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A little over 180 years ago, in October 1839, two 

ships passed off the coast of the Lizard, bound for the 

Antarctic.  Under the command of the dashing Captain 

James Clark Ross, the Royal Navy’s Terror and Ere-

bus had been tasked with locating the magnetic South 

Pole and measuring the Earth’s magnetic field in the 

Southern Hemisphere.  To do this, both ships carried 

incredibly delicate magnetic instruments, known as 

dipping needles.  In the 1840s, these were some of the 

most sophisticated devices in the world.  Those on 

board the Erebus and Terror had been designed by the 

Cornish natural philosopher, Robert Were Fox, and 

built in Falmouth.  Throughout the 1840s, almost 

every British naval expedition carried similar instru-

ments for magnetic measurements.  Today, few sur-

vive, but in July 2019 I was hugely excited to find one, 

built sometime between 1841 and 1846, hidden away 

in the cellar of Falmouth Art Gallery and owned by the 

Royal Cornwall Polytechnic Society. 

A dipping needle is basically a magnetic compass, 

only instead of the needle sitting horizontally, it oscil-

lates vertically, so as to measure the angle and inten-

sity at which the Earth’s magnetic field is acting.  This 

is a very simple device in principle, but most of those 

built in the nineteenth century were delicate and trav-

elled poorly.  This is why the Fox needle was so im-

portant: it was robust, travelled relatively well, and 

was specially designed to take magnetic readings on 

rough seas.  Fox’s dipping needles were intended to 

help solve the most urgent scientific problem of the 

age: how did the earth’s mysterious magnetic forces 

operate? 

Erebus and Terror: Revisiting the Magnetic Crusade 
by Dr Edward J. Gillin 

 

 

RAS MEDAL FOR  
MICHAEL HOSKIN 

The SHA is delighted to report that the Royal As-

tronomical Society Agnes Mary Clerke medal for 

Historical Research in Astronomy or Geophysics 

for 2020 is to be given to our Hon. Vice-President, Dr 

Michael Hoskin.  The medal is awarded every three 

years to an individual who has achieved outstanding 

personal research into the history of astronomy or 

geophysics.  

Dr Michael Hoskin is primarily an historian of stel-

lar astronomy with a particular interest in, and pub-

lishing extensively on, the achievements of the 

Herschel family. Hoskin also works in the field of 

archaeo-astronomy, where his measurements of the 

orientations of some two thousand European and Af-

rican dolmens have gained international recognition. 

He taught history of astronomy at Cambridge Uni-

versity for over thirty years and founded the Journal 

for the History of Astronomy, which he served as edi-

tor and associate editor since then.  

 

continued overleaf 

https://www.facebook.com/dippingneedle1840/videos/2649160881786238/
https://www.facebook.com/dippingneedle1840/videos/2649160881786238/
https://www.facebook.com/dippingneedle1840/videos/2649160881786238/
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During the 1830s and 1840s, ships were wrecked or 

went missing at an alarming rate, especially with the 

increased use of iron for hulls, largely due to unreli-

able compass readings caused by variations in terres-

trial magnetism.  The most spectacular example of this 

was of course Isambard Kingdom Brunel’s SS Great 

Britain, which steamed straight into the coast of Ire-

land in 1846 despite the crew believing they were 

heading out into the North Atlantic.  As magnetic 

north wandered, so compasses required adjusting in 

relation to charts to remain accurate.  After a lobbying 

campaign under the leadership of astronomers Edward 

Sabine and John Herschel, the British government 

launched a huge surveying of the magnetic properties 

of the Earth in what became celebrated as the ‘Mag-

netic Crusade’.  Sending out ships to perform magnetic 

measurements and establishing observatories at To-

ronto, Tasmania, Cape Town, and St Helena, this was 

the largest state-funded scientific venture to date. This 

was the world’s first truly global scientific survey and 

Falmouth was at the absolute centre of this project. 

Almost identical to those taken to the Southern 

Hemisphere in 1839, the Poly’s Fox-type needle was 

built in Falmouth and is the work of the instrument 

maker William George, a close associate of Fox’s.  

Excitingly, and somewhat unbelievably, the needle 

itself is still magnetised.  Over the next four months, 

thanks to funding from the Tanner Trust, we will be 

taking this needle along some of the route taken by 

the Terror and Erebus between 1839 and 1840.  We 

will perform experimental observations at Cape Verde, 

St Helena, Cape Town, and at sea.  On returning to 

Falmouth in Spring 2020, we will have experiments at 

Fox’s subtropical gardens of Penjerrick and RoseHill; 

his original testing sites for the needle due to their lack 

of magnetic interference.  These will be public events 

and a rare chance to witness one of the most important 

productions of nineteenth-century Cornish science in 

action. 

You can follow the journey from January 2020 

through social media: 

Twitter -Terror and Erebus, 1839 @AndErebus ...  

Facebook - @dippingneedle1840 

  

e-News CONTACT DETAILS 

Communications relating to SHA e-News should be 

sent to the Editor: enews@shastro.org.uk 

General communications to the Society should be 

sent to the General Secretary (Laura Carroll): lau-

racarroll55@hotmail.com  

 

 

 

Robert Were Fox (1789-1877) 

Image: Wikipedia 

 

https://www.facebook.com/dippingneedle1840/
mailto:enews@shastro.org.uk
mailto:lauracarroll55@hotmail.com
mailto:lauracarroll55@hotmail.com
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FUTURE SHA MEETINGS 

2020 SPRING CONFERENCE 

This will be on Sat 25 Apr 2020 at the Institute of 

Astronomy, Madingley Road, Cambridge.  

Registration will be from 9.30 a.m. and the Confer-

ence will commence at 10.00 a.m. 

Speakers and topics include: 

Dr. Lee Macdonald Proposals to move Greenwich 

Observatory 1836-1945 

Dr. Steve Barrett The design & Construction of the 

200” Hale’s telescope on Palomar Mountain 

Christopher Taylor The Astronomers and the Birth 

of Atomic Physics 

Dr. Philipp Nothaft Walcher of Malvern and the 

Twelfth- Century Renaissance of Medieval Astron-

omy. 

