality of the Sky Editors Fabio
Silva, Kim Malville, Tore Lomsdalen
and Frank Ventura. Published 2016,
Sophia Centre Press ISBN
9781907767098
The Materiality of the Sky is the published
proceedings of the 22nd Annual Conference of the
Société Européenne pour l’Astronomie dans la
Culture (SEAC), which was held in Malta in
September 2014. The book comprises of 27 papers
from a wide variety of authors. These papers are
divided under the following six subheadings
Maltese Archaeoastronomy, Cosmology and
Cosmovision, Astronomical Orientations,
Astronomy and Culture in Historical Times, North
and South America and finally Egypt, the
Mediterranean and Asia. The book covers 328 pages
and is well organised. These articles are published
to a high standard with prologue notes about the
contents and authors. There are also colour images
throughout the book, including a selection of images
taken at the meeting itself. The topics covered are
many and equally diverse, and although subjective I
felt it would be worth giving details of those which I
found to be highlights within the text. Frank
Ventura considers symbolism and its astronomical
interpretation. The use of cup marks, solar wheels
and star and moon symbols are considered with how
the night sky has been culturally depicted on stones.
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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conclusions about its use as a scientific instrument.
The Nebra star disc is a fascinating instrument and
Rappenglück re-examination of this object is both
considerate and thought provoking. Thomas Gough
considers alignments in Scotland between Menhirs
or short stone rows. Reconsidering both Thom’s and
Ruggles work he draws data from 92 sites and
makes conclusions about their likely hood of being
lunar aligned or by being positioned there by
chance. The evidence leads Gough to consider that
the evidence for lunar alignments at these sites is
strong. Roslyn M.Frank considers the constellation
of Ursa Major, in an article title A review of the
Origins and Diffusion of the Belief in a Sky Bear.
Considering how the symbol of the Bear has
become associated with the stars within this region
of the night sky by a wide range of cultures not only
from Europe but those from Eurasia and North
America as well. This article lies firmly in the area
of cultural astronomy and makes an interesting read
for those who would like to consider how people
constructed a belief system which would extend into
the area of astronomy. I think this book not only
shows the depth of current archaeoastronomy
research but also shows the current breadth of the
topic. As said there are many other works included
within this book and I feel that an interested amateur
would find as much enjoyment from reading articles
from the book as much as those with an academic
interest in the field.

Carolyn Kennett

Bulletin Co-Editor
The Materiality of the Sky
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Flammarion, Camille; Sheehan,
William (ed); Moore, Patrick (trans),
Camille Flammarion’s The Planet Mars.
Hardback, Springer, New York, 2015,
ISBN 978-3-319-09640-7, £117.00,
pp528+xxiii.
Camille Flammarion’s The Planet Mars is
a translation by Sir Patrick Moore, edited
for publication by William Sheehan, of
Camille Flammarion’s La Planète Mars et
ses Conditions d’habitabilitié, originally
published in French in 1892[1]. Moore,
Sheehan, Flammarion: these are names to
conjure with. Any introduction for Sir
Patrick would be superfluous. William
Sheehan is a well-known and respected
author, amateur astronomer and historian
of astronomy who has written extensively
and authoritatively on Mars and its history,
amongst many other topics. Camille
Flammarion is perhaps slightly less
familiar now, though still well-known to
historians of astronomy. In his own time
he was a prolific astronomer and
populariser of astronomy, very widelyread and influential in his native France
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and other French-speaking countries, and
widely translated elsewhere.
Most of Flammarion’s books were aimed
at a popular audience. La Planète Mars,
however, was of more serious intent. It
was published in anticipation of Mars’
1892 opposition and is a compilation,
summation and review of the observations
of Mars to that date and summary of what
had been learnt about the planet from
them. It was immediately recognised as a
comprehensive, single-volume reference
and became a milestone in the study of the
planet: an anonymous reviewer in The
Observatory noting that ‘A more
painstaking and complete treatise could
scarcely be imagined’ [2]. Despite the
absence of a translation the book was
widely-read in English-speaking countries.
It is well-known that it was the book that
sparked Percival Lowell’s interest in the
fourth planet when he received a copy as a
Christmas present from an aunt in 1893.
The two copies that were eventually
donated to the Library of the Astronomical
Society of Edinburgh serve as further
examples. One had previously belonged to
C.F.O. Smith and the other to Prof. Ralph
Sampson, the fifth Astronomer Royal for
Scotland. Mr Smith was an experienced
lunar and planetary observer and it is not
surprising that he should own a copy. Prof.
Sampson, however, worked on problems
in celestial mechanics and stellar
astronomy and was not known for
planetary work.
Strictly speaking the 1892 edition of La
Planète Mars was volume one.
Flammarion produced a second volume,
published in 1909 and covering the decade
1890-1900, though this is much less wellknown. He was preparing a third volume
for the decade 1900-10 at the time of his
death. He had amassed an extensive
library at his observatory at Juvisy-surOrge, south-east of Paris, and also
corresponded widely with other observers,
all of which gave him ready access to the
wide range of sources that he draws on.

Camille Flammarion’s The Planet Mars
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collaboration in
republishing classic
texts in lunar and
planetary astronomy.
Much editorial work
was necessary to
prepare Sir Patrick’s
type-written draft for
publication, and
finding a publisher
continued to prove
elusive. However,
eventually Springer
agreed to the task and
the present volume is
the result.

The genesis of the present edition is worth
briefly recounting. Sir Patrick had
previously translated from the French
books on Mars by de Vaucouleurs (in
1950) and Antoniadi (in 1975)[3]. He
translated Flammarion’s book during the

1970s, completing it around 1980 (it
doubtless informed his Presidential
address to the BAA for 1983 which took
as its subject the history of martian
observation; the report of this talk is still a
useful introduction to the subject[4]).
However, Sir Patrick was unable to find a
publisher and in 1993 he asked William
Sheehan to take up the task, as part of a
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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The Planet Mars is
divided into two
main parts: the first,
which forms the bulk of the book, presents
and discusses past observations of the
fourth planet; and the second reviews and
summarises what has been learnt from
them. The main text is followed by an
appendix.
The first part, comprising 409 of the
book’s 528 pages, is arranged
chronologically and further divided
into three sections: the first covers the
period 1636-1830 (194 years); the
second 1830-77 (47 years) and the
third 1877-92 (15 years). The
decreasing duration of succeeding
periods reflects the growing number
and quality of observations. Within
each section the results from each
significant observer are summarised
and discussed. Citations back to the
original publications consulted are
included. Some well-known names
are encountered, as well as many
more that are now less familiar.
A note about the nomenclature for martian
surface features is probably in order. The
current nomenclature derives from that
introduced by Schiaparelli, based on
classical mythology and geography, in the
reports of his observations of the 1877
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opposition. Before Schiaparelli’s system,
and continuing for a while afterwards,
confusion reigned, with many observers
introducing their own systems. Some
features had names that were widely used,
but other names might be adopted by only
a single observer. Flammarion largely uses
the earlier names, augmenting them with
some of his own devising. This scheme
can be confusing and a table of
correspondences between Flammarion’s
names and those ultimately adopted by the
IAU (and based on Schiaparelli’s system)
would have been useful (the noted
philologist and authority on astronomical
nomenclature Jürgen Blunck once wrote
an entire book on the naming of martian
surface features[5]).
The second part of the book summarises
what was known about the planet. Some of
the results have stood the test of time,
most notably the details of its orbit and
rotation period and the orbits of its moons.
The understanding of the surface and
atmosphere, as inferred from the observed
markings, however, has fared less well.
Largely following the astronomical
consensus of the time, Flammarion
thought that the martian mean
temperature, climate and seasons were
similar to the Earth; the dark patches were
seas or lakes, joined by the infamous
canals; the polar caps were mostly, if not
completely, water ice; and the continents
probably supported both flora and fauna.
In addition to his fascination with
astronomy Flammarion believed in
spiritualism and espoused a doctrine of
reincarnation on other planets. These
ideas, bizarre as they now seem, often
feature in his popular works and novels.
However, they are entirely absent from La
Planète Mars, where he largely confines
himself to a sober presentation and
discussion of the observations. In the
book’s closing pages he allows himself a
little more speculation, arguing for the
artificial appearance of the canals and
concluding that the presence of intelligent
life is very probable.

SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017

22

Clive Davenhall

The appendix presents some preliminary
observations of the 1892 opposition. It is
followed by useful author and subject
indices. The former will be a boon to
anyone researching the contributions of a
given observer. The book starts with a
most useful preface by William Sheehan,
which also serves as a brief biography of
Flammarion.
The translation reads well and the editing
is largely well-handled. However, there
are a surprisingly large number of
typographical errors, though these rarely
distract from the sense of the text. The
book is profusely illustrated, like the
original and as the subject warrants, given
that observations were usually presented
as sketches of the martian disk, from
which maps were constructed. The
drawings reproduce well, though not as
well as they appear in early editions of the
French original; the difference is largely
due to the type of paper, I suspect. The
previous comment notwithstanding, the
book is well-printed and the paper is of
reasonable quality, though without a gloss
finish. The volume carries Springer’s
usual hefty price-tag.
La Planète Mars was Flammarion’s
magnum opus. In a brief translator’s
preface Sir Patrick describes it as ‘the
most complete study of the history of
observations of Mars ever written.’ It
remains an important milestone in the
development of knowledge of the red
planet and is still an important reference
for astronomical historians seeking a
concise account of the earlier
observations. The appearance of this
edition fills a significant gap in the
literature on Mars in English. It is a treat
for areophiles, and everyone concerned
with its publication is to be congratulated
and thanked. It is only to be regretted that
Sir Patrick did not live to see it in print.
Clive Davenhall
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The Stars Night by Night – over one
hundred diagrams of the stars of the
night sky.
By Brian Jones
Published by Candy Jar Books - ISBN:
978-0-9935192-4-6
Based on a well known and much-loved
1914 handbook by Joseph Henry Elgie,
this current updated publication has been
largely extended to feature the
astronomical night sky on every day of the
calendar year.

