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It is now more than four months since the official 

Covid-19 lockdown commenced in the UK. Even now, 

although tentative steps are being taken to ease restric-

tions, there is little sign of an imminent return to the 

free movement and social intercourse that was taken 

for granted so recently. Maybe it will not be until an 

effective vaccine has been deployed on a large scale 

that people will feel truly safe travelling on public 

transport or attending large gatherings. 

In the meantime, organisations like ours have started 

to adapt to a new modus vivendi. Face-to-face meet-

ings have been temporarily suspended and their place 

has been taken by Internet-based communication and 

new terminology – ‘webinars’, ‘Zoom’ sessions, meet-

ing IDs and passwords.   

The SHA Council has now commenced meeting re-

motely – via ‘Zoom’ – a facility that might be of con-

tinuing usefulness even after physical meetings re-

commence: Every cloud has a silver lining! Other ad-

justments have been made to ensure that the SHA is 

still able to function.   

When the printing of the May issue of the SHA Bul-

letin was interrupted by the lockdown, we distributed 

it digitally. Fortunately the ‘hard copy’ version has 

now gone to members. The SHA public Facebook 

page  has continued to stream a rich amount of fasci-

nating material relating to the history of astronomy and 

its many anniversaries. The SHA’s peer-reviewed 

journal, The Antiquarian Astronomer, has just ap-

peared in a ‘bumper’ issue—to help fill all that spare 

time! And, of course, SHA e-News continues to ap-

pear on time and contains lots of hyperlinks to online 

resources, videos, etc. 

We know how much members were looking forward 

to the Spring and Autumn Conferences this year. It is a 

matter of considerable regret that we have had to can-

cel them, but we are sure that everyone will consider 

this the right thing to have done. However, given the 

excellent line-up of speakers and topics that had been 

put in place, we hope to re-arrange most of them in 

2021. 

Thankfully, the wonders of the night sky provide a 

recurring blissful distraction from sublunary con-

cerns... We even have an unexpected spectacular new 

comet to observe (or was it a portent?!!). 

  

THE ‘NEW NORMAL’? 
The SHA adapting to life under lockdown 

 

GEORGE SARTON MEDAL 2020 

We are delighted to report that the 2020 George 

Sarton Medal of the History of Science Society has 

been awarded to Jim Bennett for his work as a histo-

rian of scientific instruments, curator of world-class 

collections, museum leader, and teacher. 

Jim Bennett was the Director of the History of 

Science Museum, Oxford. In addition to his aca-

demic work, he has become well-known to UK au-

diences for his involvement in many broadcasts on 

radio and TV. He has also lectured at the SHA 

Spring Conference.  

The medal is named after George Sarton (1884-

1956), one of the founders of History of Science as 

an independent discipline. Sarton founded the jour-

nal Isis in Belgium in 1912 

 

 

SHA Council ‘Zoom’ meeting (30
th

 May) 
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FUTURE SHA MEETINGS 

2020 AUTUMN CONFERENCE & AGM 

Because of the Covid-19 pandemic, this event, which 

was to have been on Sat 24 Oct 2020 at the Birming-

ham and Midland Institute, has been CANCELLED. 

The Council is of the opinion that the majority of 

members will not wish to travel to such an event at this 

stage and is considering options for arranging a substi-

tute AGM. 

2021 SPRING CONFERENCE 

We are hopeful that this conference will take place at 

the Institute of Astronomy in Cambridge. Further de-

tails to be announced in due course. A date cannot be 

announced until the venue starts taking bookings 

again. 

2021 SPECIAL CONFERENCE IN PARIS 
SHA-SAF 

The proposed joint meeting which was to have been 

held with the members of the History Commission of 

the Société Astronomique de France (SAF) in Paris 

from Fri 9 – Sat 11 Apr 2021 has been postponed. 

This is because there are still too many uncertainties 

arising from the Covid-19 pandemic.  Re-arrangement 

details will be announced in due course. 

BULLETIN CO-EDITORS 

You know what’s coming now, don’t you? That pic-

ture tells you everything! The SHA is run by volun-

teers. Unfortunately, both of our Bulletin  co-Editors – 

Carolyn Kennett and Kevin Kilburn – have had to step 

down at short notice for quite separate personal rea-

sons. We are therefore now looking for replacements. 

Without volunteers the Bulletin cannot re-appear. 

 If you think you have the necessary skills and would 

like to be involved, please get in touch (see ‘Chair-

man’s Chat’). In order to allow sufficient time to ap-

point the right person(s), the SHA Council has decided 

to postpone the next issue (no.34) until 2021. We ex-

tend our apologies to those who have already submit-

ted material, but at least the new Editor(s) will have 

time to ‘learn the ropes’. 

 

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 Mike Leggett 

Treasurer  Geoff King 

Membership Secretary Graham Jones 

Editors, SHA Bulletin vacant 

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 2020: 

Sat 12 Sep 2020, remotely via ‘Zoom’ 

 

When physical meetings are able to resume, SHA 

members are very welcome to attend Council meet-

ings as observers. Please let the General Secretary 

know in advance, if you wish to do so. 

 

https://saf-astronomie.fr/histoire/
https://saf-astronomie.fr/histoire/
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SHA PUBLICATIONS 

SHA e-News 

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

ber 2020. If you know of any meetings, publications, 

exhibitions or events pertaining to the history of as-

tronomy 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 

Due to the Covid-19 shutdown, printing of issue 33 

of the Bulletin was delayed. All members now, how-

ever, should have received the printed 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 34 has been 

postponed until 2021 (see previous page and ‘Chair-

man’s Chat’). 

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).  

THE ANTIQUARIAN ASTRONOMER 

Issue 14 of The Antiquarian Astronomer was pub-

lished close to timetable in mid-July 2020, which is 

quite an achievement, given the current unusual cir-

cumstances. All members should have received a copy.  

  

 

This is a ‘bumper’ issue, running to 108 pages. The 

contents include: an assessment by Simon Mitton of 

Georges Lemaître’s role in what is now known as the 

Hubble–Lemaître law; Paul Haley on the life and work 

of Henry Cooper Key, a pioneer of silvered-glass mir-

rors; the story of W. H. Smyth’s telescopes told by 

Rob Peeling; a study of colour perception among past 

and present observers of coloured double stars by Peter 

Morris and Bill Sheehan; and the final part of Richard 

Schmidt and Paul Dearden’s in-depth history of the 

Liverpool Observatory, from the time when it became 

the Greenwich of the north to its eventual removal to 

Bidston. 

Because the printed version has been successfully 

delivered, a PDF of the issue will not now be made 

available for download from the SHA website as an-

nounced in the last e-News. Members and others wish-

ing to submit material for future issues of The Anti-

quarian Astronomer should contact Ian Ridpath (Edi-

tor) at aaeditor@shastro.org.uk. Guidance for authors 

and some back issues can be found on The Antiquarian 

Astronomer web page.  

mailto:enews@shastro.org.uk
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/the-e-news/
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/the-bulletin/
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/the-bulletin/
mailto:survey@shastro.org.uk
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 2700 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. 

As well as keeping an eye on the second hand market 

for books of interest to the Library, I’d also like to 

conduct focussed searches from time to time on spe-

cific areas to help identify any books I should be look-

ing to acquire for the Library. This period I have fo-

cussed on the transits of Venus and its role in the his-

tory of astronomy. You’ll see several new books I’ve 

obtained for the Library on this topic, some of which 

are not easily found, so reinforcing the value of the 

collection within the SHA’s Library. I hope when the 

Library is fully open members will enjoy these. If 

there are specific topics or specific titles you think the 

Library should investigate, please do send me an 

email. 