Mike Leggett The Rise and Fall of  Edward Iszatt 

Essam 

Booking in advance, at £10.00 per person for mem-

bers, £15.00 per person for non-members, optional 

lunch (must be pre-booked) £10.00 per person. Book-

ing forms are available on our website.  

In the event of queries please contact Michael White: 

meetings@shastro.org.uk 

2020 SUMMER PICNIC 

This will be on Sat 20 Jun 2020 at Lacock Abbey, 

Wiltshire, the former home of Fox Talbot and location 

of a fascinating museum of photography. The Abbey is 

a National Trust property. Further details will be an-

nounced in due course. Please note that the date of 4 

Jul, given in the last e-News, was an error. 

 

2020 AUTUMN CONFERENCE & AGM 

This will be on Sat 24 Oct 2020 at the Birmingham 

and Midland Institute. Further details to be announced 

in due course. 

 

 

  

SHA COUNCIL 

 The current SHA Officers & Council are: 

Honorary Council Members 

Hon President Dr Allan Chapman 

Hon Vice-Pres. Dr Michael Hoskin 

Hon Vice-Pres. Prof. Sir Arnold Wolfendale, FRS 

Council Members 

Chairman Gerard Gilligan 

Vice-Chair (& e-News Editor) David Sellers 

General Secretary Laura Carroll 

Treasurer  Geoff King 

Membership Secretary Graham Jones 

Editors, SHA Bulletin Carolyn Kennett/ 

Kevin Kilburn 

Publicity Officer Mike Leggett 

Survey Coordinator Kevin Johnson 

Online Editor John Chuter 

Librarian James Dawson 

Meetings Secretary Michael White 

Co-opted Officers (non-Council) 

Editor, The Antiquarian Astronomer Ian Ridpath  

Archivist  John Chuter 

Assistant Librarian Carolyn Bedwell 

Historical Records Officer Anthony Kinder 

 

SHA COUNCIL MEETINGS 

The following SHA Council meetings are scheduled 

for 2019: 

Sat 22 Feb 2020, 10.30 am, Birmingham (BMI) 

Sat 12 Sep 2020, 10.30 am, Birmingham (BMI) 

 

SHA members are very welcome to attend Council 

meetings as observers. Please let the General Secre-

tary know in advance, if you wish to do so. 

https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/meetings/
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/meetings/
mailto:meetings@shastro.org.uk
https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/lacock-abbey-fox-talbot-museum-and-village
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SHA PUBLICATIONS 

SHA e-News 

The next issue of the e-News is due in early February 

2020. If you know of any meetings, publications, exhi-

bitions or events pertaining to the history of astronomy 

that might interest other members, please email brief 

details to the Editor. 

 

Back issues and guidelines for contributions are 

available from the e-News web page. 

SHA BULLETIN 

All members should have received issue 32 of the 

Bulletin in early October 2019. 

 

 

Members with valid email addresses should also 

have received a temporary link to a digital version.  

Contributions to the Bulletin are most welcome, in-

cluding letters which can be on any aspect of the Soci-

ety or the history of astronomy. Issue 33 is due in 

April 2020. 

Back issues (except for the last 2 years) and guide-

lines for contributions are available from the Bulletin 

web page.  

It is usually prudent to check with the Editors before 

preparing items where duplication is a possibility (e.g. 

book reviews). Back issues of the Bulletin (and its 

predecessor: SHA Newsletter) are now indexed on the 

Abstract service of SAO/ NASA. Enter “SHAN” as the 

‘Journal Code’ at 

http://adsabs.harvard.edu/bib_abs.html 

Scanned copies of the original articles are also acces-

sible in the same way. 

THE ANTIQUARIAN ASTRONOMER 

Issue 13 of The Antiquarian Astronomer was pub-

lished on time in June 2019. All members should have 

received a copy.  

  

It has papers on the Liverpool Observatory, William 

Herschel’s correspondence with German astronomers, 

the pioneer female meteor observer Fiammetta Wilson, 

an early astronomical society in Halifax, and the 

Stonyhurst College expedition to the total eclipse of 

1914 that was nearly scuppered by the outbreak of 

World War I. The front cover (above) shows Liverpool 

Docks in the middle of the 19th century  

Note: early issues of The Antiquarian Astronomer 

have been online at NASA’s ADS service since the 

start of 2015. Type “antas” into the box at the top 

marked Journal Name/Code on this page 

http://adsabs.harvard.edu/bib_abs.html  

The following issue is due in June 2020. Members 

and others wishing to submit material for future issues 

of The Antiquarian Astronomer should contact Ian 

Ridpath (Editor) at ian@ianridpath.com. Guidance for 

authors and some back issues can be found on The An-

tiquarian Astronomer web page.  

mailto:enews@shastro.org.uk
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/the-e-news/
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/the-bulletin/
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/the-bulletin/
http://adsabs.harvard.edu/bib_abs.html
http://adsabs.harvard.edu/bib_abs.html
mailto:ian@ianridpath.com
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/publications/the-antiquarian-astronomer/
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/publications/the-antiquarian-astronomer/
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SHA LIBRARY NEWS 

The SHA library now has over 2600 books dedicated 

to the history of astronomy and related subjects, nu-

merous journals, as well as miscellaneous items in-

cluding letters, meeting programmes, conference pro-

ceedings and the like. 

Outside the legal deposit libraries, the SHA Library 

has one of the most extensive history of astronomy 

collections in any library in the British Isles. It is 

unique in having a collecting policy, totally focussed 

on history of astronomy, that includes not only the lat-

est popular and scholarly works, but also the active 

acquisition of second-hand books, astronomical 

ephemera, and the preservation of the works of lesser 

known British astronomers and authors. 