At first glance this may appear be yet
another of those astronomy year guides,
but it covers only the movement of the
stars and constellations, plus the deep sky
objects associated with those
constellations. It is not restricted to the
phases of the Moon, and the moments of
the planets.
Brian Jones indicates that in this format
the publication will not age, as was the
intention of Elgie’s book of 1914, and we
also have examples of Elgie’s own words,
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and observations he made over the course
of a year, in this case 1907. The original
1914 publication was in fact the
republished earlier work by Elgie called
The Night Skies of a year first seen in
1910. But he wished to make his book
cheaper and improve its availability to
much wider public readership. Jones has
done an excellent job in carrying on
Elgie’s wish to introduce the wonders of
the universe to the beginner.
The mechanics of the movement of the
constellations and stars is explained, from
a non-technical level, but still in a certain
amount of detail. I’m glad to report that
Jones gives us an insight into Elgie’s
observations of what he saw, with frequent
quotations from his original book. Elgie
had strong reflections on the weather, from
his home close to the UK city of Leeds
from where he made his observations over
the course of 12 months. No change there
then. Jones also gives a modern day take
on some astronomical discoveries as well
as historical references, used on almost
every night. It also contains a
comprehensive, glossary, further reading
list, and index.
This 381 page but compact book is richly
illustrated with simple constellation
diagrams, which may need a red light
when used to plan your own observations
on a particular night, or waiting for the sky
to clear. The cost of the book may surprise
you, but remember it will not age, and
should last the beginner and indeed even
the well engaged amateur astronomer for
many years.
I wish clear dark skies to all who purchase
the book, and recommend that you keep it
with your telescope eyepieces or
binoculars.
Gerard Gilligan

Gerard Gilligan

The Stars Night by Night

Gott, J. Richard, The Cosmic Web: Mysterious
Architecture of the Universe. Hardback,
Princeton Univ. Press, Princeton, New Jersey,
2016, ISBN 9780691157269, £22.95 / $(US) 29.95,
pp272.

web’ of filaments links clusters of galaxies across
the observable Universe. Matter flows along these
filaments, fuelling the build-up of clusters and the
galaxies therein.
This book largely follows a historical sequence,
starting with the establishment of the extra-Galactic
Universe (and the definitive answer to the
Shapley/Curtis debate) by Hubble and others. The
interplay of theory, observations and numerical
experiments (computer simulations) is examined,
demonstrating how new capabilities bring new
insight. More powerful telescopes combined with
ever-more capable multi-object spectrographs have
led to larger and larger samples of redshifts – lineof-sight velocities and hence distances through
Hubble’s Law – of galaxies. This in turn led to
larger and larger structures of galaxies being
discovered, often referred to as ‘walls’. The
narrative presents a description of each new
observational tour de force, followed by an
explanation of the physics underpinning the
phenomenon. The fascinating ‘known unknowns’ of
dark matter and dark energy are placed in historical
context. Their roles in governing the growth of
structure and, ultimately, the future of the Universe
are lucidly presented.

This highly readable book presents an overview of
our current understanding of the large-scale
structure of the Universe and of the processes
through which we reached this understanding. The
author, J. Richard Gott III, is a Professor of
Astrophysical Sciences at Princeton University and
is internationally known as a leader in the field of
galaxy formation and evolution, with a particular
expertise in defining how galaxies are distributed
through space – the topology, or architecture, of the
Universe.
The determination, and then understanding, of the
underlying patterns in the positions of celestial
objects in the night sky has been an ambition of
humankind through the ages. Our picture of the
organisation of galaxies in the Universe has changed
dramatically since the famous debate between
Shapley and Curtis as to whether the ‘spiral
nebulae’ were distinct ‘Island Universes’. We now
understand that there are extended invisible haloes
surrounding these islands of stars and gas, and that
galaxies cluster together, rather than being randomly
distributed through space. Professor Gott’s early,
very influential, work with Jim Gunn on the
physical processes affecting galaxies in clusters
demonstrated the key role that interactions between
galaxies and their environment play in determining
their evolution. Professor Gott has since pioneered
research into determining how structures in the
Universe on even larger scales are connected,
culminating in the recognition that a vast ‘cosmic
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Professor Gott’s research played a critical role in
several key aspects of the field of ‘large scale
structure of the Universe’ and his personal
anecdotes – including his entry in the Guinness
Book of World Records for discovering the largest
structure in the Universe – provide entertaining and
keen insight into how ‘the scientific method’ really
works. The author’s fascinating work emphasising
topology as a crucial means to discriminate among
theories, and to compare the structures seen in the
huge datasets of redshifts of galaxies to theoretical
predictions, has a justly prominent role in the
narrative of the text. I am sure many readers will be
inspired with a new appreciation of the beauty
inherent in geometry!
There is beauty on display within the book itself,
particularly the spectacular visualisations of the
observational data in the colour plates (16 of them
in total). Plate 5 shows an exceptional rendering of
the galaxy redshift data (hence line-of-sight
velocities) in the vicinity of our home Supercluster
(cluster of galaxy clusters), with flows into and
along filaments. Plate 16 illustrates the galactic and
extra-Galactic sources in the near-infra-red,
observed by the 2MASS ground-based survey
telescope. The external galaxies are shown as
coloured dots, and one sees a vivid image of the
Milky Way with a background of chains of coloured
dots – the cosmic web.
I recommend this book to anyone curious about our
place in the Universe.
Rosemary Wyse

Rosemary Wyse

The Cosmic Web
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THE HISTORY OF ASTRONOMY
THROUGH THE EYES OF
ASTRONOMERS ACTIVE
DURING THE 20TH CENTURY.
In this issue the Editors interview SHA
President Dr. Allan Chapman to get a
glimpse of astronomical history from
his perspective.
Len Adam and Carolyn Kennett

Allan Chapman Interview

10 or 11, I made a telescope from
cardboard tubes and old spectacle lenses,
set on a three brush handles tripod. and
gave astronomy talks in the street to
passers-by, neighbours, and school friends
outside our house. It was a terraced
cottage, with the main Manchester to
Bolton Road directly on our front
doorstep, but it commanded an excellent
view of the western sky, and the new
moon. And coming from Swinton &
Pendlebury near Salford, I became
fascinated by the 17thc William Crabtree,
and his Lancashire friend Jeremiah
Horrocks and nearby Yorkshireman,
William Gascoigne. Local history heroes. I
have always been interested in
unconventional thinkers, private operators,
and people who do their own thing. I have
always been good with my hands and have
always enjoyed making things.

Who do you think has
contributed the most to
astronomy over the last 200
years?

Editors - What first interested
you in the history of astronomy?
Allan - I cannot recall when I first became
interested in astronomy and astronomical
history, but it was in childhood. I cannot
say any particular person triggered my
interest, although I was fascinated my
Patrick Moore. I have always loved
reading biographies, especially of
scientists, and as a boy, remembered
borrowing a book on Galileo from the
local children's Library. Also, when I was
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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Allan - here have been so many great
contributors to astronomy since 1800; Sir
William and Sir John Herschel, Sir
William and Lady Huggins, Henrietta
Leavitt, Edwin Hubble, Father George
Lamaitre (expanding universe), Sir Arthur
Eddington. And so on.

How do you think we can get
younger people to be interested
in the history of astronomy?
Allan - I find that 98% of people love
stories and characters, and astronomical
history is full of them. I would suggest that
we captivate the young by telling them not
of great theories, but of interesting figures
Allan Chapman Interview
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whom they can relate to, and who did
remarkable thing. Especially local
astronomers, to whom people can relate.
First, to related to them as people, and
then as astronomers. people are fascinated
by life stories. This is where our regional
surveys of astronomers can be so very
important. And many of these people came
from ordinary backgrounds, but became
inspired. I find that kids love such stories,
especially when there is some simply
hardware that they can use, or make.

Which place has inspired you
the most when researching the
history of astronomy?
Allan - Inspiring places. Probably Carr
House and Much Hoole Church, near
Preston, where Jeremiah Horrocks lives
and where he is remembered. Also an
early visit to Greenwich.

Do you have any suggestions for
areas of research into
astronomical history that are in
need of investigation?
Allan - I think that the SHA, and
other independently-funded and directed
bodies, are doing more original work than
the universities in the history of
astronomy. I see real research as lying in
archives, local, national, and international,
in facts, and not speculative sociological
theories. Also the archaeology of
astronomical sites, old observatories,
instruments, and such. Exactly the sort of
stuff which SHA members are doing. The
late John Armitage was big on this, I
recall, with the sites of Lord Wrottesley's
Observatories..
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If you could own one historic
astronomy object what would it
be?
Allan - If I could own an historic object
(sadly, it no longer exists), it would
probably be Gascoigne's micrometer.

If you would go out for dinner
with any historic figure who
would it be and what question
would you most want to ask
them?
Allan - For astronomical dinner
companions, I would like to sit next to
Edmond Halley and Mary Somerville.
Both would be highly erudite, entertaining,
un-PC, and jolly good company.

Looking back through all your
research which discovery are
you the most proud of making?
Allan - I honestly don't consider my own
work especially important. I suppose I am
glad to have brought the 'Grand Amateurs'
into prominence, and countered the myth
that only 'professionals' ever achieved
anything worthwhile.

Early depiction of a "Dutch Telescope"
Are you an expert on historical telescopes? The
Bulletin Editors would like to know.