Some of the Library’s new additions: 

Anderson, Mark, The day the world discovered the sun 

: an extraordinary story of scientific adventure and the 

race to track the Transit of Venus, 2012 

Arianrhod, Robyn, Thomas Harriot: A Life in Science, 

2019 

Chauvin, Michael, H k loa: the British 1874 transit of 

Venus expedition to Hawai'i, 2004 

Chauvin, Michael E, Astronomy in the Sandwich Is-

lands: the 1874 Transit of Venus, 1993 

Crowe, Michael J, A calendar of the correspondence of 

Sir John Herschel, 1998 

d'Auteroche, Jean Chappe, Voyage to California to 

Observe the Transit of Venus, 1973 

Gartmann, Heinz, The Men Behind the Space Rockets, 

1956 

Hetherington, Barry, The Darlington Telescope: a 

documentary history, 1986 

Interlibrum (Vaduz), The moon in science and fiction, 

or how man reached cosmic space. Catalogue 270, 

1977 

Lang, Kenneth R, A brief history of Astronomy and 

Astrophysics, 2018 

Lojkine, AK, Mount Stromlo Observatory: a history 

and description of the Observatory; its work and its 

equipment, 1958 

McEvoy, JP, A brief history of the Universe: from an-

cient Babylon to the Big Bang, 2010 

Mee, Arthur, The Story of the Telescope. With lists of 

the principal telescopes, observatories, astronomical 

societies, periodicals and books, and a chronological 

summary [facsimile], 2016 

Nunis, Doyce B, The 1769 transit of Venus: the Baja 

California observations of Jean-Baptiste Chappe 

dʹAuteroche, Vicente de Do  and  oa u n Vel   ue  

C rdenas de Le n, 1982 

Peebles, PJE, Cosmology's Century: An Inside History 

of Our Modern Understanding of the Universe, 2020 

Petersen, Carolyn Collins, The Discovery of the Uni-

verse: a history of astronomy and observatories, 2019 

Roos, Anna Marie E, Luminaries in the natural world: 

the sun and the moon in England, 1400-1720, 2001 

Schindler, Kevin R, Pluto and Lowell Observatory: a 

history of discovery at Flagstaff, 2018 

Whatton, Arundell Blount, Memoir Of The Life And 

Labors Of The Reverend Jeremiah Horrox (1875) 

(modern day reproduction), 2008 

Williams, Thomas R, Advancing Variable Star As-

tronomy: the Centennial History of the American As-

sociation of Variable Star Observers, 2011 

Woodruff, John,  Transiting the sun: Venus and the 

key to the size of the cosmos, 2012 

 

BMI (Birmingham): home of the SHA Library 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Day-World-Discovered-Sun-Extraordinary/dp/0306820382
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Day-World-Discovered-Sun-Extraordinary/dp/0306820382
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Day-World-Discovered-Sun-Extraordinary/dp/0306820382
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Thomas-Harriot-Science-Robyn-Arianrhod/dp/019027185X
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Hokuloa-British-Transit-Expedition-HawaiI/dp/1581780230
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Hokuloa-British-Transit-Expedition-HawaiI/dp/1581780230
https://www.worldcat.org/title/astronomy-in-the-sandwich-islands-the-1874-transit-of-venus/oclc/1140813135&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/astronomy-in-the-sandwich-islands-the-1874-transit-of-venus/oclc/1140813135&referer=brief_results
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Calendar-Correspondence-Sir-John-Herschel/dp/0521631491
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Calendar-Correspondence-Sir-John-Herschel/dp/0521631491
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Voyage-California-Observe-Transit-Venus/dp/0855461748
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Voyage-California-Observe-Transit-Venus/dp/0855461748
https://www.worldcat.org/title/men-behind-the-space-rockets/oclc/937611764?referer=di&ht=edition
https://www.worldcat.org/title/darlington-telescope-a-documentary-history/oclc/14413849?referer=di&ht=edition
https://www.worldcat.org/title/darlington-telescope-a-documentary-history/oclc/14413849?referer=di&ht=edition
https://www.worldcat.org/title/moon-in-science-fiction-or-how-man-reached-cosmic-space-an-unusual-assembly-of-rare-books-autographs-manuscripts-maps-and-papers-catalogue/oclc/1072992752&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/moon-in-science-fiction-or-how-man-reached-cosmic-space-an-unusual-assembly-of-rare-books-autographs-manuscripts-maps-and-papers-catalogue/oclc/1072992752&referer=brief_results
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Brief-History-Astronomy-Astrophysics-Cos/dp/9813233834/ref=sr_1_2?dchild=1&keywords=A+brief+history+of+Astronomy+and+Astrophysics+lang&qid=1594297511&sr=8-2
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Brief-History-Astronomy-Astrophysics-Cos/dp/9813233834/ref=sr_1_2?dchild=1&keywords=A+brief+history+of+Astronomy+and+Astrophysics+lang&qid=1594297511&sr=8-2
https://www.worldcat.org/title/mount-stromlo-observatory-a-history-and-description-of-the-observatory-its-work-and-its-equipment/oclc/974168389?referer=di&ht=edition
https://www.worldcat.org/title/mount-stromlo-observatory-a-history-and-description-of-the-observatory-its-work-and-its-equipment/oclc/974168389?referer=di&ht=edition
https://www.worldcat.org/title/mount-stromlo-observatory-a-history-and-description-of-the-observatory-its-work-and-its-equipment/oclc/974168389?referer=di&ht=edition
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Brief-History-Universe-J-P-McEvoy/dp/1845296842/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=A+brief+history+of+the+Universe+%3A+from+ancient+Babylon+to+the+Big+Bang&qid=1594297639&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Brief-History-Universe-J-P-McEvoy/dp/1845296842/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=A+brief+history+of+the+Universe+%3A+from+ancient+Babylon+to+the+Big+Bang&qid=1594297639&sr=8-1
https://www.worldcat.org/title/story-of-the-telescope-with-lists-of-the-principal-telescopes-observatories-astronomical-societies-periodicals-and-books-and-a-chronological-summary/oclc/781630498?referer=di&ht=edition
https://www.worldcat.org/title/story-of-the-telescope-with-lists-of-the-principal-telescopes-observatories-astronomical-societies-periodicals-and-books-and-a-chronological-summary/oclc/781630498?referer=di&ht=edition
https://www.worldcat.org/title/story-of-the-telescope-with-lists-of-the-principal-telescopes-observatories-astronomical-societies-periodicals-and-books-and-a-chronological-summary/oclc/781630498?referer=di&ht=edition
https://www.worldcat.org/title/story-of-the-telescope-with-lists-of-the-principal-telescopes-observatories-astronomical-societies-periodicals-and-books-and-a-chronological-summary/oclc/781630498?referer=di&ht=edition
https://www.amazon.co.uk/1769-Transit-Venus-Observations-Jean-Baptiste/dp/0938644181/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=The+1769+transit+of+Venus+%3A+the+Baja+California&qid=1594297809&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/1769-Transit-Venus-Observations-Jean-Baptiste/dp/0938644181/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=The+1769+transit+of+Venus+%3A+the+Baja+California&qid=1594297809&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/1769-Transit-Venus-Observations-Jean-Baptiste/dp/0938644181/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=The+1769+transit+of+Venus+%3A+the+Baja+California&qid=1594297809&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/1769-Transit-Venus-Observations-Jean-Baptiste/dp/0938644181/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=The+1769+transit+of+Venus+%3A+the+Baja+California&qid=1594297809&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Cosmologys-Century-History-Understanding-Universe/dp/0691196028/ref=sr_1_3?dchild=1&keywords=Cosmology%27s+Century%3A+An+Inside+History+of+Our+Modern+Understanding+of+the+Universe&qid=1594297854&sr=8-3
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Cosmologys-Century-History-Understanding-Universe/dp/0691196028/ref=sr_1_3?dchild=1&keywords=Cosmology%27s+Century%3A+An+Inside+History+of+Our+Modern+Understanding+of+the+Universe&qid=1594297854&sr=8-3
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Discovery-Universe-History-Astronomy-Observatories/dp/1445684136/ref=sxts_sxwds-bia-wc-p13n1_0?cv_ct_cx=The+Discovery+of+the+Universe+%3A+a+history+of+astronomy+and+observatories&dchild=1&keywords=The+Discovery+of+the+Universe+%3A+
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Discovery-Universe-History-Astronomy-Observatories/dp/1445684136/ref=sxts_sxwds-bia-wc-p13n1_0?cv_ct_cx=The+Discovery+of+the+Universe+%3A+a+history+of+astronomy+and+observatories&dchild=1&keywords=The+Discovery+of+the+Universe+%3A+
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Luminaries-Natural-World-Polytechnic-Technology/dp/0820445630/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Luminaries+in+the+natural+world+%3A+the+sun+and+the+moon+in+England%2C+1400-1720&qid=1594297907&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Luminaries-Natural-World-Polytechnic-Technology/dp/0820445630/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Luminaries+in+the+natural+world+%3A+the+sun+and+the+moon+in+England%2C+1400-1720&qid=1594297907&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Pluto-Lowell-Observatory-Discovery-Flagstaff/dp/1540228509/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Pluto+and+Lowell+Observatory+%3A+a+history+of+discovery+at+Flagstaff&qid=1594297925&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Pluto-Lowell-Observatory-Discovery-Flagstaff/dp/1540228509/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Pluto+and+Lowell+Observatory+%3A+a+history+of+discovery+at+Flagstaff&qid=1594297925&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Memoir-Labors-Reverend-Jeremiah-Horrox/dp/1164961233/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Memoir+Of+The+Life+And+Labors+Of+The+Reverend+Jeremiah+Horrox&qid=1594297949&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Memoir-Labors-Reverend-Jeremiah-Horrox/dp/1164961233/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Memoir+Of+The+Life+And+Labors+Of+The+Reverend+Jeremiah+Horrox&qid=1594297949&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Advancing-Variable-Star-Astronomy-Association/dp/0521519128/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Advancing+Variable+Star+Astronomy&qid=1594297976&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Advancing-Variable-Star-Astronomy-Association/dp/0521519128/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Advancing+Variable+Star+Astronomy&qid=1594297976&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Advancing-Variable-Star-Astronomy-Association/dp/0521519128/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Advancing+Variable+Star+Astronomy&qid=1594297976&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Transiting-Sun-Venus-Size-Cosmos/dp/0952267160/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Transiting+the+sun+%3A+Venus+and+the+key+to+the+size+of+the+cosmos&qid=1594297995&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Transiting-Sun-Venus-Size-Cosmos/dp/0952267160/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Transiting+the+sun+%3A+Venus+and+the+key+to+the+size+of+the+cosmos&qid=1594297995&s=books&sr=1-1
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Woolf, Harry, The transits of Venus: a study in the 