Some of the library’s new additions: 

Books purchased: 

Brown  Oor Big Braw Cosmos: a cocktail of cosmic 

science, imagery & poetry (2019) 

Cunningham  The Scientific Legacy of William 

Herschel (2018) 

Grimwood  Card planispheres: a collectors’ guide: a 

listing of more than 195 planispheres from 1780 to 

2000 with notes on origins, publishers, dates and 

variations (2018) 

Jobes  Outer space: myths - name meanings - calen-

dars; from the emergence of history to the present 

day (1964) 

Olson  Celestial sleuth: using astronomy to solve 

mysteries in art, history and literature (2014) 

Ramamurthy  Biographical Dictionary of Great As-

tronomers (2005) 

Royal Observatory, Greenwich  The Moon: a cele-

bration of our celestial neighbour (2019) 

Russell  A description of the selenographia: an ap-

paratus for exhibiting the phenomena of the moon. 

Together with an account of some of the purposes 

to which it may be applied (1797) 

Somerville  Personal recollections, from early life to 

old age of Mary Somerville. With selections from her 

correspondence. By her daughter, Martha Somerville 

(1874) 

Strickland  The ascent of Mary Somerville in 19th 

century society (2016) 

Books donated: 

Mittal Publishing  Jantar Mantar astronomical ob-

servatory of Jaipur (2000) 

New College Library, Oxford  Geometry and As-

tronomy in New College, Oxford: on the quatercen-

tenary of the Savilian Professorships 1619-2019 

(2019) 

Knapp  Accumulated European knowledge of as-

tronomical history: exhibition of astronomical 

manuscripts and prints of ELTE University Li-

brary: 29 October 2013 - 28 March 2014 (2012) 

Library opening schedule for the coming months: 

 

Monday 17th February 

Friday 13th March 

Wednesday 15th April 

Tuesday 19th May 

If there is a specific date you would like to use the 

library let us know and we will try to accommodate 

this. On library open days the door should be open be-

tween 10am and 3pm, though invariably it is open be-

tween 9am and 6pm - but please do contact the library 

in advance of a visit. 

The revised catalogue of books in the library is 

available and a link to this can be found on the library 

page of the SHA's website as a downloadable Excel 

spreadsheet – if you have trouble viewing the cata-

logue let us know and we can arrange to send it to you 

in an alternative format. 

If you want to know more about the library or its 

stock, or if you’d like help with your research or find-

ing a book or article, or other library-related matter, 

please do contact James and Carolyn who would love 

to hear from you.   

James Dawson, SHA Librarian 

 

  

 

BMI (Birmingham): home of the SHA Library 

mailto:library@shastro.org.uk
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/library/
mailto:library@shastro.org.uk
mailto:library.assistant@shastro.org.uk
mailto:library@shastro.org.uk
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Hello, and even with us now well into a new year, 

and the start of a new decade, may I wish you all the 

very best for the year ahead, and much success with 

any research projects you may have in the coming 

months. The SHA began 2020 with excellent news 

that, following nomination by the SHA, our very own 

Hon. Vice-President, Dr Michael Hoskins, is to be 

awarded the Royal Astronomical Society’s Agnes 

Mary Clerke Medal. As many of you already know, 

Michael is a true inspiration to all those who count 

themselves as historians of not just astronomy, but sci-

ence in general. This award, given during the RAS 

200
th

 year, is well deserved for his many years of 

painstaking research into stellar astronomy, ar-

chaeoastronomy, and the achievements of the Herschel 

family. Michael is also a constant and much valued 

supporter of the SHA, its events and activities. He has 

been at the forefront in promoting the history of as-

tronomy with his many years as a university academic, 

and was responsible for founding the very successful 

Journal for the History of Astronomy, serving as editor 

and associate editor. 

Many congratulations on the RAS Agnes Mary 

Clerke medal, Michael, on behalf of the Council and 

wider membership of the SHA. (more details else-

where in this issue of e-News). 

The year 2020 has many significant astronomical 

anniversaries and, as I’ve already indicated, one of 

those is the 200
th

 anniversary of the establishment of 

the ‘Astronomical Society of London’. Following the 

awarding of a Royal Charter in 1831, this became the 

Royal Astronomical Society.  On January 12
th

 1820 a 

group of 14 gentlemen, from many walks of life, met 

at the Freemason’s Tavern, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, Lon-

don for dinner and from this was born a London sci-

ence society which later became the RAS. Along with 

the likes of Frances Baily, Sir Joseph Banks, Sir Wil-

liam Herschel and the Duke of Somerset, was the 

Revd. Dr William Pearson (1767–1847). 

Pearson was at the time the Rector of St Nicholas’s 

Church in the sleepy South Leicestershire village of 

South Dilworth. He was already a very experienced 

and accomplished observational astronomer, instru-

ment maker, publisher of astronomy books, and clock 

maker. He had also set up two observatories within the 

village, the later one being used from 1834. 

It was then a great privilege for me as SHA Chair-

man to be invited by the Leader of Leicestershire 

County Council to attend the unveiling of a Green 

Plaque in his honour on a gate post of the old Church 

Rectory in the village, on a windy, rainy afternoon in 

January. This plaque was the culmination of many 

CHAIRMAN’S CHAT 

 

 

Unveiling of the William Pearson plaque on January 16
th

 2020 

Left to Right: Carolyn Bedwell (SHA), Louise Richardson (LCC), Professor Emma Bunce (President-elect RAS), & 

Mike Frost (SHA & BAA) (Image © RAS 2020) 
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years of both research and campaigning by SHA 

members Carolyn Bedwell and Mike Frost, Mike also 

serving as BAA Historical Section Director.  Many 

local village and Leicestershire dignitaries attended, 

along with representatives from the RAS, BAA, and 

Leicester AS, plus local school children, as the school 

has also been a benefactor of Pearson’s devotion to the 

community. During the day there was also an opportu-

nity to visit Pearson’s newly restored grave in the 

Churchyard. 