Allan Chapman Interview
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A Reunion of Astronomers

By Jeremy Shears and James Dawson

A REUNION OF ASTRONOMERS
Jeremy Shears on Richard Baum
Of course what becomes clear to anyone
that meets Richard is that he is an observer
I first met Richard Baum in 2010. It
at heart, especially of the moon and
wasn’t long after I had started to research
planets. It is his experience as a careful
the history of astronomy, including earlier
observer, borne out by his wonderful
members of the BAA and especially those
drawings of the planets, that informs all
associated with its Variable Star Section.
his work. He served as Director of its
Of course, I was well aware of the
Terrestrial Planets and Mercury & Venus
important work that Richard had done on
sections (1979-1991 and 1991-2000,
the history of astronomy over many of
respectively). I knew of his longstanding
years and I was keen to meet him,
friendship with Alan Heath, another preespecially as he lives not too far from me.
eminent observer of the planets, and hence
He has published many papers in the BAA
James Dawson and I hatched a plan to get
Journal, which I always enjoyed reading as
them together for the first time in 23
much for their elegant prose and a literary
years!
style which draws on the reader’s
imagination, as for the content, which is
James Dawson on Alan Heath
always original. He has also published
Whilst undertaking research in 2014 into
several books including “The Planets:
the history of my local astronomy group,
Some Myths and Realities” (1973), “In
Nottingham Astronomical Society, I was
Search of Planet Vulcan” (with Bill
directed by the BAA Archivist Richard
Sheehan, 1997) and “Haunted
McKim to make contact with a Mr Alan
Observatory: Curiosities from the
Heath, who had been a member of the
Astronomer's Cabinet” (2007). The last
society in the 1950s. After exchanging a
one is my favourite as Richard investigates
few letters and a telephone conversation
mysterious or unusual observations from
with Mr Heath I arranged to go and visit
the archives of astronomy. I can
him at his home, less than 10 miles away
thoroughly recommend all these books to
from my own.
SHA members. His most recent JBAA
paper “Before Lunik: Imagination and the
Alan has been a committed observer of the
other side of the Moon” (J. Br. Astron.
heavens for well over 60 years and the
Assoc. 125 (1), 23-37, 2015) is also highly
publications and positions he's held are
recommended, as much to fans of Jules
testament to his dedication to amateur
Verne and H.G. Wells as to
astronomy. It is always absolutely
selenographers.
absorbing to listen to him talk about the
places he's visited and the people he has
Over the last few years it has been my
met and collaborated with. The
privilege to visit Richard on many
observatory in his back garden is
occasions. I always enjoy hearing his
frequently in use and he continues to study
perspective on many different topics such
the Sun, Moon and planets in particular
as the fabled mountains of Venus, the
and submits observations to the BAA and
planet Vulcan, the rings of Uranus and
other organisations.
Neptune, and the idea of the astronomer as
an explorer. He has also been most
generous with his time and with his
advice, which in turn has encouraged my
work on astronomical history.
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Mr Heath had joined Nottingham
Astronomical Society in May 1952 and
was to become its president 6 years later;
the information he has been able to
provide me with has been invaluable in my
A Reunion of Astronomers
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A Reunion of Astronomers

By Jeremy Shears and James Dawson

research. During our exchanges it became
apparent to me that Alan had great respect
and admiration for Richard Baum and that
the two had a unique friendship, though
had not seen one another since 1993.

pantheon of astronomy of people revered
in books but, now long departed – and yet
these but who these two gentlemen had
actually known them and were friends
with them.

The reunion

Whilst there have been many changes in
the amateur astronomy, with new
technology in cameras and the availability
of optical equipment and mounts, one
thing has remained constant, and that is
the passion these two share and the
devotion and dedication they continue to
show. Alan and Richard have each been
working on papers for the BAA Journal

It was clear to us that it would be lovely
for these two friends to see one another
again and so we set about devising a
reunion. Richard was happy to host the
event at his home near Chester, I would
drive Alan up from Nottingham and
Jeremy would provide refreshments.

On Sunday 9th October 2016 we all
gathered at Richard's house, accompanied
by Richard's son Julian and well-known
solar system observer, Nigel Longshaw.
Richard's front room was a fitting venue
for the occasion; we were surrounded by
astronomy books old and new and the low
afternoon sun cast a warm nostalgic light.
Richard and Alan recounted tales of
meetings and trips and bygone
astronomers, famous names from the
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017

and both have many plans for future work.
Amateur astronomy has been enriched by
both gentlemen for decades; indeed they
are owed a great debt of gratitude for all
they have done. It was therefore a huge
privilege to spend time with them even
for a few hours on a sunny autumn day.

Jeremy Shears and James Dawson
A Reunion of Astronomers
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A Story from the Liverpool Astronomical Society Archives

A Story from the Liverpool
Astronomical Society Archives
Gerard Gilligan.
The article in the March 2016 issue of the
Liverpool A.S. Newsletter, by Dave
Thomson, and others, on the construction
of a new 30 inch telescope, reminded me
of a little story I found several years ago,
hidden within the dusty corners of the

Society’s rich history.
Mr Davis Edmonson Benson was born in
Moss Side, Manchester in 1860, the son
of a laundry proprietor. He was also
educated in the Manchester area, but for a
large part of his life, he lived in the
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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Lancashire seaside town of Southport. Mr
Benson trained as a Civil Engineer, and
was elected to the Institution of Civil
Engineers when aged 26. But he
combined interests, and skills in
photography, astronomy, and telescope
construction. He was a member of the
Royal Photographic Society of Great
Britain, also the British Astronomical
Association, elected in 1894, and
Liverpool Astronomical Society.
However he was very much
involved in other local science
organisations, and in particular
the “Southport Society for
Natural Science”, (later the
Southport Scientific Society),
and appeared on their
membership list as early as
1891. This society was divided
into several interest sections,
comprising ones in Botany,
Microscopy, Geological
subjects, and indeed
Astronomical to name just a
few. By 1895 Benson was
serving as the Hon. Secretary,
and in 1900 was elected its
President. He appears to have
had a wide interest in many
scientific and engineering
subjects, giving lectures ranging
from wave form physics of light
and sound, photography of
natural colours, Southport
Electricity Works, the Steam
Turbine, and in 1907 it is
recorded in a local newspaper
that he delivered a lecture to
members of Manchester
Astronomical Society with the
simple title of “The Moon”.
However in the 1904-05 Report of the
Southport Society for Natural Sciences,
Astronomy section he discussed the
following subjects, Lunar photography,
A Story from the Liverpool Astronomical Society Archives
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Verviers, and on Grinding, Polishing, and
Testing Glass Specula. Also in 1907 he
published a series of articles on taking
photographs of the phases of the Moon for
a London based publication called “The
Graphic”. In that article he indicates one
big problem, having to contend with the
British weather during a lunar month.
In August 1905, we find Mr Benson with
members of both Liverpool Astronomical
Society, and The British Astronomical
Association (B.A.A.), in Burgos, Spain to
view and photography a Total Solar
Eclipse. A Report published by the B.A.A.
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in 1906 carries an article by the Rev
Robert Killip, the then Secretary of
Liverpool Astronomical Society, who
accompanied Benson on the trip. They
encountered clear skies, and one of their
images is reproduced in Figure 2.
In September 1903, the British
Association for the Advancement of
Science (B.A.A.S.), held its annual
meeting in Southport, and one of the
organising secretaries was Mr Benson. But
as part of the events for the meeting, it
would appear that Mr Benson and Mr G.
Napier Clark advised the painter William
Richard
Lavender on a
new depiction of
Jeremiah
Horrocks
observing the
Transit of Venus
in November
1639. However
there are
indications that it
was Napier-Clark
who
commissioned
the painting to
coincide with the
B.A.A.S.
meeting. This
painting shown in
Figure 3 was
subsequently
donated to the
Astley Hall
Museum and
Gallery by
Napier Clark’s
daughter in 1962.
It is clearly
evident therefore
that Davis E
Benson was
active in many
areas of science
A Story from the Liverpool Astronomical Society Archives
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the lectures given to
the Southport Society.
The publication and
printing of the booklet
also appears to have
been funded by the
Society alone.

in the local area, and in the issue of “The
English
Mechanic”
(E.M.) dated
June 27th 1913,
number 2518,
there appeared
a short article
on the
publication of a
booklet or
pamphlet by
Liverpool
Astronomical
Society entitled
“The Making of
a Speculum” by
none-other than
D.E.Benson. It
appears to be a
new and
enlarged
version of a
number of
articles
published in
past Journals of
the Liverpool
Astronomical
Society during
1909-10, and
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017

32

Gerard Gilligan

This booklet by
Benson (Figure 4) with
30 pages of text,
costing 2/6d, has 18
pages of full and
detailed instructions for
the making an
astronomical mirror,
silver-on-glass up to 8
inches in
diameter. It is
lavishly
illustrated with
diagrams and
photographs for
the reader to
follow in
making a
machine for the
grinding and
polishing
astronomical
mirrors of
certain
sizes.(Figure 5.)
However
Benson does
acknowledge
the skills of
another mirror
maker Dr A
Woolsey
Blacklock,
(1840 – 1934)
who had many
letters published
with the E.M.
on the same
subject of this
booklet. The
A Story from the Liverpool Astronomical Society Archives
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booklet appears to have been very
successful as the article indicates that it
was “……..received very favourably…..”
by the amateur
astronomical
community of
the day, not just
in this country,
but in many
other countries
around the
world. However
in a later
addition of the
E.M. (no 3205),
dated
September 3rd
1926, it was
announced that
the booklet was
“Out of Print”
Following
several more
years running
his laundry
business, Mr
Davis
Edmondson
Benson died in
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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1937 at Southport aged 76. He is yet
another little known local astronomer,
with a fascinating story. But his booklet is
a magnificent
legacy to telescope
and mirror makers
of to-day, plus
tomorrow. But my
investigations and
research into Mr
Benson continues.
If you are submitting
content for the
Bulletin please
remember:
1. Text only - do not
try to do any layout.
Word is fine but no
columns.
2. Only provide links
in TinyURL format.
3. Attach Images
labelled with Fig.1,
Fig. 2 etc. as
filenames.
4. Refer to image in
text (Fig.1) to allow
editors to find
appropriate
positions.
5. List image
captions at end of
text document.
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The Herschel Monument in Cape Town

THE HERSCHEL MONUMENT IN
CAPE TOWN

in the course of next week) the Equatorial,
for which the house is now building.”

Ian Ridpath

This “house” for the equatorial was a
round white structure with a revolving
shuttered roof, which can be seen to the
right on John’s drawing of the site. The
equatorial, a 5-inch refractor, was used for
micrometer measurements of double stars.