organization and practice of eighteenth century sci-

ence, 1959 

 

 

 

Since the release of lock down, I have been to the 

Library and can report that all is well. I am not going 

to advertise opening dates for the time being as we are 

still watching the national picture. However, if any 

member wants to visit the Library, get in touch with 

me and I am sure we can arrange a date where your 

visit can be undertaken safely. 

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 

library@shastro.org.uk 

 

 

MICHAEL CHARLES LOWNE 

We are sad to have to record the death of SHA 

member Mike Lowne. Mike joined the Astrometry & 

Astrophysics Department at the Royal Greenwich Ob-

servatory in 1950. His memories of the Isaac Newton 

telescope at the RGO at Herstmonceux were set down 

in a substantial feature in the SHA Bulletin (2010) and 

readers may recall that he wrote a short article about 

the ‘Yapp’ Reflector dome at Greenwich for the Au-

gust 2018 issue of SHA e-News, along with a photo of 

the dome that he took in 1954. 

 

SHA ON THE ROAD 

For obvious reasons, the SHA has not been able to 

have any publicity stalls recently. We had intended to 

be present at the North West Astronomy Festival, but 

this event has been rescheduled to 2021.  

If you are aware of other 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. 

SHA SURVEY 

The long awaited observatory index of existing sur-

vey stubs is now complete with nearly 350 discrete 

entries.  In addition to linking with the county survey 

page, the entry has an association link (people & 

groups), where appropriate.  Also, the people index is 

about to be updated (end of month) with a new-look 

format which will include a similar association link 

and location details. 

 Amongst new contributions received is an entry for 

James Scott (1844-1928) - 'the Selkirk mason-

astronomer' - and a list of UK/Irish observatories.   

https://www.worldcat.org/title/transits-of-venus-a-study-of-eighteenth-century-science/oclc/1163858440&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/transits-of-venus-a-study-of-eighteenth-century-science/oclc/1163858440&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/transits-of-venus-a-study-of-eighteenth-century-science/oclc/1163858440&referer=brief_results
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/library/
mailto:library@shastro.org.uk
mailto:library.assistant@shastro.org.uk
mailto:library@shastro.org.uk
https://nwastrofest.co.uk/
http://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.wordpress.com/grants/
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I do hope this message from the Chairman finds you 

keeping well and safe, as we continue to try and carry 

on everyday life within the pandemic lockdown. Re-

cently certain aspects of the lockdown continue to be 

eased and lifted, in an attempt to return to what is be-

ing called the “new normal”. The SHA is also continu-

ing to come to terms with trying to rebuild its timeta-

ble of events and meetings, together with catching up 

with the production and distribution of our printed 

publications. Issue 14 of The Antiquarian Astronomer 

will soon be in your hands, with much appreciation to 

Editor Ian Ridpath. 

Some positive news is that early discussions have 

begun with the BMI about having the SHA library 

open and accessible again, and also plans to perhaps 

allow Society meetings to be once again held at the 

BMI—using effective social distancing and the provi-

sion of face coverings, hand hygiene stations, etc.  

During the summer we received sad but understand-

able news that both our Bulletin co-editors, Carolyn 

Kennett and Kevin Kilburn have been forced to step 

down from their Bulletin responsibilities and SHA 

Council. I have to say that this news was a personal 

disappointment for me as chairman, having seen the 

progress and improvements that Carolyn and Kevin 

had achieved with the SHA Bulletin.  

To have the electronic version of the Bulletin avail-

able to the wider membership just before the lockdown 

in March, and then after delays, caused by circum-

stances beyond anybody’s control, we did get to view 

the excellent and redesigned printed version of Issue 

33. The future looked secure and bright for the Bulle-

tin. However as I’ve indicated several times before, in 

spite of the disappointments and frustration with meet-

ing/event cancellations, and delays, the health and 

wellbeing of all SHA members, plus those associated 

with the SHA events and venues, has to come first.  

Carolyn and Kevin have indicated to Council that they 

will continue with their society membership, and will 

also continue to provide SHA support and help, but 

with lesser involvement than before. I do wish both of 

them well and to take care and that at a more appropri-

ate time and under much improved circumstances we 

will welcome them back onto Council. 