This marvellous event, which I was glad to attend on 

behalf of SHA Council and the SHA members should 

be a great example and inspiration for other Society 

members to dig deep into their own local astronomical 

history, and honour the many men and women that 

have gone before with a passion to observe, record and 

explore our Universe. 

Gerard Gilligan SHA Chairman

SHA ON THE ROAD 

Recent events at which the SHA has had a stall in-

clude: 

 Local and Family History Fair, Birmingham, 

Midlands Art Centre (MAC) in Cannon Hill Park 

(Sat 28 Sep 2019) 

 Apollo Exhibition, Liverpool Library (20 Jul 

2019) 

Future events include: 

 North West Astronomy Festival, Venue TBC 

(Sun 25 Oct) 

If you are aware of future events, which would be 

suitable for a SHA stall, please let us know. 

 

SHA RESEARCH GRANTS 

SHA Small Research Grants are available for the pe-

riod 1 Nov 2019 to 31 Oct 2020 and applications are 

solicited. The total amount allocated by the Council for 

the current round is £1500. These grants are made 

available to provide limited financial support for 

members’ research. 

Links to the application form and regulations for ap-

plicants are available on the Society’s Web site. Appli-

cations must be made using the application form. Ap-

pended to the regulations are some guidelines for 

completing the case for support that forms part of 

every application. 

 

BAA HISTORICAL SECTION 

(Correction) 

In the previous issue of SHA e-News we announced 

that Bill Barton has now taken over as Assistant Direc-

tor of the Historical Section of the British Astronomi-

cal Association. Due to a typing error, his name was 

accidentally mis-spelled: Apologies, Bill!   

 

 

Pearson’s newly restored grave 

http://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.wordpress.com/grants/
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FORTHCOMING BOOKS 

NOTICED 

The Moon: A Translation of Der Mond by J.F. 

Julius Schmidt, translated by Stephen Harvey 

(Springer), Mar 2020, pp.170 (hardback, £99.99), 

ISBN 9783030372682 

 Julius Schmidt was one 

of the finest astronomi-

cal observers of his time, 

and his detailed map of 

the Moon surpassed any-

thing that had come be-

fore. Today, the German 

astronomer and geo-

physicist has remained a 

largely neglected figure, 

despite being one of the 

most important players 

in the history of lunar 

studies. 

This book at last makes 

accessible Schmidt’s highly regarded German work, 

Der Mond. Considered an astronomical classic of the 

nineteenth century, Der Mond remained without a 

proper English counterpart for the last century and a 

half, until now. The author’s faithful English transla-

tion provides readers with much-needed access into 

Schmidt’s original publication, with the aim of show-

ing the community just how vital his work and legacy 

have been in the international field of selenography. 

Galileo and the Science Deniers, by Mario Livio 

(Simon & Schuster), Jun 2020, pp.304 (hardback, 

£20.00), ISBN 9781501194733 

 Galileo’s story may be 

more relevant today than 

ever before. At present, 

we face enormous 

crises—such as the 

minimization of the 

dangers of climate 

change—because the 

science behind these 

threats is erroneously 

questioned or ignored. 

Galileo encountered this 

problem 400 years ago. 

His discoveries, based 

on careful observations 

and ingenious experiments, contradicted conventional 

wisdom and the teachings of the church at the time. 

Consequently, in a blatant assault on freedom of 

thought, his books were forbidden by church 

authorities. 

Astrophysicist and bestselling author Mario Livio 

draws on his own scientific expertise to provide 

captivating insights into how Galileo reached his bold 

new conclusions about the cosmos and the laws of 

nature. A freethinker who followed the evidence 

wherever it led him, Galileo was one of the most 

significant figures behind the scientific revolution. He 

believed that every educated person should know 

science as well as literature, and insisted on reaching 

the widest audience possible, publishing his books in 

Italian rather than Latin. 

Galileo was put on trial with his life in the balance for 

refusing to renounce his scientific convictions. He 

remains a hero and inspiration to scientists and all of 

those who respect science—which, as Livio reminds 

us in this gripping book, remains threatened even 

today. 

As the World Turns: The History of Proving the 

Earth Rotates, by Peter Kosso (World Scientific), 

Mar 2020, pp.250 (hardback, £50.00), ISBN 

9781786348173 

We know the Earth 

rotates, but how do we 

know? When and how 

did it become 

reasonable to believe 

that the Earth rotates? 

This book offers a 

historical account, 

from ancient Greek 

science to the theory 

of relativity and 

ultimately to videos 

taken from outer 

space, of how this 

widely known truth 

came to be. Using an accessible and entertaining 

narrative suitable for anyone interested in astronomy, 

physics, or the history of either, Kosso clarifies the use 

of evidence to prove that the Earth rotates, and deals 

with the tension between the claims that the Earth is 

absolutely in motion, yet all motion is relative. The 

book also explores the general nature of scientific 

evidence and method, and confronts challenges to 

science from outside the discipline.  

Celestial Mirror The Astronomical Observatories 

of Jai Singh II, by Barry Perlus (Yale University 

Press), Jun 2020, pp.168 (hardback, £35.00), ISBN 

9780300246278 

Explore the eighteenth-century Indian astronomical 

observatories called the Jantar Mantars, massive, 

https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030372682
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030372682
https://www.simonandschuster.co.uk/books/Galileo/Mario-Livio/9781501194733
https://www.worldscientific.com/worldscibooks/10.1142/q0242
https://www.worldscientific.com/worldscibooks/10.1142/q0242
https://yalebooks.co.uk/display.asp?K=9780300246278
https://yalebooks.co.uk/display.asp?K=9780300246278
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stunning structures built to observe and understand the 

heavens 

Between 1724 and 1730, Maharajah Sawaii Jai Singh 

II of Jaipur constructed five astronomical observa-

tories, called Jantar Mantars, in northern India. The 

four remaining observatories are an extraordinary 

fusion of architecture and science, combining elements 

of astronomy, astrology, and geometry into forms of 

remarkable beauty. The observatories’ large scale and 

striking geometric forms have captivated the attention 

of architects, artists, scientists, and historians 

worldwide, yet their purpose and use remain largely 

unknown to the public. 