When John Herschel ventured to South
Africa in 1833 he took with him the 20-ftlong reflector that his father William had
used to survey the northern sky from
Slough. With this telescope reassembled at
the Cape, John extended his father’s
sweeps to the south celestial pole, thereby
completing an extraordinary father-andson survey of the entire celestial sphere.
John’s drawing of the telescope set up
among trees at the place he called
Feldhausen, with Table Mountain as a
towering backdrop to the west, formed the
frontispiece to his book Results of
Astronomical Observations Made At the
Cape of Good Hope published in 1847
(see SHA Bulletin number 25, p. 22).
John lyrically described the site in a letter
to Caroline Herschel, his aunt, shortly
after his arrival in 1834 January: “It is a
perfect paradise, in the most rich and
magnificent mountain scenery, and
sheltered from all winds even the fierce
South Easter, by Thick surrounding
woods.” By contrast, the professional
Cape Observatory some three miles to the
north, on a low hill in sight of Table Bay,
was notoriously exposed to the wind.
Two months later John emphasized the
point in a progress report to Caroline:
“While it has been blowing a perfect
hurricane in Cape Town I have been able
to sweep with the 20-feet without
inconvenience… The 20-feet is erected in
an orchard, which forms a small part only
of the grounds belonging to the place… In
the same orchard also stands (or will stand
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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On his departure from the Cape after four
busy years, John left a small granite pillar
marking the pivot point of the 20-ft
telescope’s mounting, inscribed with his
initials and the year of leaving, 1838.
Members of the South African Literary
and Scientific Institution, of which John
had once been president, subsequently
erected over the pillar an Egyptian-style
obelisk made of yellowish sandstone
blocks shipped in from the quarry at
Craigleith near Edinburgh. This is the
same durable stone from which many of
the great buildings of Edinburgh were
constructed, including the City
Observatory on Calton Hill. John himself,
who never returned to South Africa and
hence never saw the monument, was under
the impression that it was made of granite,
which had indeed been the initial
intention. Even some modern
commentators are under the mistaken
impression that it is of granite.
The obelisk’s base is 6 feet wide and 6 feet
high, its sides aligned on the four compass
points. The tapering column above it rises
another 12 feet, surmounted by a
pyramidal capstone that was laid in a
topping-out ceremony on 1842 February
15. Assembly of the stones was supervised
by Colonel Griffith George Lewis of the
Royal Engineers. From a scale drawing he
published in the Memoirs of the RAS in
1846 (Fig. 1) we find that the total height
The Herschel Monument in Cape Town
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The Herschel Monument in Cape Town

of the monument is 20 ft, the same as the
length of Herschel’s telescope tube.
Whether this is intentional or a happy
coincidence is not stated anywhere that I
can find.

As a result of the expansion of Cape
Town, John Herschel’s orchard is now part
of the suburb of Claremont and the obelisk
lies in the grounds of The Grove Primary
School (Fig. 2), a fitting location since
John did much to promote education in
South Africa. A
depiction of the
obelisk is central to
the Grove school’s
coat of arms (Fig. 3).
Because it is in the
grounds of a school,
access to the
monument is
necessarily restricted,
so Brian’s help was
much appreciated.
John Herschel’s
cylindrical granite
pillar marking the
pivot of the 20-ft
reflector is still there
and can be seen in an
opening in the south
face of the memorial’s
base (Fig. 4). During
the building of the
monument John’s
pillar was removed
and then accurately

All trace of John Herschel’s house at
Feldhausen has now gone, but the obelisk
remains. In 1936 it became a South
African national monument under the
Natural and Historical Monuments, Relics
and Antiques Act (some sources wrongly
give the date as 1934).
During a visit I made to Cape Town in
2013 April, the ever-hospitable Brian
Warner kindly took me to see this
evocative piece of astronomical heritage.
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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replaced. Beneath it was buried a time
capsule containing coins, commemorative
medals, engravings of nebulae observed
by John at Slough, and some local charts,
all in a glass bottle sealed with pitch and
finally encased in a block of teak. The
capsule remains where it was laid,
awaiting a time “when calamity or
curiosity will once again uncover these
treasures,” as Warner wrote in 1978.

The Herschel Monument in Cape Town
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The Herschel Monument in Cape Town

SIC OPUS ILLUD
INSIGNE
A PATRE CLARO ET A
SEIPSO
BOREALI SUB CŒLO
INCEPTUM
EODEM QUASI OCULO
IN AFRICA
FILIUS PIE PERFECIT.
The gist of the wording is
that, with a mirror of 18
inches diameter he made in
England, John Herschel
observed and recorded the
objects in the southern skies
for four years, dutifully
completing the work of his
A plaque added to the east face of the
memorial many years after its construction
reads:

famous father.

HERE STOOD
FROM MDCCCXXXIV TO
MDCCCXXXVIII
THE REFLECTING TELESCOPE OF
SIR JOHN F. W. HERSCHEL,
BARONET,
WHO DURING A RESIDENCE OF
FOUR YEARS IN THIS COLONY
CONTRIBUTED AS LARGELY BY
HIS BENEVOLENT EXERTIONS TO
THE CAUSE OF EDUCATION AND
HUMANITY AS BY HIS EMINENT
TALENTS TO THE DISCOVERY
OF SCIENTIFIC TRUTH.
This inscription is repeated in Afrikaans
on the west face.
A Latin inscription on the north face reads:
SPECULUM SESQUIPEDALE
IN ANGLIA
PROPRIIS FACTUM MANIBUS
HOC SITU POSUIT
JOHANNES F. W. HERSCHEL
ET QUATUOR PER ANNOS
QUOAD LONGISSIME MICANT
ORBES NEBULÆQUE CŒLESTES
SEDES EORUM ET SPECIES
PERITISSIME NOTAVIT.
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It was to be John’s last major contribution
as an observer. “I have made up my mind
to consider my Astronomical career as
terminated,” he wrote a year after his
arrival back in England. The 20-ft was
never used again. Its octagonal wooden
tube, along with one of the three mirrors
John took with him to South Africa, is
now kept in storage by the National
Maritime Museum, Greenwich, while the
obelisk stands at the Cape as a lasting
The Herschel Monument in Cape Town
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The Herschel Monument in Cape Town

memorial to the extraordinary efforts of
two generations of Herschels.
Sadly there is no similar memorial in
Slough for William Herschel’s great 40-ft
telescope, the site of which now lies
buried beneath the latest in a succession of
modern office blocks at the junction of
Windsor Road and Herschel Street.

London (online at
https://archive.org/detail
s/resultsofastrono00hers)
4. Evans, D. S., et al,
Herschel at the Cape
(1969), University of
Texas Press, Austin; and
Balkema, Cape Town.
5. Warner, B., Quarterly
Bulletin of the South
African Library, 32
(1978), 56–69.
6. Hilton, J.L.,
Akroterion 51 (2006),
117-33 (online at
http://akroterion.journals
.ac.za/pub/article/viewFi
le/66/146). Hilton is one
of those wrongly under the impression that
the obelisk is of granite.
7. Warner, B., Cape Landscapes (2006),
University of Cape Town Press, Cape
Town.
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Astro-snippets 4
from Grace’s Guide …. 1866 – 1879
Paul Haley

Grace’s Guide to British
Industrial History
www.gracesguide.co.uk
Grace’s Guide is a free-content not-forprofit project dedicated to publishing the
history of industry in the UK
and elsewhere. The project was
started in 2007 by Andrew
Tweedie (1947- ) and is named
after his grand-daughter Grace
who was born around the same
time. This short paper (4th of a
series) highlights some of the
astronomical snippets, which
are featured in the early
decades of ‘Engineering’ –
which began in 1866 as a rival
to ‘The Engineer’ (see SHA
Bulletins 24, 25 and 26).

Paul Haley

appears unaware of the new opportunities
provided by silvered-glass mirrors.
Vol. 2 (1866) 26 October p. 309
‘Anemometer at the Royal Observatory,
Greenwich
John Browning (1831-1925) is well known
for his instruments for spectroscopy,
astronomy and optometry. This snippet
gives an illustrated account of his
apparatus for measuring the force and

Vol. 2 (1866) 24 August pp.
138-140 ‘British Association’
Each August the Editors would
publish details of the BA
meeting. In 1866 this was in
Nottingham and the presidential
address was given by physicist
William R. Grove (1811-1896).
His review of the recent
progress of astronomy included
shooting stars, meteorites and
asteroids (88 then known). The
sudden appearance of recurrent
nova T Corona Borealis in May
1866 had allowed Huggins &
Miller to investigate its spectrum. Grove is
disappointed that refracting telescopes still
suffer from chromatic aberration but
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017

38

Figure 1: Apparatus for measuring wind force

velocity of the wind at Greenwich. (See
Fig. 1) It used the suggested design of
meteorologist Follett Osler (1808-1903);
Osler was a keen supporter of the
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Birmingham and Midland Institute, where
many SHA meetings are held today.
Vol. 5 (1868) 06 March p. 204a & 207
‘Mr James Nasmyth’

Paul Haley

solar compass overcame some of the
problems caused by variations in the
Earth’s magnetic field – and was an early
version of modern GPS. (See Fig. 3).

An interesting biography of engineer
James Nasmyth (1808-1890); Nasmyth
was now retired and devoting his time to
astronomy. (See Fig.2)

Figure 3: Burt's Solar Compass

Vol. 8 (1869) 26 November pp. 357-8‘
Photographing the recent Solar Eclipse’
American scientist Henry Morton (18361902) describes how he achieved rapid
exposures (1/500 second) during the
partial phases of the Iowa eclipse. The
slide and trigger mechanism is illustrated.
Vol. 10 (1870) 15 July pp. 35-6
‘Solar Heat’
Figure 2: James Nasmyth

Vol. 6 (1868) 27 November p. 468 ‘Solar
Heat’
Pat 1 of a series by Swedish engineer John
Ericsson (1803-1889), who was based in
New York. He begins by reviewing the
work of Sir John Herschel (1792-1871) at
the Cape of Good Hope in 1836-7; and
continues with French physicist Claude
Pouillet (1790-1856) in 1856. Ericsson’s
interest lay in exploiting higher
temperatures, between 212 and 480ºC, for
experimental engines.
Vol. 6 (1868) 27 November pp. 473-4
‘The Solar Compass’
Surveyor and inventor William A. Burt
(1792-1858) is often referred to as the
‘father of the typewriter’ in America. His
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017

Ericsson’s 2nd paper covers some of his
own research into the sun’s radiant heat

Figure 4: Ericsson's Solar Calorimeter

using his solar calorimeter. (See Fig. 4). It
is interesting to follow his ideas through
several journals: 30 Sep pp. 238-40
includes an illustration of his solar
actinometer; 14 Oct pp. 271-2, his solar
engine; 25 Nov pp. 375-7, his
measurement of radiant heat; 30 Dec pp.
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469-71 & 476, his solar pyrometer. (See
Fig. 5). With the latter instrument Ericsson
deduced the mean temperature of the solar
atmosphere to be ~ 3.5 million ºF.

Paul Haley

William Thomson (1824-1907); including
a tribute to Sir John Herschel, who had
died in May in his eightieth year. The
Editors give a short biography of Thomson
on p. 81.
Vol. 12 (1871) 11 August pp. 89-90 &
95-8 ‘British Association’
The 2nd part of Thomson’s address
includes an interesting summary of
spectroscopy (p.96-7) before concluding
with his fascinating speculation that life on
earth may have originated from
meteorites!
Vol. 15 (1873) 02 May pp. 307-8
‘The Soirée of the Royal Society’
This snippet describes the final annual
soirée of departing Royal Society
president, Sir George B. Airy (18011892). Guests were able to enjoy the
novelty of electric lighting.