Therefore, to allow time for the SHA Council to find 

suitable replacements to take over the responsibility 

for the production and publication of the SHA Bulle-

tin, we will postpone when the next issue (Bulletin 34) 

is to appear to Spring next year (March/April 2021). 

This time delay will also allow for an articles guide-

lines document to be produced for the Bulletin along 

the same lines as those for The Antiquarian Astrono-

mer. These plans will allow the Bulletin to continue 

and to maintain its very high standard of articles and 

production, together with improvements introduced by 

Carolyn and Kevin for many years to come. If you are 

interested in helping Council with our wishes for the 

Bulletin, a publication valued by many historians and 

libraries not just in the UK but also worldwide, then 

please do contact me via my SHA email address: 

chairman@shastro.org.uk 

We have all experienced some very difficult times 

over the past few months, and the Society for the His-

tory of Astronomy and its Council are obviously not 

alone in trying to overcome the consequences of the 

pandemic, but I hope you will hear our appeal, and 

come to our aid as these strange times continue into 

the New Year. It would be a hope that we could con-

firm a new SHA Bulletin editorial team in time for the 

Annual General Meeting in October.  

I look forward in hearing from you, and meeting face 

to face sometime soon. 

Stay well and stay safe, with continued best wishes –  

Gerard Gilligan,  

Chairman  

CHAIRMAN’S CHAT 

 

NEW MEMBERS 

We are pleased to give a warm welcome to the 

following new members who have joined or re-

joined since the previous issue of SHA  e-News: 

Mr Geoff Tuffnell  YORK  

Mr Jonathan Hall  BRISTOL   

Prof Jay Pasachoff  Williamstown, USA 

Mr Peter Rea  GRIMSBY  

Mr Stewart Fraser  GATESHEAD 

mailto:chairman@shastro.org.uk
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FORTHCOMING BOOKS 

NOTICED 

The Light Ages: A medieval journey of discovery, 

by Seb Falk (Allen Lane), Sep 2020, pp.384 (hard-

back, £20.00), ISBN 9780241374252 

 The Middle Ages 

were a time of wonder. 

They gave us the first 

universities, the first 

eyeglasses and the first 

mechanical clocks as 

medieval thinkers 

sought to understand the 

world around them, 

from the passing of the 

seasons to the stars in 

the sky. 

In this book, we walk 

the path of medieval 

science with a real-life 

guide, a fourteenth-century monk named John of 

Westwyk - inventor, astrologer, crusader - who was 

educated in England's grandest monastery and exiled 

to a clifftop priory. Following the traces of his life, we 

learn to see the natural world through Brother John's 

eyes: navigating by the stars, multiplying Roman nu-

merals, and telling the time with an astrolabe. 

We travel the length and breadth of England, from 

Saint Albans to Tynemouth, and venture far beyond 

the shores of Britain, encountering a remarkable cast 

of characters: the clock-building English abbot with 

leprosy, the French craftsman-turned-spy and the Per-

sian polymath who founded the world's most advanced 

observatory. The Light Ages conjures up a vivid pic-

ture of the medieval world as we have never seen it 

before.  

On Time: A History of Western Timekeeping, by 

Ken Mondschein (Johns Hopkins University Press), 

Nov 2020, pp.256 (paperback, £22.00), ISBN 

9781421438276 

Western culture has been 

obsessed with regulating 

society by the precise, accu-

rate measurement of time 

since the Middle Ages. In 

On Time, Ken Mondschein 

explores the paired devel-

opment of concepts and 

technologies of timekeeping 

with human thought. With-

out clocks, he argues, the 

modern world as we know it 

would not exist. From the astronomical timekeeping of 

the ancient world to the tower clocks of the Middle 

Ages to the seagoing chronometer, the quartz watch, 

and the atomic clock, greater precision and accuracy 

have had profound effects on human society—which, 

in turn, has driven the quest for further precision and 

accuracy. This quest toward automation—which gave 

rise to the Gregorian calendar, the factory clock, and 

even the near-disastrous Y2K bug—has led to pro-

found social repercussions and driven the creation of 

the modern scientific mindset. 

Surveying the evolution of the clock from prehistory 

to the twenty-first century, Mondschein explains how 

both the technology and the philosophy behind West-

ern timekeeping regimes came to take over the entire 

world. On Time is a story of thinkers, philosophers, 

and scientists, and of the thousand decisions that con-

tinue to shape our daily lives. 

Neutron Stars: The Quest to Understand the 

Zombies of the Cosmos, by Katia Moskvitch 

(Harvard University Press), Sep 2020, pp.304 

(hardback, £23.95), ISBN 9780674919358 

Neutron stars are as 

bewildering as they are 

elusive. The remnants of 

exploded stellar giants, 

they are tiny, merely 

twenty kilometers 

across, and incredibly 

dense. One teaspoon of a 

neutron star would 

weigh several million 

tons. They can spin up to 

a thousand times per 

second, they possess the 

strongest magnetic fields 

known in nature, and 

they may be the source 

of the most powerful explosions in the universe. 

Through vivid storytelling and on-site reporting from 

observatories all over the world, Neutron Stars offers 

an engaging account of these still-mysterious objects. 

Katia Moskvitch takes readers from the vast 

Atacama Desert to the arid plains of South Africa to 

visit the magnificent radio telescopes and brilliant 

scientists responsible for our knowledge of neutron 

stars. She recounts the exhilarating discoveries, 

frustrating disappointments, and heated controversies 

of the past several decades and explains cutting-edge 

research into such phenomena as colliding neutron 

stars and fast radio bursts: extremely powerful but 

ultra-short flashes in space that scientists are still 

struggling to understand. She also shows how neutron 

stars have advanced our broader understanding of the 

universe—shedding light on topics such as dark 

https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/312122/the-light-ages/9780241374252.html
https://jhupbooks.press.jhu.edu/title/time
https://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674919358
https://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674919358
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matter, black holes, general relativity, and the origins 

of heavy elements like gold and platinum—and how 

we might one day use these cosmic beacons to guide 

interstellar travel.  

Johannes Kepler: The Order of Things, by 

Wolfgang Osterhage (Springer), Jun 2020, pp.144 

(hardback, £59.99), ISBN 9783030468576 

This book traces the 

development of Kepler’s 

ideas along with his 

unsteady wanderings in a 

world dominated by 

religious turmoil. 

Johannes Kepler, like 

Galileo, was a supporter 

of the Copernican 

heliocentric world 

model. From an early 

stage, his principal 

objective was to discover 

“the world behind the 

world”, i.e. to identify 

the underlying order and 

the secrets that make the world function as it does: the 

hidden world harmony. Kepler was driven both by his 

religious belief and Greek mysticism, which he found 

in ancient mathematics. 

His urge to find a construct encompassing the 

harmony of every possible aspect of the world – 

including astronomy, geometry and music – is seen as 

a manifestation of a deep human desire to bring order 

to the apparent chaos surrounding our existence. This 

desire continues to this day as we search for a theory 

that will finally unify and harmonise the forces of 

nature. 