 In this book, Barry Perlus’s visually driven 

exploration brings readers to the Jantar Mantars and 

creates an immersive experience. Panoramas plunge 

the viewer into a breathtaking 360-degree space, while 

pages of explanatory illustrations describe the 

observatories and the workings of their many 

instruments. This book provides the experience of 

visiting the sites, learning about the historical context 

of the Jantar Mantars, and gaining an understanding of 

their scientific and architectural innovations. 

Hellenistic Astronomy: The Science in Its Contexts, 
by Alan C. Bowen and Francesca Rochberg (eds.) 

(Brill), Feb 2020, pp.376 (hardback, £179.36), ISBN 

9789004243361 

New essays by 

renowned schol-

ars address ques-

tions about what 

the ancient sci-

ence of the heav-

ens was in the 

ancient Near East 

and Mediterra-

nean worlds, and 

the numerous 

contexts in which 

it was pursued. 

Together, these 

essays will enable 

readers not only 

to understand the 

technical accom-

plishments of this ancient science but also to appreci-

ate their historical significance by locating the ques-

tions, challenges, and issues inspiring them in their 

political, medical, philosophical, literary, and religious 

contexts. 

 

RECENT BOOKS MISSED 
 

Thomas Harriot: A Life in Science, by Robyn 

Arianrhod (Oxford University Press), Jun 2019, pp.376 

(hardback, £19.99), ISBN 9780190271855 

The first trade 

biography of this 

forgotten figure from 

the Elizabethan Age. 

Sheds new light on 

Harriot's achievements 

as a scientist and 

mathematician, 

making use of 

Harriot's unpublished 

manuscripts, which 

were lost for nearly 

two centuries. 

Traces the 

development of 

mathematical and scientific thinking at a crucial 

moment in their history. 

Geometry and Astronomy in New College, Oxford: 

On the Quatercentenary of the Savilian 

Professorships 1619-2019, edited by William Poole 

and Christopher Skelton-Foord (New College Library 

& Archives), 2019, pp.96 (paperback, £11.00, includ-

ing postage in the UK), ISBN 9781916065109 

This book tells the dual 

history of astronomy 

and geometry from the 

late fourteenth century 

to the present day in 

New College, Oxford, 

and also of the Savilian 

Professors over the 

past four hundred 

years who have led 

research and teaching 

in these mathematical 

disciplines within both 

the University and the 

College. 

“Gorgeously designed, with thread-sewn binding and 

French flaps, this book is printed on Mohawk 

Superfine paper and illustrated with images from the 

remarkable geometry and astronomy collections of 

New College Library.” 

To order your copy, please download an order form. 

https://brill.com/view/title/22821
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/thomas-harriot-9780190271855?cc=gb&lang=en&
https://www.new.ox.ac.uk/geometry-and-astronomy-new-college-oxford
https://www.new.ox.ac.uk/geometry-and-astronomy-new-college-oxford
https://www.new.ox.ac.uk/geometry-and-astronomy-new-college-oxford
https://www.new.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2019-11/Geometry%20and%20Astronomy%20in%20New%20College%2C%20Oxford%20-%20Book%20Order%20Form_0.pdf
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Stars, Time, and Mountains: The work of Charles 

Piazzi Smyth, 1819-1900, by by Andy Lawrence, Kev 

Theaker, Bruce Vickery, Trina McKendrick, Suzi 

Ridley (Independently published), Jan 2020, pp.29 

(hardback, £5.99), ISBN 9781070542621 

This is the story of the 

brilliant but flawed Vic-

torian Astronomer, 

Charles Piazzi Smyth, 

and his Geologist wife, 

Jessica Piazzi Smyth. 

Piazzi Smyth showed 

that astronomy should 

be done from moun-

tains, not from smoky 

cities; he started the Ed-

inburgh Time Ball and 

One O’Clock Gun; he 

was a pioneer of pho-

tography, and a prolific 

artist, recording Victorian society; and he travelled the 

world and wrote popular books. He was also a pioneer-

ing Egyptologist, although his own theories turned into 

a controversial obsession that colour his reputation 

even today. This booklet was produced in 2019, Piazzi 

Smyth's bicentenary year, in connection with a new 

exhibition at the Nelson Monument, Calton Hill, Edin-

burgh. 

Heiau, ‘Āina, Lani: The Hawaiian Temple System 

in Ancient Kahikinui and Kaupō, Maui, by Patrick 

Vinton Kirch and Clive Ruggles (University of Hawaii 

Press), May 2019, pp.384 (hardback, £82.50), ISBN 

9780824878276 

Heiau, ‘Āina, Lani is a 

collaborative study of 78 

temple sites in the an-

cient moku of Kahikinui 

and Kaupō in southeast-

ern Maui, undertaken 

using a novel approach 

that combines archae-

ology and ar-

chaeoastronomy. Al-

though temple sites 

(heiau) were the primary 

focus of Hawaiian ar-

chaeologists in the ear-

lier part of the twentieth century, they were later ne-

glected as attention turned to the excavation of arte-

fact-rich habitation sites and theoretical and methodo-

logical approaches focused more upon entire cultural 

landscapes. The title, meaning “Temples, Land, and 

Sky,” reflects the integrated approach taken by Patrick 

Vinton Kirch and Clive Ruggles, based upon detailed 

mapping of the structures, precise determination of 

their orientations, and accurate dating. 

The book is the outcome of a joint fieldwork project 

by the two authors, spanning more than fifteen years, 

in a remarkably well-preserved archaeological land-

scape containing precontact house sites, walls, and ter-

races for dryland cultivation, and including scores of 

heiau ranging from simple upright stones dedicated to 

Kāne, to massive platforms where the priests per-

formed rites of human sacrifice to the war god Kū. 

Many of these heiau are newly discovered and reported 

for the first time in the book. 