Figure 5: Ericsson's Solar Pyrometer

Vol. 16 (1873) 21 November pp. 424-5
‘Scientific Education’
Vol. 11 (1871) 10 February p. 98
‘Solar Heat’

An interesting overview of science
teaching at this time.

Ericsson’s papers continue through 3
further volumes: 17 Feb pp. 113-4; 17 Mar
pp. 183-4, including his further ‘evidence’
for a 4 million ºF solar temperature; 07
Apr pp. 241-2; 05 May pp. 313-5; 23 Jun
pp. 427-8; 30 Jun p. 447; [Vol. 12] 01 Dec
pp. 350-2, radiant intensity of flames;
[Vol. 13] 12 Jan p. 21; 02 Feb pp. 69-70;
and 14 Jun pp. 389-91, where he finalises
his claims.
Vol. 12 (1871) 04 August pp. 67-9 & 81
‘British Association’
The 41st BA meeting was held in
Edinburgh. This snippet includes the 1st
part of the presidential address of Sir
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017

40

Vol. 18 (1874) 02 October pp. 257-9
‘Orwell Park Observatory’
An account by Wilfred Airy of this
observatory, built for George Tomline
(1813-1889), near Ipswich. The 10-inch
Merz objective was tested in a temporary
tube piggy-backed on the large equatorial
at the Royal Observatory. The chosen test
object was epsilon Boötis and the
definition of this double star proved
excellent. The snippet includes an
engraving of the 20-foot dome which
weighed nearly 3 tons.
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exposures up to 4 seconds sunspots and
granulation were recorded well.

Vol. 24 (1877) 31 August pp. 164-5
‘British Association’
At the Plymouth BA meeting in 1877
Thomson extended his argument for life
on earth originating through meteoric
activity – but the idea proved much less
popular than details of the newly invented
telephone.
Vol. 24 (1877) 16 November p. 377
‘Cosmical Dust’
Interplanetary dust particles are considered
in this snippet – including evidence from
iron particles found floating in the air.
Vol. 25 (1878) 15 March pp. 205-7
‘Becquerel, Regnault, and Secchi’
Father Angelo Secchi (1818-1878) became
director of the Observatory of the Roman
College for 28 years. An informative
obituary.
Vol 26 (1878) 16 August p. 135
‘British Association’
The 48th BA meeting was held in Dublin
in 1878. Delegates were keen to visit the
Rathmines factory of Howard Grubb
(1844-1931), where the great telescope for
the Austrian government was being
constructed.
Vol. 26 (1878) 06 September pp. 200-3
‘British Association’
Irish physicist G. Johnstone Stoney (18261911) described his 8-inch reflecting
telescope and spectroscope which had
been manufactured by Grubb. French
astronomer Jules Janssen (1824-1907)
gave results of his solar photography
research using very short exposures and
highly magnified images; with longer
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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Vol. 26 (1878) 13 September pp. 220-2
‘British Association’
The BA excursion to Parsonstown was led
by the Astronomer Royal for Ireland
Robert S. Ball (1840-1913) and involved a
4 hour train journey. At Birr Castle the
party of 50 visited workshops and the two
large reflectors.
Vol. 26 (1878) 27 September p. 259
‘British Association’
James Glaisher (1809-1903) gave a talk on
luminous meteors. Lawrence Parsons
(1840-1908), the 4th Earl of Rosse,
described the equatorial mounting for his
new 3-foot reflector – using a model by
Grubb to demonstrate the new features.
Ball gave a paper on the parallax of stars
and David Gill (1843-1914) described his
new method for maintaining the motion of
a free pendulum in vacuo.
Vol. 26 (1878) 29 November p. 459
‘Mr Lockyer’s experiments on
elementary bodies’
Norman Lockyer (1836-1920) had spent 3
years researching the spectra of the
chemical elements with those of the sun
and stars. In this brief snippet reference is
made to his announcement to the Paris
Academy of Sciences.
Vol. 26 (1878) 13 December pp. 474-5
‘The Royal Society’
The presidential address by Sir Joseph D.
Hooker (1817-1911) included the
‘detection’ of one of the long-suspected
planets within the orbit of Mercury –
during the July total eclipse.
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Vol. 26 (1878) 20 December p. 493
‘The Disassociation of Elements’

Vol. 28 (1879) 10 October pp. 277-80
‘Grubb’s Equatorial Telescope’

This editorial snippet casts doubts on
Lockyer’s evidence presented at the recent
Royal Society meeting. His detailed
mapping of the solar spectrum and
comparison with spectral analysis of very
pure samples of 4 elements, calcium,
lithium, iron and hydrogen, had resulted in
many challenges, requiring further
investigation.

Grubb had exhibited a fine equatorial
telescope at the 1878 Paris Exhibition.
(See Fig. 6). The instrument incorporated
many of the refinements and novelties
Grubb planned to use in the Vienna
equatorial of 27-inch aperture. These will
be explored more in ‘Astro-snippets 5’ in
the next SHA Bulletin.

Vol. 27 (1879) 24 January p. 73
‘Our Scientific Progress’
An editorial review of 1878 provides an
interesting summary of the solar eclipse
investigations on 29 July; the line of
totality passed through the western states
of America and was well observed.
Vol. 28 (1879) 29 August pp. 172-3
‘British Association’
At the Sheffield BA meeting in 1879 two
snippets are: Stoney and his investigation
of bright lines in comet spectra; and
Janssen’s continuing research into
photographic spectra using short
exposures.
Vol. 28 (1879) 12 September pp. 199-202
‘British Association’
Further snippets are: Glaisher on luminous
meteors; and Hubert A. Newton (Yale
College) on short-period periodic comets.
Vol. 28 (1879) 19 September p. 231
‘British Association’
More short snippets from Stoney,
including spectroscope aids: variable
scales; mounting prisms; and binocular
viewing.
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Figure 6: Grubb's Equatorial Telescope

Please contact Paul Haley with any
feedback or suggestions for this series: E:
pahastro@aol.com

SHA CONTACT INFORMATION
Secretary
Society for the History of Astronomy
Birmingham Midland Institute
9 Margaret St
Birmingham
B3 3BS.
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BAA Lantern Slides – Charles Messier

BAA Magic Lantern Slides and
Charles Messier

John Chuter

Collection. Prior to the film and digital age,
Magic Lantern Slides were prepared and
used for presentations. These could be
drawings, photos, diagrams etc. The
technology dates to at least the 1660's,
when Samuel Pepys mentioned their use in
his diary on 19th August 1666.

As well as being the SHA Online Editor, I am
also Joint BAA Archivist. On a visit to the

The BAA's lantern slide collection was
available for members to borrow and once
contained over 1000 slides. I plan to do
more work on these elsewhere but there
were many examples of Messier Objects in
the catalogue. The slides of the collection
are in the most common format, which are 3
¼ inch square glass plates. Two pieces of

BAA’s Bedford Store, I came across the
remnants of the BAA's Lantern Slide

glass sandwich the image, which was then
projected using a magic lantern projector.

SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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A typical example of such a projector is
shown at the start of this article. In general,
most of the slides are in reasonable
condition. In photographing them I am also
including the surrounding slide where there
can be useful information. As this issue is
commemorating the bicentenary of the
death of Charles Messier, I have selected
examples of Messier Objects that were in
the catalogue, which I hope you find
interesting. The details I mention come from
the 1956 BAA loan catalogue. If anyone has
any further information about these, or
other slides that were in the collection, I
would be glad to hear from you. You will
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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notice that a number of the slides come
from an RAS collection of lantern slides.
Again, if anyone has any information re this
I would be very grateful to receive it. The
first two shown in Figure 1 are both
labelled ‘Nebula 1’ and are of M1, the Crab
Nebula. There is enough information on
each for explanation. There were
duplicates of objects, as with most libraries
of popular items. Figure 2 (left) shows the
Globular Cluster M3, labelled ‘Clusters 45,
aand
right,(right),
we have
and M11
the Wild Duck Cluster in
Scutum, labelled ‘Stellar 115’. Both
are also labelled as RAS slides.

BAA Lantern Slides – Charles Messier
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Figure 3 shows two famous globular
clusters. At left is M13 in Hercules and
right is M15 in Pegasus. M13 is labelled
‘Clusters 41’ and M15 is ‘Clusters 49’.
Again, there is plenty of explanation
around the edge of each slide. In Figure
4 there are two photos of M27, the
Dumb-bell Nebula in Vulpecula. At left,
‘Nebula 4’, is an image taken at the Lick
Observatory and right, ‘Nebula 5’, an
image taken at the Wilson Observatory,
giving a broader perspective of the
object within the night sky. Figure 5
shows at left Lord Rosse’s drawing of
the Dumb-Bell Nebula, labelled as
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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‘Historical 179’, sketched in 1848. At
right, taken with the 48 inch Schmidt
Telescope is M31, the Andromeda
Galaxy. This is labelled as ‘Nebula 71’.
Figure 6 shows two very nice slides of
M42, the Orion Nebula. These two
slides alone could form the basis of a
talk on the change of technologies from
one century to another. Left, ‘Nebula 37’
taken by the 100-inch Hooker telescope
and right, ‘Historical 172’ showing a
lovely drawing by Sir John Herschel
from the 1830s. Figure 7 shows two
galaxies in Ursa Major. Firstly, at left, is
‘Nebula 78’ a fine image of M81 taken
by the 200-inch Hale telescope.
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And at right is M101, ‘Nebula 77’ taken
at the Lick Observatory. These are just a
few of many, many more slides that
were in the BAA’s Lantern Slide
Collection.
John Chuter

December 2016

John Chuter

There is a lot more work to do on the
collection but so far it has been
fascinating and even as I was typing this
article out for the Bulletin, other
interesting leads and avenues for
research were opening up.

CLICK HERE TO GO TO MESSIER 51 OR TURN TO PAGE 55
Front cover image and Messier Object images by Len Adam
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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Astro-research 1
SHA member

Paul A. Haley

With the passing of many experienced
SHA researchers in recent times the
opportunities for advice and
encouragement have inevitably been
reduced. Sharing good practice is defined
within the third principal aim of the
Society – with special emphasis on
‘research by amateurs’. The writer falls
into this category and has received no
formal training or qualification in the
history of astronomy. This series of 3
papers examines 100 ways research might
be tackled with the aim of encouraging
more contributions to SHA publications
and enjoyment of this work. It is not meant
to be the best way – and more experienced
members are invited to contribute their
own alternative methods. In this way the
pages of the Bulletin could develop a set
of potentially useful strategies from which
the independent researcher may select
their own path.