Cosmic Odyssey: How Intrepid Astronomers at 

Palomar Observatory Changed our View of the 

Universe, by Linda Schweizer (MIT Press), Nov 2020, 

pp.320 (hardback, £32.00), ISBN 9780262044295 

 Ever since 1936, pio-

neering scientists at 

Palomar Observatory in 

Southern California have 

pushed against the 

boundaries of the known 

universe, making a series 

of dazzling discoveries 

that changed our view of 

the cosmos: quasars, col-

liding galaxies, supermas-

sive black holes, brown 

dwarfs, supernovae, dark 

matter, the never-ending expansion of the universe, 

and much more. In Cosmic Odyssey, astronomer Linda 

Schweizer tells the story of the men and women at 

Palomar and their efforts to decipher the vast energies 

and mysterious processes that govern our universe. 

Palomar was the Apollo mission of its era. The first 

images from the 200-inch George Ellery Hale tele-

scope, commissioned in 1948 as the world's largest, 

generated as much excitement as images from the 

moon in 1969 and from the Hubble Space Telescope 

more recently. So far, Palomar's “Big Eye” and three 

other telescopes have yielded more than 75,000 tele-

scope-nights of precious data. Schweizer takes readers 

behind the scenes of scientific discovery, mapping the 

often chaotic process of detours, dead ends, and seren-

dipitous leaps of insight. Although her focus is on 

Palomar, she follows threads of discovery across the 

world to other teams and observatories. Based on more 

than one hundred interviews and enhanced by research 

in scientific journals, her account paints a fascinating 

picture of how discrete insights acquired over decades 

by researchers in a global community cascade, collide, 

and finally coalesce into the discoveries we come to 

accept as facts. 

Neptune: From Grand Discovery to a World 

Revealed - Essays on the 200th Anniversary of the 

Birth of John Couch Adams, by William Sheehan, 

Robert Smith, Trudy E Bell, Carolyn Kennett (Eds.) 

(Springer), Nov 2020, pp.290 (hardback, £109.99), 

ISBN 9783030542177 

The 1846 discovery of Neptune is one of the most 

remarkable stories in the history of science and astron-

omy.  John Couch Adams and U.J. Le Verrier both 

investigated anomalies in the motion of Uranus and 

independently predicted the existence and location of 

this new planet. However, interpretations of the events 

surrounding this discovery have long been mired in 

controversy.  Who first predicted the new planet?  Was 

the discovery just a fluke? The ensuing storm engaged 

astronomers across Europe and the United States.  

Written by an international group of authors, this 

volume explores in unprecedented depth the conten-

tious history of Neptune’s discovery, drawing on 

newly discovered documents and re-examining the 

historical record. In so doing, we gain new understand-

ing of the actions of key individuals and sharper in-

sights into the pressures acting on them.   

The discovery of Neptune was a captivating mathe-

matical moment and was widely regarded at the time 

as the greatest triumph of Newton’s theory of universal 

gravitation. The book therefore begins with Newton’s 

development of his ideas of gravity. It examines too 

the mathematical calculations related to the discovery 

of Neptune, using new theories and tools provided by 

advances in celestial mechanics over the past twenty 

years.  Through this process, the book analyzes why 

https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030468576
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/cosmic-odyssey
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/cosmic-odyssey
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/cosmic-odyssey
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030542177
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030542177
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030542177
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the mathematical approach that proved so potent in the 

discovery of Neptune, grand as it was, could not help 

produce similar discoveries despite several valiant at-

tempts.  

In the final chapters, we see how the discovery of Nep-

tune marked the end of one quest—to explain the 

wayward motions of Uranus—and the beginning of 

another quest to fill in the map and understand the na-

ture of the outer Solar System, whose icy precincts 

Neptune, as the outermost of the giant planets, bounds. 

 

Beneath the Night: How the stars have shaped the 

history of humankind, by Stuart Clark (Guardian Fa-

ber Publishing), Oct 2020, pp.288 (hardback, £14.99), 

ISBN 9781783351534 

 From Stone Age to space 

age, people have looked up at 

the stars and been inspired by 

their beauty, their patterns, 

and their majesty. 

Beneath the Night is a 

history of humanity, told 

through our relationship with 

the night sky. From 

prehistoric cave art and 

Ancient Egyptian zodiacs to 

the modern era of satellites 

and space exploration, Stuart 

Clark explores a fascination shared across the world 

and throughout millennia. It is one that has shaped our 

scientific understanding; helped us navigate the 

terrestrial world; provided inspiration for our poets, 

artists and philosophers; and it has given us a place to 

project our hopes and fears. In the stars, we can see our 

past – and ultimately, our fate. 

This is the awe-inspiring story of the universe, and 

our place within it.organizations.  

Astronomy of the Inca Empire: Use and Signifi-

cance of the Sun and the Night Sky, by Steven Gull-

berg (Springer), Aug 2020, pp.371 (hardback, 

£109.99), ISBN 9783030483654 

 Astronomy in the Inca 

Empire was a robust and 

fundamental practice. The 

subsequent Spanish conquest 

of the Andes region disrupted 

much of this indigenous 

culture and resulted in a 

significant loss of information 

about its rich history. 

Through modern 

archaeoastronomy, this book 

helps recover and interpret 

some of these elements of Inca civilization. 

Astronomy was intricately woven into the very 

fabric of Andean existence and daily life. Accordingly, 

the text takes a holistic approach to its research, 

considering first and foremost the cultural context of 

each astronomy-related site. The chapters necessarily 

start with a history of the Incas from the beginning of 

their empire through the completion of the conquest by 

Spain before diving into an astronomical and cultural 

analysis of many of the huacas found in the heart of 

the Inca Empire. 

Over 300 color images—original artwork and many 

photos captured during the author’s extensive field 

research in Machu Picchu, the Sacred Valley, Cusco, 

and elsewhere—are included throughout the book, 

adding visual insight to a rigorous examination of Inca 

astronomical sites and history.  

RECENT BOOKS MISSED 

Navigation on Wood: Wooden Navigational 

Instruments 1590-1731, by Nicolàs de Hilster 

(Castricum), 2020, pp.815 (hardback, 55 euro + p&p), 

ISBN 9789082830217 

This limited edition 

book is based on the 

2018 PhD thesis of  N. 

de Hilster, Navigation 

on Wood, Wooden 

Navigational Instru-

ments 1590-1731: An 

analysis of early modern 

western instruments for 

celestial navigation, 

their origins, mathe-

matical concepts and 

accuracies. 

It explores the 

relationship between the instruments, their common 

ancestors, their construction, and performance.  

 

 

 

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.  

https://blackwells.co.uk/bookshop/product/Beneath-the-Night-by-Stuart-Clark-author/9781783351534
https://blackwells.co.uk/bookshop/product/Beneath-the-Night-by-Stuart-Clark-author/9781783351534
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030483654
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030483654
http://www.dehilster.info/navigational_instruments/phd_thesis-Navigation_on_Wood.php
http://www.dehilster.info/navigational_instruments/phd_thesis-Navigation_on_Wood.php


Volume 12, no. 3 SHA e-News August 2020 page 10 
 

 

WEB-LINKS NOTICED 

Skylark – Britain’s first space rocket 

One of the Space webinars from UCL (25 Jun 2020), 

in which Robin H. Brand, who worked on Skylark, 

gives a 1-hour talk on the history of its development. 

This fascinating talk is illustrated with rare photos and 

video footage.  

Starlight caught in Gelatin 

The first crude daguerreotypes of the Moon and Sun 

were taken shortly after the first photographic proc-

esses were announced in 1839. By the end of the cen-

tury photographs were being taken of faint nebulae and 

extensive photographic star-charting programmes were 

in progress. From the Royal Observatory Edinburgh 

(25 May 2020) this talk by Clive Davenhall, tells the 

story of how photography was introduced into astron-

omy in the nineteenth century, and the revolution in 

astronomy that it caused. 