The authors offer a fresh narrative based upon some 

provocative interpretations of the complex relation-

ships between the Hawaiian temple system, the land-

scape, and the heavens (the “skyscape”). 

 

Note: The descriptions of the books above are 

largely taken from the publishers. They are not reviews 

and do not imply endorsement by the SHA.  

WEB-LINKS NOTICED 

HAD News 

The latest issue of HAD News (no.94, Nov 2019), 

the Newsletter of the Historical Astronomy Division of 

the American Astronomical Society, is now available 

for download as a PDF file. 

 

Simon Marius Society 

Simon Marius from Gunzenhausen, the Ansbach 

Court Astronomer, discovered the four largest 

moons of Jupiter at about the same time as Galileo 

Galilei in 1610. However, he only published his 

book Mundus Iovialis, containing his findings, in 

1614. 

Accused by Galilei of plagiarism, his reputation 

suffered permanent damage, in spite of proof 

brought to light at the beginning of the 20th cen-

tury that Marius’ research had been entirely his 

own. At the Simon Marius Anniversary Celebra-

tions 2014 a number of events – mainly in the 

Franconian area – threw light on his scientific 

achievements. 

This fascinating website started in the anniver-

sary year and brings together electronically re-

trievable sources, secondary literature, lectures 

and news on Simon Marius and – whenever pos-

sible – provides convenient links. The initiators 

invite the public to make their own contributions. 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Stars-Time-Mountains-Charles-1819-1900/dp/1070542628
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Stars-Time-Mountains-Charles-1819-1900/dp/1070542628
https://uhpress.hawaii.edu/product/heiau-aina-lani-the-hawaiian-temple-system-in-ancient-kahikinui-and-kaupo-maui/
https://uhpress.hawaii.edu/product/heiau-aina-lani-the-hawaiian-temple-system-in-ancient-kahikinui-and-kaupo-maui/
https://had.aas.org/sites/had.aas.org/files/HADN94.pdf
https://www.simon-marius.net/index.php?lang=en&menu=1
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After nine years of 

work, the English ver-

sion Marius volume (see 

e-News, Aug 2019) has 

been published, con-

cluding the Simon 

Marius Anniversary 

2014. The book com-

bines the most important 

primary sources with 19 

current research contri-

butions about Marius. 

 

 

 

Will Hay and the Stars 

As well as being one of Britain's most popular stage 

and screen comedians, Will Hay was an avid astrono-

mer and made history in 1933 when he discovered a 

spot on Saturn. The Will Hay Appreciation Society 

have posted a charming nine-minute film about the 

comedian’s astronomical life. 

 

People of Science 

This series of History of Science interviews, pro-

duced for the Royal Society by Brian Cox might prove 

interesting to SHA members. Each interview considers 

the life and work of one famous scientist of the past. 

No astronomy yet, but maybe that will come.  

 

Linda Hall Library 
Scientist of the day – Kepler 

This webpage of the Linda Hall Library, created on 

27 Dec 2019, gives a potted account of Johannes Ke-

pler and his work. A nice feature is that clicking on 

one of the images takes you to a superb high-resolution 

version of the library book that the image was from. 

Further digital versions of works from the early history 

of astronomy are also available online from the Li-

brary. 

LUNCHTIME TALKS AT THE BMI 

The Birmingham and Midland Institute, which is the 

home to the SHA’s Library, runs a lecture programme 

on Mondays over lunchtime for members of the BMI 

and for other interested people.  

In December 2019 I gave a talk on “what can the 

amateur astronomer achieve from their own back gar-

den”. It was a very non-specific talk about the types of 

astronomy amateurs undertake and the sorts of things 

they are likely to be able to observe from their own 

homes. It was an audience of people who knew very 

little about amateur astronomy and they found it fasci-

nating. I have said that I will give another talk in 

March on “comets in a science and culture”. 

The BMI are looking for other speakers for their lec-

ture programme. Talks can be on absolutely any topic 

and should be about 45 minutes in length with some 

time for questions; the audience ranges from 20-40 

people. It would be good if other SHA members would 

volunteer to give a talk as part of this programme. For 

further information, please contact me. 

James Dawson, SHA Librarian 

SHA SURVEY 

A number of recent additions to the SHA Survey 

have been made as new names turned up during the 

compilation of the observatory index. The indexes for 

Ireland, Scotland and Wales are now complete, but the 

biggest area, England, is still to be tackled.   

A notable addition is that of Johann von Lamont 

(1805-79), contributed by Carolyn.  He was born in 

Aberdeenshire, Scotland, where he lived until he was 

orphaned and was sent to a Bavarian monastery near 

Munich.  Here he received a thorough education and 

attended the local university, being appointed Assistant 

Director at the Bogenhausen Observatory. Later he 

became the Director and a Professor. He is best re-

membered for work on magnetism and nearly discov-

ered Neptune by chance.  Von Lamont is associated 

with the early history of astrophysics, having repeated 

Fraunhofer’s experiments on the spectra of stars.  His 

Scottish ancestry is not immediately evident, as he 

Germanised his name and was awarded a German title.  

C.A. Saxon of Frome, Somerset has been added but 

is lacking much detail.  Frome submitted observations 

to the RAS and BAA, but has seems to have no obitu-

ary. 

The SHA Council appointed a working group to look 

at the future of the survey. This has now met and 

reached its conclusions. Its report and recommenda-

tions will be discussed at the next Council Meeting.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V7AF-Evx8ZE&
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dbnRc-OOUfo
https://www.lindahall.org/johannes-kepler-2/
http://lhldigital.lindahall.org/cdm/landingpage/collection/astro_early
http://lhldigital.lindahall.org/cdm/landingpage/collection/astro_early
mailto:library@shastro.org.uk
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OTHER MEETINGS, COURSES & 
EXHIBITIONS NOTICED (non-SHA) 

 

BAA Historical Section meeting 

Sat 21 Nov 2020 at the Birmingham Midland Institute, 

9 Margaret Street, Birmingham B3 3BS.  

The meeting will be from 10 am until 5 pm in the John 

Lee Hall. Speakers and topics will be given in a future 

issue of SHA e-News and on the section webpage. 