Paul Haley

mirrors to David Gill (1843-1914) had
kindled his career sparked a fresh line of
enquiry. As the centenary of Gill’s death
would fall in 2014 whereas the bicentenary of Key’s birth would not occur
until 2019 it was an easy decision to focus
attention on Gill and leave completion of
Key work for a few years.
A period of 1-3 years may be needed to
access sufficient material for publication.
A useful series in the BAA Journal is
Centenaries for [year], by Barry
Hetherington. However choosing one of
these limits the available time period to
months rather than years.
Another starting point can be in response
to a query. At the beginning of 2016 the
writer received an email regarding the date
of the first ‘carte du ciel’. This led to
unexpected research on Harvard College
Observatory, objective prism spectroscopy
and the work of Scottish astronomer
Williamina Fleming (1857-1911). Six
months later sufficient research had been
completed to facilitate a draft paper for the
Antiquarian Astronomer.

Choosing a research topic or person of
interest

Building a chronological timeline

The writer has found anniversaries a
useful starting point. Faced with a shortlist
of ‘astronomers of interest’ the choice of
who to focus on first can seem daunting.
During the International Year of
Astronomy 2009 it seemed appropriate to
select the 150th anniversary of the first
publication in 1859 of Celestial Objects
for Common Telescopes by Rev. T. W.
Webb (1806-1885). Research on Webb
soon extended to another member of the
Herefordshire clergy, Rev. H. C. Key
(1819-1879), and a significant amount of
research was undertaken. However finding
that the sale of one of Key’s silvered-glass

This tool has proved essential in every
investigation. In practice using two
computers is worthwhile; developing a
Word file on an old laptop alongside an
iMac for image acquisition and online
access to archives is one combination that
works well. The first step involves
deciding the time period to cover. Year
sub-headings are used in a larger font size.
Notes and key events can then be added
into a useful structure with anomalies
easily identified and different sources
compared. The writer uses highlighted text
in different colours and italics to
discriminate between key sources, with
references added in square brackets. A

SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017

Astro Research 1

Paul Haley

47

Article

Astro Research 1

USB stick is useful for backing-up work
and transferring files – with a working
copy also displayed on the iMac for quick
scrolling and checking.

Analysis of funding sources
Timelines also provide a useful way of
matching funding sources to observing
programmes. For an individual astronomer
this may arise through acquired wealth,
such as for the engineer astronomer James
Nasmyth (1808-1890), or perhaps through
an inheritance. It is then possible to match
the purchase of a new
instrument/observatory directly to a
change of income and/or time devoted to a
particular set of observations.

The chronology is often begun using an
obituary notice. This quickly defines
topics of interest and dates for important
trips, meetings and publications can then
be developed. It is important to note when
a meeting/conference was held or when
the text was completed as well as when
publications appeared; this is especially
true if a quotation might be later selected.
Generic data is also useful at this stage,
exploring the contemporary science issues
of the day and also major news events.
The timeline approach can focus attention
on possible analysis leading to a new
perspective on an
astronomer/observation/conference. For
example, for Webb an investigation into
which observatories he visited during his
many visits to ‘town’ (London) enabled an
insight to be gained into his astronomical
networking. (SHA Bulletin 19 (2009) pp.
31-36) Clues were gleaned by scanning his
observing notebooks and published
papers; Webb made at least 20 observatory
visits during his 60 years of observing.
A variation worthy of consideration is to
use one or more Gantt charts to illustrate
the start and finish of key elements in a
timeline. These could examine individual
observing projects or the scheduling of
instruments/observers to maximise
outcomes. As a charting technique the
analysis of staffing at an observatory can
be explored with estimates of time needed
being used to fill in the gaps in primary
source evidence.
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For a professional astronomer like Gill,
working at the Royal Observatory, Cape of
Good Hope, requests for funding occupied
a significant amount of time, as they
continue to do today. In 1884 his
Admiralty bosses and Treasury officials
approved £4750 of funding. In due course
this facilitated repair & maintenance of the
Cape Observatory, publication costs, a pay
rise for his assistants and a new 0.17-m
heliometer instrument and observatory for
his solar parallax work.
Bequests and memorials provided another
source of income for astronomers. Edward
Pickering (1846-1919), director of
Harvard College Observatory for 42 years,
was especially skilful at securing funding
for his spectroscopic and photographic
programmes. In 1886 Anna Draper (18391914) began the Henry Draper Memorial
fund at Cambridge which also included
donation of several key instruments.
Within a year Pickering had also secured
control of the Boyden fund, to establish an
astronomical observatory on a mountain
peak, and the Bruce donation for a 0.6-m
photographic telescope. In due course the
Arequipa Observatory was established in
Peru and a growing corps of women
assistants at Cambridge was being
managed by Fleming.

Astro Research 1
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Estimating the equivalent value today of
19th century funding is necessary. The
writer uses a currency conversion of £1 =
25 FF = 5 US$, with the assumption that
costs have risen by a factor of 90 since the
1880s. Using this estimation Gill’s request
represented over £400,000 today. For
comparison the 0.33-m French astrographs
used for the Carte du Ciel were sold for
40,000 francs, or £144,000 today; the Paris
prototype had cost 35,000 francs, or
£125,000 today, showing a 15% profit
factor. At this time Pickering was able to
employ women computers full-time for
just $500 per year, or £9000 today.

Instruments and optics
This aspect of research can be particularly
rewarding. Reference sources are likely to
use a variety of units for telescope size and
focal length. Reducing these to a common
format is necessary and a decision over
metric/imperial units can be taken.
Calculating the focal ratio of an
instrument, especially an astrograph, is
worthwhile as it renders easier comparison
with modern equipment and techniques.
The success of an individual observatory
can often be matched to the proximity of
an instrument manufacturer. The
expansion of French observatories can be
linked to the skills of the Henry brothers
and Paul Gautier, combined with the glass
production of Charles Feil. Similarly in
Harvard, the firm of Alvan Clark & Sons
supplied equipment to Pickering. For Gill
the Repsold family in Hamburg were
always visited on his European tours,
although in practice he usually had to
order through Howard Grubb (1844-1931)
of Dublin.
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An appreciation of the time/skill/patience
needed to produce an optical lens/mirror
can also be useful. The writer was unable
to find a detailed biography for the Henry
brothers so developed this thread through
analysis of Paris Observatory annual
reports and observatory records. It soon
emerged that their production of optics
had been extraordinary and a timeline for
these instruments was developed for the
years 1880-1892. This revealed that 3
astrographs had been produced in 1886 in
advance of the Paris Congress of the
following year.
Another area for analysis involves the
introduction of new technology; silveredglass mirrors provide a good example. It is
worthwhile exploring this on a global
scale to consider how an innovation
developed and who was influenced by
whom in a particular period. The writer
has traced the Foucault – Key – With –
Calver linkage and mapped their
production of specula against a range of
observers, with interesting results.

Dealing with new discoveries or
interpretations
A single discovery allows a working
hypothesis to be developed which then
requires testing. A triangulation tool for
this process is useful, requiring 3 discrete
pieces of evidence to underpin any
important conclusions. In the case of the
Henry astrographs the conventional
paradigm asserts that the Paris Congress
delegates determined the dimensions of
the astrographs for the Carte du Ciel. This
notion was now under scrutiny.
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Analysis of the
correspondence between
Gill and Ernest
Mouchez (1821-1892),
director of
l’Observatoire de Paris,
revealed a key decision
had been taken in April
1886 to equip the
French observatories at
Algiers, Bordeaux and
Toulouse with
instruments identical to
the prototype
Henry/Gautier 0.33-m
astrograph. The
Gill/Mouchez
correspondence of MayJune 1886 confirmed the
discovery, meaning that
the French Government
had effectively
determined the destiny
of the world’s first
international
collaboration – and so a
paradigm change for this
particular event
appeared justified.
However an English
perspective alone might
still have been
insufficient.

Astro Research 1

Figure 1: Montage of Cape staff and visiting astronomer c.1890:
(top row L to R) David Gill, William Finlay, George Maclear and
Robert Pett; (middle row) Isaac Freeman and Walter Cox; (bottom
row) William Elkin, William Morris, Jacobus Kapteyn, Arthur
Auwers and Agnes Clerke.

The writer elected to contact Jérôme Lamy
(Université de Toulouse) to review the
hypothesis; his reply was positive which
proved very satisfying.

Observatory staff
Researching how observatory staff developed
over the years provides another useful theme
for investigation. For the Cape the writer
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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used details and the layout plan from
Gill’s A History and Description of the
Royal Observatory, Cape of Good Hope
(1913). The plan was useful as a
background for portraits of both key
members of staff and visiting astronomers
who collaborated with Gill on different
projects. (Fig 1) When combined with a
montage of instruments and a graphic of
the Cape skies (Fig 2) the two illustrations
provided a visual reminder of
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both the personnel and equipment for a
particular era.
For Paris Observatory the larger number
of observing staff (Fig 3) and instruments
(Fig 4) were also collated together. The
researcher needs to develop an extensive
image bank (see points 24-26) and have
access to image-editing software.
Montages can be overused but they do
provide a useful visual summary of
relevant information.
In the case of Harvard College
Observatory the number of women
assistants provided a unique challenge.

Paul Haley

Examining the captions of various
illustrations revealed a few names but
images often showed a group of computers
– the task being to identify them all. In
practice a spreadsheet analysis was found
useful to identify the starting date and
career span for each person. Mina Fleming
started her 30-year Harvard career in 1881
and proved to be the 6th assistant at HCO;
by the time of her death this number had
increased to 42. The spreadsheet was used
to narrow down the personnel for dating
photographs and identifying the work
undertaken by individual computers.

References and end-notes

Figure 2: Montage of the Cape instruments c.1890
including: (top) Table Bay with inset; (below L to R)
plan of the Astrographic Dome, 0.33-m Grubb
astrograph, 0.45-m Repsold alt-azimuth, and the
0.15-m f/9 astrograph used for the CPD in the Wind
Tower.
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Inspection of 4 issues of The
Antiquarian Astronomer (for
2013-16) reveals 19 peer-reviewed
papers, averaging 15 pages, with ~
60 references per paper. Including
additional detail within this
section allows a complimentary
narrative to accompany the main
text
An unexpected difficulty occurred
during final preparation of a first
paper on Gill when it was realised
that two Greenwich computers
had similar names and both had
died in the same year. One of the
‘Carpenter’ pair had worked at
Dun Echt Observatory whilst the
other was at Durham University
Observatory. Clarifying such
points is important but inevitably
time-consuming. With these
points in mind a clear plan for
developing end-notes as an
integral part of the first draft of a
paper needs to be planned from
the outset.