Treasures of the RAS and the Linda 
Hall Library 

Join the Linda Hall Library and the Royal Astro-

nomical Society for a series exploring connections 

between their respective collections. Hosted as a four 

part conversation (May-Jun 2020) between the Soci-

ety’s Librarian, Sian Prosser, and the Library’s Vice 

President for Special Collections, Jason W. Dean, this 

series will introduce the two organisations to atten-

dees, and highlight notable astronomical items in their 

collections. 

Astronomical Society of Southern 
Africa: Historical Section 

The Historical Section of the ASSA was formed in 

1992 with the purpose of establishing a strong histori-

cal record of astronomy in southern Africa. An on-line 

database, on-line archive and a physical archive has 

been established. All members (and families of de-

ceased members) are being invited to donate material 

to the archive. 

A database (similar to the SHA Survey) has been es-

tablished that lists and describes all historical events, 

observatories, people involved and more. This data-

base focuses on historical events in Southern Africa. 

Links to many old journals in PDF format are pro-

vided. 

Future issues of SHA e-News will aim to give links 

to the websites of other kindred organisations. Please 

let us know if you are aware of any.  

Perceptions, Expectations, and Dis-
coveries 

The Greeks famously identified many patterns and 

rhythms in the sky, deducing detailed information 

about eclipses and orbits that still have relevance to-

day. The Chinese, on the other hand, made landmark 

discoveries of supernovae and comets - events that 

were unexpected (stochastic) in nature and not forming 

any part of any rhythm.  

This talk (20 May 2020), delivered by Gresham Pro-

fessor of Astronomy, Kathryn Blundell, considers how 

expectation plays a role in discovery and in scientific 

advance, and considers the challenges involved in as-

sessing changes taking place on our own planet. 

Paris Observatory Digital Library 

The digital library of the Paris Observatory was for-

mally opened in 2017 to coincide with the 350
th
 anni-

versary of the Observatory. Its unique collection con-

tinues to expand and includes manuscripts, correspon-

dence (Delisle, Hevelius, Cassini,, Messier, etc), 

books, photographs, paintings, and films. There are 

also online exhibitions on history of astronomy 

themes. 

 

Airy Transit Circle model 

The Spring 2020 issue (no.13) of the Science Mu-

seum Group Journal includes a fascinating article by 

Daniel Belteki on A model instrument: the making and 

the unmaking of a model of the Airy Transit Circle .  

The Airy Transit Circle defined the position of the 

Greenwich Prime Meridian for decades. A set of mod-

els depicting the celebrated instrument and its parts 

was exhibited at the Exposition Universelle held in 

Paris in 1855. After the exhibition, the models were 

transferred for display at the South Kensington Mu-

seum, where they remained until de-accessioned in 

 

https://mediacentral.ucl.ac.uk/Player?autostart=n&fullscreen=y&width=0&height=0&videoId=1Ic1aji9&quality=hi&captions=y&chapterId=0
https://www.roe.ac.uk/vc/public/astronomy-talks/videos/20200525.html
https://ras.ac.uk/library/treasures-of-the-ras
https://ras.ac.uk/library/treasures-of-the-ras
https://assa.saao.ac.za/sections/history/
https://assa.saao.ac.za/sections/history/
https://www.gresham.ac.uk/lectures-and-events/perception-expectation-discovery
https://bibnum.obspm.fr/
http://journal.sciencemuseum.ac.uk/browse/issue-13/a-model-instrument/
http://journal.sciencemuseum.ac.uk/browse/issue-13/a-model-instrument/
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1928. The article investigates why the set of models 

were seen as ‘mysterious’ in both Paris and London, 

despite being the instrument that marked Longitude 

Zero for the British Empire, and why such a prestig-

ious instrument failed to capture the public imagina-

tion. This is shown by highlighting the contradictory 

interpretations of the models by the various networks 

of individuals and institutions within which they were 

discussed and transmitted. 

HAD News 

The latest issue of the Newsletter of the Historical 

Astronomy Division of the American Astronomical So-

ciety (Number 25, May 2020)  is now available for free 

download.   

Inside the abandoned city of ancient 
libraries 

The ancient African town of Chinguetti was once a 

stopover for trade caravans and pilgrims in the Sahara 

Desert. As many of the people passing through were 

rich and educated, libraries started opening along the 

route to allow visitors to read and write. 

Today the remaining libraries are fighting to pre-

serve these ancient books in the hostile desert climate. 

This disconcerting BBC video shows how astronomi-

cal treasures are at risk. 

LOCKDOWN PUBLICITY 

The August 2020 issue of Astronomy Now has an ar-

ticle describing how various societies are adapting to 

‘lockdown’ conditions. It includes a picture of the 

most recent SHA Council meeting, via ‘Zoom’ (top 

left in the photo below) and a short summary of how 

we have been trying to keep active (bottom right be-

low).   

OTHER MEETINGS, COURSES & 
EXHIBITIONS NOTICED (non-SHA) 

Given the uncertain situation with the pandemic, any-

one interested in the following events is advised to 

check regularly whether they are still going ahead. 

 

BAA Historical Section meeting 

Sat 21 Nov 2020 at the Birmingham Midland Insti-

tute, 9 Margaret Street, Birmingham B3 3BS.  

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

John Lee Hall. Speakers include – Professor Clive 

Ruggles from Leicester University; Dr Geoff 

Belknapp, head curator at the Science and Media Mu-

seum in Bradford, and the renowned and entertaining 

lecturer Andy Lound. Further speakers and details of 

the topics will be given in a future issue of SHA e-

News and on the section webpage. The SHA Library 

will be open to BAA visitors on both Fri 20 and Sat 21 

Nov 2020. 

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 

 

Astronomy Now, Aug 2020, pp 56-51 

https://had.aas.org/sites/had.aas.org/files/HADN95.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/reel/video/p085dgnl/inside-the-abandoned-city-of-ancient-libraries
https://britastro.org/section_front/13
https://sites.google.com/view/eshsbologna2020/home
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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. 

Astronomical Observatories and 

Chronometry: Time, Science and In-

struments (18th-20thCentury) 

2-4 Dec 2020 at the Musée international d’horlogerie, 

La Chaux-de-Fonds 

This workshop will focus on the importance of ob-

servatories in the determination of exact time, in the 

technological innovation of scientific instruments and 

the improvement of observational techniques, in the 

diffusion of the measure of exact time among the pub-

lic, and in testing and certifying precision chronome-

ters. In the framework of this event, the role of obser-

vatories as centres of astronomical and astrophysical 

research will be secondary. 

Topics will include (but not be limited to): 

• The relationship between astronomy and time 

• The history of chronometry and the role of chrono-

metric observatories 

• The crafting of precision instruments and their trade 

• The history of watchmaking industry as of the 18th 

century 

• Scientific practices and the technical know-how in 

observatories between the end of the 18th century and 

the mid-20th century 

The Clockwork Universe 

Wed 9 Dec 2020 17.00-18.30 at the University of 

Portsmouth. Lecture Theatre 1, Richmond Building, 

Portland Street, Portsmouth, PO1 3DE 

How did our view of the Universe develop? 

By the mid-eighteenth century it was accepted that 

the Universe was constrained by physical laws. These 

laws, if not entirely understood, showed regularity and 

could be handled mathematically to provide both ex-

planation and prediction of celestial phenomena. 