9th International Conference of the 
European Society for the History of 
Science (ESHS) 

31 Aug – 3 Sep 2020 at the University of Bologna  

The theme of the Conference will be Visual, Mate-

rial and Sensory Cultures of Science. It will be hosted 

by the Centre for the History of Universities and Sci-

ence at the University of Bologna (CIS) and by the 

Italian Society for the History of Science (SISS). 

Bologna is one of the major centres for the study of 

the history of science in Italy, and this distinguished 

tradition goes back a long time. Since the later Middle 

Ages Bologna has been at the core of significant de-

velopments in European medicine, natural philosophy, 

mathematics, astronomy and a wide spectrum of other 

emerging scientific disciplines. Over the centuries, the 

city and its university have collected and preserved a 

vast amount of documentation that traces the practice 

and evolution of these disciplines within a variety of 

institutional and civic contexts. As a result, Bologna 

can praise itself for hosting some of the richest ar-

chives for the history of science and medicine in 

Europe.  

 

39th Scientific Instrument Commis-
sion Symposium  

14-19 Sep  2020 in London 

The conference will be jointly organised by the Sci-

ence Museum and Royal Museums Greenwich, with 

the main base at the Science Museum’s Dana Research 

Centre and Library in South Kensington and a day in 

Greenwich.  

The ‘spatial turn’ in history of science and historical 

geography has seen fruitful exploration of the situated-

ness of knowledge production and practice. Instrument 

historians have paid close attention to how instruments 

have been made, used and understood in a variety of 

spaces. 

This year’s theme, Spaces for Instruments, reflects 

some current interests of our host institutions. The Sci-

ence Museum’s new Science City 1550-1800 gallery 

explores how scientific instrument making and ex-

perimental practice shaped, and were shaped by, the 

growing city of London. The forthcoming Royal Mu-

seums Greenwich Royal Observatory 350 project will 

explore the legacy of one of the most iconic sites in 

instrument history. Museums are also in their own 

right significant spaces for the preservation, study and 

public interpretation of scientific instruments. 

The theme also builds on excellent discussions at re-

cent SIC Symposia which have explored instruments at 

the crossroads, infrastructure, global/local and 

east/west narratives. 

Stories of the Sky 

11-12 Jul 2020, University of Wales Trinity Saint 

David, Lampeter, Wales 

18th Sophia Centre conference. One of the enduring 

features of human culture is the telling of stories about 

the sky. Over the millennia people have wondered how 

the sky may contain significance, reveal meaning, pre-

dict the future, reflect on social structures and mores, 

and explore the ways in which sky and earth harmo-

nise and mirror each other. 

This academic conference invites proposals to speak 

on how and why we tell stories about the sky, and the 

nature, meaning and purpose of such stories. 

History of Astronomy course 

A 7-week evening course on the History of Astron-

omy is currently being offered by the Natural History 

Society of Northumbria (29 Jan – 11 Mar) at Newcas-

tle University.  

NEW MEMBERS 

We are pleased to give a warm welcome to the 

following new members who have joined since 

the previous issue of SHA  e-News: 

Mr John Fathers, ABINGDON  

Mrs Margaret Curtis, ISLE OF LEWIS  

Dr Steve Barrett, WIRRAL  

Mr Jim Foreman, BATH  

Prof Stephen Eales, CARDIFF  

Mr Owen Brazell, FARINGDON 

https://britastro.org/section_front/13
https://sites.google.com/view/eshsbologna2020/home
https://scientific-instrument-commission.org/sic-conferences/item/xxxix-scientific-instrument-symposium
http://sophia-project.net/conferences/conference2020/index.php
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/a-history-of-astronomy-tickets-83356404249
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/a-history-of-astronomy-tickets-83356404249
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In 2018 I was kindly awarded a grant by the SHA to 

investigate archaeoastronomy links between West 

Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly. I was particularly in-

terested in exploring the relationship between the Scil-

lonian chambered tombs which are prevalent on the 

Islands but far less numerous here on the mainland. 

We have just eight examples here in the far West of 

Cornwall, whereas the Islands have over eighty.  

The grant enabled me to cover the travel to the Is-

lands and spend time with local expert Dr Katherine 

Sawyer. The first morning on the Islands was spent 

exploring St Mary’s chambered tombs, including the 

Porth Hellick Down cemetery. There are a large num-

ber of smaller graves here but central to these is one of 

the most impressive chambered tombs on all the Is-

lands. This is a substantial monument which is in good 

condition and still has its kerb, passage, chamber and 

blocking stone all in place. One of the most interesting 

features about this tomb is that the direction of the pas-

sage is orientated so the inner chamber illuminates on 

the summer solstice sunset. There are many other 

smaller graves within the immediate location and this 

is the only one which is orientated in this manner. 

There are a number of other large grave sites remain-

ing on the main Island, these were also visited and in-

cluded Bant’s Carn, Innisidgen Lower and Upper Bur-

ial Chambers and Buzza Hill.  

That afternoon we took a boat over to the uninhab-

ited island of Samson. This island has two large hills 

and along the hilltops are a large number of grave 

sites. Many of them seem to follow the line of the 

ridge itself although there are always exceptions to the 

rule with a number positioned in locations off the 

ridgeway.  

The second day was spent on Gugh, an Island which 

is reached from St Agnes via a tidal causeway. Here I 

was shown a large number of chambered tombs in-

cluding those located on the southern side of Kitten 

Hill. A recent fire on this island had exposed a number 

of previously hidden stone rows which ran between the 

sites. This was perhaps a once in a lifetime opportunity 

to sketch their locations before regrowth of bracken 

and gorse covers them once more. One of the more 

fascinating aspects to Scillonian archaeology is that 

you can see a number of sites extending out into the 

inner waters which exists between the Islands. These 

waters are so shallow that under certain tidal condi-

ARCHAEOASTRONOMY 

IN WEST CORNWALL & THE ISLES OF SCILLY 

by Carolyn Kennett 

 

 

Porth Hellick 

 

Upper Innisidgen 
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tions they allow walkers to navigate a path between the 

Islands. The landscape we see today has changed a lot 

since the Bronze Age, when many of the Islands would 

have still been connected. 