Paul Haley
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It can be tempting to develop the main
body of the text first with the intention of
adding reference detail later. This
approach is liable to increase the total
time needed or dilute the value of the
reference section. Including full details as
each part of the paper is drafted often
saves time. Keeping regular backups is
necessary, especially if text is being
reorganised or even deleted; this can
overcome the problem of accidentally
losing valuable end-notes.

Paul Haley

Image bank
A strategy for building an image bank is
highly recommended. It is true that for
some distinguished researchers that text is
more important. Some SHA meetings
have included presentations where no
images of any kind have been used; yet
many of the audience
feel the eloquent delivery of the
speaker has sparked their own
imagination to create a clear
picture.

However some people are visual
learners and the writer falls into
this group, occasionally resorting
to animating old images to
produce short heritage films. In
practice these can be shown at
the beginning or end of a
presentation to further interest
and inform the audience.
Image-editing software is readily
available today. The amateur
researcher can actively seek out
images of an
astronomer/observatory/instrume
nt being researched and these
should be of the best resolution
possible. Details of the origin of
images are important and will
save time later. Copyright issues
will be considered further in a
future Bulletin.
Scrutiny of the references employed by
different authors is time well spent. Links
to new archives and sources not previously
considered can enrich the breadth of
independent research and there is always
something to be learned from every paper
consulted.
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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Development of an astronomical library is
a worthwhile option – especially where
finances and space are available. Old
books covering astronomical history can
be purchased relatively easily and provide
many useful illustrations for private
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research. Images can also be purchased
from groups such as Science Photo
Library, but this can be more costly.

Transcribing and translating
Discovering astronomical correspondence,
journals and observing notebooks in
various archives around the world can be
extremely fruitful. The writer first
encountered the Dun Echt letter books,
with the help of Karen Moran, at the Royal
Observatory Edinburgh library in 2010 but
found much of Gill’s handwriting
illegible. A second visit (courtesy of a
SHA research grant) proved more
productive due to greater familiarity with
Gill’s correspondence over the intervening
years.
The observing notebook of Key was found
at the Institute of Astronomy library with
the assistance of Mark Hurn. Photographic
images of each page were taken and
transcription achieved relatively quickly.

Paul Haley

(Fig 5) In the case of a 1905 diary of
Harvard computer Annie Cannon (18631941) online access was possible at a
reasonable cost. This enabled another
hypothesis to be tested, with further
evidence secured of the support Fleming
provided Cannon during her early years at
HCO.
Translation from French astronomical
texts was involved for the Gill/Mouchez
correspondence. For those not
linguistically gifted there are fortunately
online tools to support research, especially
when careful scrutiny for keywords, dates
and personnel narrows the focus onto the
best paragraphs to translate. However
transcribing French handwriting can prove
a greater challenge!
Finally the researcher needs to also
consider non-astronomical archives for
primary source material. For example, The
Gill Collection, held by the Royal
Geographical Society with the Institute of
British Geographers, includes over 1000

Figure 5: Jupiter and Saturn sketches by Key, courtesy of the Institute of Astronomy
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pieces of correspondence to/from Gill and
astronomers around the world. This
collection has been transcribed by the

Paul Haley

writer – however the cost of obtaining
digital images is a consideration. (Fig 6)

Figure 6: 1879 letter from Pickering to Gill, thanking his wife for the copy of her

Ascension book, courtesy of the Royal Geographical Society [DOG 125]
This first paper (1 of 3) has explored some of the decisions needed when undertaking
astronomical research. Parts 2 and 3 extend the list to 100 points and will be published in
SHA Bulletins 28 and 29. Paul welcomes feedback on any/all of his SHA contributions and
can be contacted by email: pahastro@aol.com

CLICK HERE TO GO TO MESSIER 81 OR TURN TO PAGE 62
Front cover image and Messier Object images by Len Adam
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Article
Nottingham Astronomical Society
celebrates 70 years... or does it?
A history of Nottingham Astronomical Society
James Dawson and Brian Griffin
A letter in the Journal of the British Astronomical
Association from 1951 is the first record in the
astronomical press of the formation of a society in
Nottingham for amateur astronomers1. The letter was
written by A J Ashmore of Nottingham Astronomical
Society and gives an account of the history of the
Society up until that time. Mr Ashmore describes how he
originally thought of the idea for a society in 1938 and
despite making plans in 1939 the outbreak of war put a
hold on the first meeting, which had been planned for
September 1939. The inaugural meeting eventually
happened in May 1946.

Nottingham Astronomical Society

In 1992 the Society moved to the Djanogly City
Technology College, named after the British textile
manufacturer Sir Harry Djanogly. In 2006 we moved to
the British Geological Survey (BGS) site in Keyworth and
are very grateful to the BGS for the use of their excellent
meeting room and facilities. In the early years of the
Society observing sessions were held at the residence of
the Director of Observing in Keyworth, Mr A W Lane
Hall. However, following his retirement in the late-1960s
and his subsequent move to the south of England
observing sessions became very infrequent.
The demand for an informal monthly meeting to run in
addition to the formal speaker programme led relatively
new-comer to the Society Roy Sulley, in about 1971, to
negotiate for the Society to use a meeting room in Gedling
House in Gedling. At the time the building was owned by
Nottinghamshire County Council and used by the
Education Resources
Department as an
education centre.
Informal gatherings
occurred there on the
third Thursday of the
month.

Subsequent discussions
took place as to whether
the owners would agree
to the Society having
access to the grounds at
Figure 1: Past Venues for Nottingham Astronomical Society meetings.
Gedling House; this
Mr Ashmore goes on to describe the popularity of the
was finally granted and a steel pillar was erected on which
monthly indoor meetings held by the Society, which
to mount a pair of 25x100mm binoculars (allegedly
consisted of official announcements followed by a formal
acquired from a German warship after the end of the War),
talk on some aspect of astronomy; we still follow this
together with a concrete pier to mount an equatorial head
format today and regularly attract
60 or more members and visitors.
Most of the speakers at our formal
meetings today are professional
astronomers or well-known
amateurs; speakers from last year’s
programme include: Marek
Kukula; Paul Money; Ian Morison;
Mike Edmunds and Colin
Snodgrass. For the last few years
the Society has held its monthly
meetings at the British Geological
Survey in Keyworth but we’ve met
at numerous venues in the city over
the years, as shown in Figure 1.
When the Society formed in postwar Nottingham, the indoor
meetings were held in the
Nottingham Mechanics Institute, a
Figure 2: The opening ceremony of the concrete pier on which is mounted the With-Browning 8.5"
building, which had been standing
Newtonian reflector at Gedling House. Left to Right: Mike Asher (Warden, Gedling House), Brian
since 1859, the second incarnation
Griffin, Unknown, Alan Molloy, 'Spig', Robin Gray, Gordon Edwards, John Pressman, Roy Sulley.
of the Institute after a fire destroyed
Unknown photographer.
the original building, which had
for the With-Browning 8.5 inch Newtonian reflector. A
only been completed in 18412. When the Institute building
photograph of the opening ceremony appeared on the
was demolished and a new one built on the same ground in
cover of the NAS Journal for May 1979 (Figure 2).
1965 the Society moved to the Scouts Room for about a
year and then on to the YMCA in 1966. The White Eagle
Gedling House remained the venue for extra meetings and
Club was the venue for indoor meetings throughout the
observing sessions until 1993 when the Council
1970s and 1980s and is fondly remembered by many still.
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relinquished the building and pier and steel pillar had to be
dismantled. Today the Society has its own observatory in
Cotgrave, to the south east of the city. The observatory
houses a 24-inch (610mm) diameter reflecting telescope
(Figure 3), focal length 96-inch (2438mm) f/4, on a

Nottingham Astronomical Society

Astronomy at The University of Nottingham; Mike
officially opened the observatory in 2006 and is a past
speaker and good friend of the Society. We have strong
links with both universities in Nottingham and have
several members from the faculty and from the
undergraduate and
postgraduate student bodies.
Our current president, John
Hurst, had put together some
boards with photographs taken
during the construction of the
observatory, which members
and their guests could browse;
the photographs have been
collected over the years by
long-time member Brian
Griffin. Brian joined the
Society in 1962 and honed his
observing skills under the
mentorship of Alan Heath and

Figure 3: Nottingham AS 24" Telescope.

bespoke equatorial mount with fork design. Construction
of the observatory began in 1981 though plans for a
permanent structure stretched back many years before this.
The observatory is twenty feet in diameter and the domed
roof has a retractable slit. The original dome started out
life as the uppermost unit of an agricultural silo. The
history of the planning and construction of the observatory
is a story in its own right and we hope to put this together
in due course.

others; Brian (along with
others) played a key role in the
planning and construction of the observatory in Cotgrave
and has an archive of material on this which we hope to
use when we write the history of this important part of our
Society.

Image by Marcus Stone

Happy 70th Birthday!
As part of the Society's annual programme we hold a BBQ
in the summer at the observatory for members and their
guests. (Figures 4 &5). We decided that the 2016 BBQ
would be used to celebrate the Society’s 70th birthday. As
well as sprucing up the observatory building and grounds
in preparation for the event, the committee also set about
contacting past members to invite them along. The earliest
member we found was Alan Heath who first joined the
Society in 1952 and who was elected president in 1958; an
article about Alan appeared in Bulletin 263 and he features
elsewhere in Bulletin 274. Other past members who joined
us at the BBQ included Greg Eisenhauer, Chrissie Wells,
and Graham Shepherd.
Graham Shepherd joined the Society in 1962 and recalls
using a duplicator to publish the Society’s monthly
newsletter at Mr Arthur Lane Hall’s home in Keyworth.
Graham also recalls being encouraged to undertake “useful
work” by observing Jupiter and Saturn as the Society had
two eager BAA Section Directors amongst its ranks; Mr W
E Fox was the BAA’s Jupiter Section Director from 1957
until 1988 (retiring from the post on his 90thbirthday) and
Mr Alan Heath the Saturn Section Director 1964 to 1994.
Graham moved on to Chesterfield Astronomical Society in
about 1970-71 and then on to Mansfield and District (now
Mansfield and Sutton) Astronomical Society. Graham and
Alan hadn’t seen each other for over 45 years yet instantly
recognised one another and enjoyed catching up.