Most of us have at least some hazy idea of the fun-

damental shift that came through the work of Coperni-

cus, Kepler, Galileo and Newton. The idea that the 

universe runs like a clock tends to be associated with 

these sixteenth - and seventeenth - century pioneers. 

It remains as a useful and perhaps comforting anal-

ogy. But the idea of a “mechanical” universe had been 

around for much longer – at least as far back as the 

third century BCE. The evidence for this from the An-

tikythera Mechanism, an extraordinary artefact from 

ancient Greece, will be described and illustrated. 

Professor Mike Edmunds will discuss how the tech-

nology and philosophy had developed by the nine-

teenth century AD. 

The subsequent advent of quantum mechanics and 

high-performance computing inevitably prompts us to 

ask the question – “Is a mechanistic view of the Uni-

verse still valid in the twenty-first century?” 

History of Astronomy Workshop 
(NDXV) 

Due to the Covid-19 outbreak, the Fifteenth Biennial 

History of Astronomy Workshop (NDXV), originally 

scheduled for July 2021, has been postponed until the 

following year on June 8–12, 2022. 

 

  

https://scientific-instrument-commission.org/sic-conferences/item/xxxix-scientific-instrument-symposium
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/the-clockwork-universe-tickets-100935891970
https://www3.nd.edu/~histast/
https://www3.nd.edu/~histast/
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SHA member, Margaret Curtis, has devoted more 

than four decades to the study of the standing stones of 

Callanish on the Isle of Lewis, in the Hebrides. She 

and her husband published the first ever book dedi-

cated to them. 

The Callanish standing stones, only a mile or so from 

Margaret’s home, are one of the most remarkable, 

though lesser known, megalithic sites in Britain. For 

some years she has given guided tours of the stones 

and her renown as an expert on the stones and their 

astronomical associations has featured in many books 

and newspapers. 

She kindly agreed to be interviewed for this issue of  

SHA e-News: 

Where did you spend your childhood? 

I was brought up in Solihull, Warwickshire. My par-

ents took me to many places: churches, castles, beauty 

spots, prehistoric sites, museums, etc. I went to King 

Edward VI grammar school for girls in Edgbaston, 

Birmingham. Primarily, I wanted to be a veterinary 

surgeon, but, being a female, I was denied that option. 

So, I had to choose between embryology and archae-

ology! This ended up in my training as a Froebel 

teacher for small children. 

Were you into astronomy as a youngster? 

A highlight of my years at home was going out after 

dark with my father to see the constellations and 

Apollo missions and to look at planets with his 6-inch 

reflector telescope. I still use it occasionally at home 

here in the dark skies of the Isle of Lewis. I also use a 

theodolite for tracking satellites of Jupiter, sunspots, 

meteor showers, etc, as well as archaeological horizon 

surveys, and plotting moon or sun paths. 

How did you become interested in the Callanish 

stones and the Isle of Lewis? 

My parents visited the Outer Hebrides, and I had 

read Professor Thom’s work, so, together with 2 small 

children, we spent a long teachers’ summer holiday, 

visiting many of the standing stone sites. Later, mid-

winter 1974, when there were only 2 houses for sale on 

the Isle of Lewis, we didn’t like the one on the East 

coast, so the one in Callanish was our only option! 

Do we know what the stones were for? 

People have many conflicting ideas about what the 

stones were for. Everything from space ship landing-

sites, to community assembly areas, for rituals and or-

gies. I have met monks who link the cycle of birth, 

death and rebirth with the moon’s path at the South 

extreme, symbolising Christ’s birth death and rebirth† 

I used this theme at the stones after the horrors of the 

twin towers in America. 

Margaret Curtis 
and the Callanish Stones of the Isle of Lewis 

 

 

The Callanish Stones in winter (image: M.Curtis) 

http://www.megalithia.com/callanish/
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Initially, I was somewhat sceptical of Thom’s ideas, 

but around here in Callanish, special solar or lunar 

events are marked by stone positioning again and 

again. Two conspicuous sets of hills: Cailleach na 

Mointeach (Gaelic) or the Sleeping Beauty range re-

sembles a supine woman
*
: the Clisham hills and valley 

where the South extreme moon sets behind Clisham, 

then reappears in the deep valley. 

[† a common feature of many religions; * the South 

extreme moon rises from her body] 

Is there evidence of an astronomical connection? 

How strong is this? 

The overwhelming number of sites with solar and/or 

lunar indications is, I believe, indisputable. And yet a 

complex South extreme lunar standing stone site with 

3 short alignments and a backsight area, Callanish XI, 

is still referred to, in recent publicity, as a damaged 

stone circle, despite its true nature being published 

decades ago. 

Are you a ‘hands-on’ archaeologist? Are new dis-

coveries still being made? 

I have certainly got my hands dirty at many sites, 

sometimes working as an individual, and sometimes 

for Historic Scotland – eroding shorelines, burial sites, 

domestic ‘bog butter’ sites as well as standing stone 

sites, where I have only surveyed and probed. Hus-

bands 1 and 2 then calculated data for prehistoric 

times, with allowances for surveying temperature – 

weather – wind strength, grazing rays, etc, very much 

à la Thom. On frosty days, having set up the theodolite 

on its tripod, the sun melted frost, causing the instru-

ment to change its plate bearing referring objects. 

I understand that you have been giving expert 

guided tours of the Callanish stones for a long time. 

What do you most enjoy about that? 

I thoroughly enjoy guiding people at Callanish, be 

they novices or experts. I give them insights into all 

the parts of the main site, with diagrams and photo-

graphs to help, if the cloud is down. Sometimes a wife 

eager to see the stones, brings along her less-interested 

husband. By the time we reach the ‘Midsummer Win-

dow’, the man is convinced of prehistoric people hav-

ing seen the midsummer sunrise for some years, cho-

sen 2 stones, one with a shelf and one with a hangover, 

then forming an aperture for the sun to penetrate at that 

date, giving 7 days’ warning of actual midsummer. 

(Why not come and see it for yourself? Or come along 

in a few years’ time for the low South extreme moon?) 

There are usually fascinating discussions about how 

similar solar and lunar events were marked in visitors’ 

home countries, and what events accompanied these 

occasions. Even nowadays, turning over a coin at new 

moon is practised. Some of my visitors have kept up 

long term correspondence. 

It feels good to share the knowledge which I have 

acquired over the years, possibly in the same way that 

our ancestors did, and to see how visitors are inspired 

by this new knowledge, which gains new respect for 

their forebears and their achievements. 

How can SHA members contact you, if they want 

further details about the tours? 

My landline telephone is 01851 621 277. I may be 

slow in answering it, so please try again. My mobile 

telephone is 0789 546 2326 (Locally, telephones are 

not reliable 100%. Stornoway can be off for several 

days. This is difficult for taxis). 

Who is responsible for looking after these mega-

lithic sites?  

Historic Scotland. 

Are we doing enough to protect this heritage? 

Systemic destruction of stone sites in one area still 

continues. 

What background reading would you recommend 

to anyone who is intrigued to know more about Ar-

chaeoastronomy and Callanish? 

Astronomy and Society in Britain during the period 

4000-1500 B.C., edited by Ruggles & Whittle 

The Megalith Builders, by Euan MacKie 

Megalithic Science, by Douglas Heggie 

Megaliths, Myths and Men, by Peter Lancaster 

Brown 

Megalithic Sites in Britain, by Alexander Thom 

Megalithic Lunar Observatories, by Thom 

Callanish. Stones, Moon & Sacred Landscape, by 

Ron & Margaret Curtis 

New Light on the Stones of Callanish, by G. & M. 