The Scillonian graves are numerous and many of 

these have unique characteristics. There has been some 

suggestion that the majority orientate towards the east-

ern horizon, and some of the larger graves seem to 

have been deliberately positioned to illuminate during 

solstices. Equally interesting is that a number of them 

also have entrances which are facing into hillsides, 

limiting light at all times down the passageway. There 

is some commonality with the graves here in West 

Cornwall: they are of similar size and design. But, as 

with the Scillonian graves themselves, each of the 

eight West Cornwall chambered tombs is unique. Per-

haps as astronomers we will find it interesting that four 

of the eight remaining graves here in West Cornwall 

are orientated to the winter solstice sunrise or sunset, 

but that does not explain why the other 50% are orien-

tated in other directions. Nevertheless, standing at the 

largest of the Cornish graves at Bosiliack awaiting il-

lumination on the winter solstice sunrise is a very spe-

cial event to be part off and well worth experiencing.   

I wish to thank the SHA for providing me with this 

grant to undertake this research. 

Carolyn Kennett 

 

[Editor’s note: See page 7 of this e-News for informa-

tion about SHA Research Grants] 

UPDATE REPORT 

PROPOSED HORROCKS 
MEMORIAL SCULPTURE 

The Father of English Astronomy 

By Gerard Gilligan 

The three hundred and eighty year old story of a 

humble son of a yeoman farmer, who, only just out of 

his teenage years, went on to revolutionize our views 

and ideas of our solar system, is a tale that could al-

most be considered as a bit of fiction. However the 

acclaimed Liverpool-born astronomer, Jeremiah Hor-

rocks (1618-1641), is the subject of what some have 

described as a very ambitious but well overdue project: 

to create at least one, or maybe two, life-size bronze 

statues to honour Horrocks. 

 An informal group of local enthusiasts have formed 

a statue steering group and came together on Saturday 

November 30th at the majestic Edwardian Hornby Li-

brary, at the Liverpool Central Library, to launch a two 

year project to publicize and begin a crowd funding 

campaign to raise over £150,000 for the creation and 

siting of the two statues: One to be sited in Liverpool 

city centre, and the other to be placed in a planned new 

site at the Campus of the University of Central Lanca-

shire in Preston.   

The exact location in Liverpool has yet to be estab-

lished, but the Preston university campus already has 

an Institute for Mathematics, Physics and Astronomy 

name in honour of Jeremiah Horrocks, and is located 

just a few miles south of the Lancashire hamlet of 

Much Hoole, from where, famously, Horrocks ob-

served the transit of the planet Venus across the solar 

disc on 24th November of 1639 (O.S.): An event of 

planetary mechanics which he predicted at a notably 

young age and on the eve of the First English Civil 

War. Horrocks is general acknowledged as the link 

between the greats of orbital and observational astron-

omy, Galileo, Copernicus, Kepler with that of Newton, 

Halley, and many others who followed Horrocks. If he 

had lived beyond his 22 years, sadly dying in 1641, 

Jeremiah could well have outshone Newton who lived 

into his eighties. If Newton had died at such a young 

age he would have been almost forgotten by astro-

nomical history. 

During the afternoon of November 30th, and as part 

of the fundraiser launch event, speakers and supporters 

were introduced by myself, as Chairman for the Soci-

ety of the History of Astronomy (SHA) - among them: 

Dr Allan Chapman, well-known Oxford historian of 

science and astronomy; writer and film maker Frank 

Cottrell Boyce; and also talented Liverpool based artist 

Philip Garrett, who unveiled the proposed design in the 

 

Buzza Hill on St Mary's 
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form a small statuette. This depicts the astronomer tak-

ing a stellar angular measurement. Other speakers in-

cluded Professor Andy Newsham from the Institute of 

Astrophysics from the John Moore’s University, and 

also Michaela Mitchell who gave details of the strong 

educational and public outreach programme, which 

appropriates Horrocks into the syllabus for local Mer-

seyside schools, and users the young Horrocks as role 

model for future astronomers and scientists and as a 

standard bearer for social mobility. Sadly representa-

tives from the University of Central Lancashire were 

unable to attend on the day. 

So all the speakers related Horrocks influences on 

culture, social, history and scientific discovery. 

The statue project has strong support both locally 

and nationally, namely local astronomical societies 

from Liverpool, Manchester, Salford and Preston.  The 

project has received the endorsement and wishes of 

success from the Society for the History of Astronomy, 

and members of the Heritage Committee of the Royal 

Astronomical Society. 

[With thanks to members of the Steering Group, Liv-

erpool A.S. members, BBC Radio Merseyside and staff 

at Liverpool Central Library. Images Maureen and 

Phil Williams (LAS members)] 

  

 

Dr Allan Chapman admires a miniature version of the proposed statue of Jeremiah Horrocks.  

(Image - Maureen & Phil Williams) 
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SHA CALENDAR 2020 

MONTH SHA EVENT OR PUBLICATION VENUE 

2020   

JAN   

FEB SHA e-News (1-5 Feb)  

MAR   

APR SHA Bulletin 31 (1 Apr) 
SHA Spring Conference (25 Apr) 

 
Cambridge 

MAY SHA e-News (1-5 May)  

JUN The Antiquarian Astronomer (Jun)  

JUL SHA Summer Picnic (20 Jun) Lacock Abbey, 
Wiltshire 

AUG SHA e-News (1-5 Aug)  

SEP   

OCT SHA Bulletin 32 (1 Oct) 
SHA Autumn Conference & AGM (24 Oct) 

 
Birmingham 

NOV SHA e-News (1-5 Nov)  

DEC   

 

 

 

 