Figure 4: Current NAS President John Hurst, Graham
Shepherd, Alan Heath, Image: James Dawson

Figure 5: A bit of solar observing during the proceedings; the
observatory in the background. Image Barrie Chacksfield

Another important guest at the BBQ was Professor Mike
Merrifield who is head of the School of Physics &
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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The weather forecast for the day of our BBQ was good
and a number of members brought along equipment
for observing the sun, both in white light and in
hydrogen alpha. This was a great opportunity to safely
demonstrate the joys of solar observing to the nonastronomer guests who were present, and most were
amazed that so much detail can be observed on our
nearest star.
The highlight of the event was the cutting of the birthday
cake.( F i g . 6 ) A friend of the Society had decorated a
cake in an astronomical theme and it was only fitting that
Alan Heath cut the cake to much applause and
celebration. The raffle was then drawn which raised over
£100, money which has been spent on much needed
new batteries for the observatory.

Figure 7: Extract from The English Mechanic,
September 16, 1921. Extract courtesy of Eric Hutton

Figure 6 Alan Heath cutting the cake accompanied by John Hurst. Image Barrie Chacksfield.

During the president’s toast to the Society he revealed that
he’d discovered an entry in an old newspaper which talked
about the formation of a Nottingham Astronomical Society
in 1921; we’ve since found an entry about this in The
English Mechanic5.(Fig.7) We know that
incarnation of the Society didn’t run continuously from
1921 to 1946, but it is still exciting to know that there
was an organised interest in amateur astronomy in
Nottingham dating back to 1921. This has given us
another avenue to follow as part of our research into the
history of the Society, and of amateur astronomy in
Nottinghamshire. Should any reader have further
information please do contact us.

Nottingham Astronomical Society’s 70th Birthday BBQ
held on Saturday 6th August 2016 was a huge success and
enjoyed by all who attended. It was great for current
and former members to converse and as always for nonastronomers to see a big telescope close up and to
undertake some observing for the first time. The event
brought old friends together and helped form new bonds
between others. We look forward to the Society continuing
to prosper and we are excited about a new avenue of
research for us to follow up on.

Thanks to the following for their help in gathering
information for this article: Alan Heath;

Graham Shepherd; David Anderson.

James Dawson and Brian Griffin
Nottingham Astronomical Society
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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Adventures in Archaeoastronomy
Carolyn Kennett

Part 2
Archaeoastronomy work undertaken in
twentieth century Penwith was interrupted
by the two world wars. The Penzance
based Society for the Astronomical Study
of Ancient Stone Monuments had
dispended before the First World War and
there has been no archaeoastronomy group
organised within this region since. Any
further work has been conducted by
individuals. Richard Marston Twist was
the next to publish in the field about the
astronomical alignments of the stone
circles in West Cornwall. He was a local
man and the work was undertaken in the
1950’s culminating in a book published in
1962 called The Sacred Stone Circles and

Avenues of Cornwall and Western Europe.
Twist was particularly interested in the
numbers involved and highlighted the fact
that the remaining stone circles all had 19
stones. He had a real belief that the
number of stones was key to why the
stones were positioned as they were. That
they were used as counting tools for
calendars. This theme wasn’t new, the first
astronomical link that that I can find
documented to Boscawen-Un also
considers this idea. It was written in 1862
by Richard Edmonds in the publication
The Land’s End District, it’s antiquities,
natural history, natural phenomena, and
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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scenery, it also notes that the circle has 19
stones and considers a link between the
number of stones and the Metonic cycle.
At the time of writing Edmonds also states
that all the other circles within the area
have 19 stones. This makes Edmonds
consider the number 19 as being special to
the builders of the circle. A theme that
Twist was to expand on.
The Metonic cycle covers a period which
is a near common multiple of both the
lunar and solar cycle. Nineteen solar years
(or 6940 days) is within hours of 235
synodic months, with a small error of one
day every 219 years. The cycle was
devised by Meton of Athens in the 5th
century, but was probably known about
long before. The Metonic cycle of 235
months and 6940 days is also very close to
255 draconic months or just over 6939
days. This in turn makes it a short eclipse
cycle, could allow
calculation of the
reoccurrence of 4 to 5
eclipses. (although
these eclipse would
occur worldwide and
this would have been
highly unlikely to
have been used as a
prediction tool).
Other cycles come
remarkably close to
the 19 years and there
is nothing that limits
ancient people to a
solar based calendar,
for instance the
Moon has an 18.613 year cycle during
which it changes its rising and setting
position along the horizon as its
declination changes. The declination of the
Moon (like the Sun) will change due to the
tilt of our axis. But the rising and setting
points of the Moon varies more than the
Sun. Currently the Moon is inclined to the
ecliptic by 5.14°, meaning that the
declination of the Moon currently can
range from 23.5 +/- 5.14 and -23.5 +/5.14 depending whether it is nearing the
lunar maximum or lunar minimum. So an
observer will see the rising and setting
points of the Moon osculating along the
Carolyn Kennett
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horizon to a greater or lesser degree over
the course of 18.613 years.
Was the circle used as a calendar? Its
certainly worth consideration. R M Twist

in the late 1950’s certainly thought this to
be the case. But before we try to get
ourselves in a further twist with the
numbers please note that care needs to be
taken. Although 19 stones exist at
Boscawen-Un site currently, this may have
not been the case for the whole history of
the circle. As Blights image (Figure 2)
from 1864 show at least three stones in a
fallen position.

Adventures in Archeoastronomy

Dunkin miscount the number of stones in
the circle? Without a full archaeological
dig it would be difficult to draw
conclusions about the number of original
stones onsite, even though the majority of
accounts claim 19 in the
circle and one central
stone, this is still part of
the mystery that is
Boscawen-Un.
Returning to Twist he had
decided that he could date
the circles from the
number 19 and Metonic
cycle. Ignoring all
archaeological evidence
and calculating a building
date sometime in the dark
ages Twists work went on
to fall widely out of line
with current
understanding.
Boscawen-Un was next under the spotlight
in the mid 1960’s when it was surveyed in
detail by Alexander Thom. He drew a plan
of the circle classifying it as a flattened
circle type B with a menhir, but seemed to

In 1870 Edwin Dunkin produced a short
paper about Boscawen-Un, where he
considers that anywhere between 18 and

20 stones could have been the original
design. Only 8 years after Edwards visit in
1870 he claims that there were only 18
stones in the circle, but in his diagram
reproduced here he has drawn 19. Did
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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be interested in the design of the site and
offered no alignments for this or any of the
other stone circles in the area. Comparing
Thom’s plan of Boscawen-Un to current
aerial photographs there are inaccuracies
and therefore it is misrepresented within
his classification system.
Carolyn Kennett
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Returning to ideas about alignments John
Barnatt outlined a number of stone circles
with alignments within Cornwall in his
book Prehistoric Cornwall, The
Ceremonial Monuments in 1982. He
explains that there are no astronomical
alignments currently known with menhirs
at Boscawen-Un. He criticises Lockyer’s
alignments saying “astronomical
alignments claimed by Lockyer are not
convincing; a tall menhir a short distance

to the north-east was claimed to align with
Capella in 2250B.C; other features are
more distant and not visible“. Although he
concludes his discussion saying that the
quartz stone at Boscawen-Un is orientated
towards Candlemas, but he feels it would
be difficult to make the measurements
involved to prove this. Candlemas being a
Christian festival which falls at the start of
February, also know as Imbolc in the
Celtic community. Although Imbolc and
the rest of the Celtic festival have been
documented as being celebrated as early as
the Iron Age. There roots could possibly
extend back much further. This alignment
is picked out again by Aubrey Burl who
SHA Bulletin 27 Spring 2017
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states that Cornish circles have a tendency
to have their largest stone at the WSW
location, in the case of Boscawen-Un this
is the unique quartz stone. As Burl points
out this would not only align with the
February festival Imbolc, but also the early
November Celtic festival of Samhain. The
festival of Samhain has had suggested
alignments in Ireland which extend back
into Neolithic times. With the entrance
passage to the Mound of Hostages on the
Hill of Tara in Ireland being aligned with

Samhain and Imbolc, illuminated by the
rising sun. Following is an image taken at
sunset near the start of November. Taken
from the centre of the circle the Sun 4000
years ago would have set further left than
that in the photo, due to the obliquity of
the ecliptic.
More recently Ian Cooke has suggested
through observation that the rock art he
discovered on the central stone is aligned
with the solstice Sun. Also the cist stones
7 and 8 are positioned in an area where the
Sun rises on the solstice.
On the whole the suggested alignments are
Carolyn Kennett
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inconclusive and methodology used could
be criticised. One thing that all the theories
have in common is that after some initial
measurements there has been a lack of
proper on site observations made. So this
is where I spent the next year. I made
observations and took measurements
during the summer and autumn of 2016,
trying to find any if I could find any
agreement with the theories held about this

site. Also to test any new theories along
the way. I started on this project pretty
sceptical, but what I have find was very
interesting and I now certainly think some
design features within the circle have
astronomical links. The work will be
outlined in full in the final concise part of
this article. Which will conclude this little
series of articles on Boscawen-Un.

Further reading

Richard Edmunds (1862) Lands End
District, Its Antiquities, Natural History,
Natural Phenomena and Scenery, J Russell
Smith, London.

John Barnatt (1982) Prehistoric Cornwall,
Turnstone Press.
John Thomas Blight (1864) Churches of
West Cornwall with notes of antiquities of
the District. Parker and Co, London.
Aubrey Burl (1983) Prehistoric
Astronomy and Ritual, Shire Publications.
Edwin Dunkin (1870) Remarks on Stone
circles at Boscawen-Un and Boskednan.
Royal Institute of Cornwall.

Alexander Thom
http://megalithicscience.org/index.php/mo
numents/stone-circles/20-boscawen-uncornwall-sw-412274
R. M. Twist (1962) The Sacred Stone
Circles and Avenues of Cornwall and
Western Europe, J.H. Lake and Co Ltd.
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BULLETIN CROSSWORD 1

Why not print oﬀ the crossword page
from the distributed PDF version of the
Bulletin to complete it.
The solution to this crossword will be given in the
next issue of The SHA Bulletin
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Crossword and Image of M3 by Len Adam