Ponting  

[NB. Six of these titles are in the SHA Library] 
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Back in January this year, well before the present 

COVID-19 lockdown, members of Liverpool Astro-

nomical society were contacted by Dr Wayne 

Turnbull, one of two anniversary scholarship research-

ers from Liverpool John Moores University (LJMU). 

Wayne was making enquiries concerning possible 

items for inclusion in an exhibition that the University 

Special Collections & Archives were arranging for 

February- March 2020 to celebrate just two of the 

early educational establishments that would eventually 

become the modern day LJMU.  

The exhibition, with the heading ‘Educational Pio-

neers’ (see the display poster above ( ©LJMU)), 

would focus on James Gill, Headmaster of the Nautical 

College, and Fanny Calder who ran the Liverpool Ca-

tering College. The welfare and education of seafarers 

first began maybe in early 18
th

 Century Liverpool, 

however the Liverpool Sailors’ Home School first 

opened in 1852. But it was the important influence and 

campaigning of James Gill as a maritime teacher and 

instructor from the 1880s that lead to the improved 

technical and scientific education of mercantile offi-

cers. One of the subjects that he introduced and im-

proved the teaching provision of was navigational as-

tronomy. 

 James Gill was born on May 14th 1840, near Port St. 

Mary, Isle of Man. Despite his father William being a 

successful local farmer, he was more attracted to a ca-

reer at sea and in the navy, and later in life was some-

times referred to as ‘Captain’, thought never seeking a 

command himself.  Instead he chose to instruct others 

in navigation and seamanship in the Mercantile Marine 

in Liverpool.  In 1872  ames’ married Mary Anne 

Wainwright the daughter of a local plumber, and three 

children followed: James Herbert (1876), Edith Marian 

(1878), and Oscar Sayle (1880). James Gill trained as 

first-grade teacher and gained his certificate from the 

Science and Art Department 

As early as 1858 James Gill was taken on as a first 

assistant master, and teacher at the Liverpool Sailors’ 

Home School, and was later described as the Principal 

of a Navigational School set up within the School it-

self. By October 1891 Liverpool City Council was ac-

tivity considering proposals for the establishment of a 

Liverpool Nautical College. Representatives from ship 

owners, the Steamship Owners Association, the Un-

derwriters Association, the Mercantile Marine Service 

Association, the Seafarer Home Committee, and Local 

Marine Boards were all involved, plus James Gill to-

gether with several commanders within the mercantile 

service.  The curriculum for this new College should 

include practical and theoretical seamanship, and 

should afford a technical education. Navigational As-

tronomy would require the additional facility of a fully 

equipped observatory. The City Council agreed to fund 

the furnishing, and fitting out of suitable premises with 

an estimated cost of £1,000 and that an efficient school 

could be maintained for a sum not exceeding £2,500 a 

year. 

During the summer of 1892, there was much discus-

sion between those who wished to improve navigation 

The Liverpool Nautical College and Liverpool Astronomical Society 

The Story of James Gill (1840 – 1900), Headmaster & President 

By Gerard Gilligan 

 

Sailor's Home in Canning Place, Liverpool 

(Wikipedia) 
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education and those influenced by shipping interests. It 

was resolved that the new college would provide a 

more thorough and efficient course of instruction than 

was required by the Board of Trade certificates. In 

May 1892, James Gill was appointed to the headship 

of the new college, on a yearly salary of £400 (almost 

£52,000 to-day), but over the next eight years he 

struggled to fight the superficial methods of tuition 

which had been in place for many years. Gill’s wish 

was to review and improve the curriculum provided by 

the training ships, moored on the Mersey, one of which 

was HMS Conway. 

The New Liverpool Nautical College opened within 

the Royal Institution building on Colquitt Street, with a 

£260 estimate for an observatory—that’s £33,000 us-

ing 2019-20 prices.  However in 1893, the observatory 

was offered the gift and use of a very fine 5inch Cooke 

refractor telescope donated by the rich and successful 

Warrington business man Mr Thomas Glazebrook Ry-

lands. This instrument and several other transit instru-

ments were later transferred to the Technical Institute 

observatory dome which was opened in the William 

Brown Street building in 1903. Eventually an agree-

ment was drawn up between the Liverpool Corporation 

and Liverpool Astronomical society for the society 

membership to use the observatory and associated in-

struments for observations. 

In time the 5 inch Cooke became the property of the 

Liverpool A.S. and the Technical School observatory 

became a focal point for society meetings & events.                                          

By 1897 college records indicated that there was sig-

nificant decline in the number of students in continu-

ous attendance and so headmaster Gill asked for atten-

dance to be made mandatory, and in his own words 

“for an adequate length of time at the public ex-

pense”.  Gill then introduced an improved school for 

apprentices and seafarers to reduce the length of time 

lost to spending time at sea, which could be three or 

four years. However, another idea from Gill was for a 

correspondence course to be introduced so study could 

continue even when away from Liverpool and the col-

lege. 

It is clear that Gill had been involved in the usage 

agreement between the Liverpool Corporation, the 

Nautical College, and the Astronomical Society for the 

use of the telescope housed within the college observa-

tory, and records indicate that James Gill was one of 

the first members of the Astronomical Society, joining 

in March 1882.  

He was elected to the society council by 1886, and 

was elected to the post of Vice-President at the same 

time, and chaired many an important Society officers’ 

(Council) meetings, when the Society President was 

absent. Gill with the agreement of the Society intro-

duced an educational branch or section of the Society 

and it is recorded in local Liverpool newspapers that 

on one occasion the Educational branch students and 

some Society members had made a visit to the Obser-

 

HMS Conway 

(Wikipedia) 

 

Thomas Glazebrook Rylands 

(image: Liverpool AS) 

 

Cooke 5 inch equatorial refractor from Rylands 

(Liverpool A.S.) 
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vatory at Maghull, 

Liverpool, owned and 

maintained by Liver-

pool A.S. President, Dr 

Isaac Roberts, the great 

pioneer of long dura-

tion astrophotography. 

However Gill played 

an important part in the 

Astronomical Society 

overcoming several 

dark years, which the 

Society and its mem-

bers experienced due 

to a combination of 

several unfortunate 

events.  

The great solar observer and Jesuit priest Father 

Stephen Perry, of Stonyhurst College, was elected 

President of Liverpool Astronomical Society in 1889. 

But just months later while on a major Royal Astro-

nomical Society expedition to the Salut Islands in the 

West Indies, in which the plan was to observe and 

study a total solar eclipse, Perry fell seriously ill and 

died. About the same time back in Liverpool, the soci-

ety secretary, William Henry Davies was also taken ill, 

and by 1890 major disagreements and financial prob-

lems plagued the society. This resulted in the many 

southern England based members breaking away from 

the local Society and forming a major national amateur 

astronomical society, which by October of the same 

year lead to the formation of the British Astronomical 

Association (B.A.A.) 

During these dark weeks and months, it was James 

Gill who took over as society President ‘pro tem’, and 

along with such others as Richard C. Johnson, and 

William Benjamin Hutchinson, Gill managed to drag 

the Society from the brink of total collapse and to 

carry on with local Liverpool meetings, lectures, and 

events and the society carried on from the 19
th

 century 

and into the 20
th
 century, thanks partly to James Gill. 

Sadly, James Gill could not enjoy the continued suc-

cess of the Society, as he was taken ill early in the new 

century, and died on the 9
th

 January 1900, and several 

days later he was buried at Woolton Parish Church 

during a well attended funeral, for which the students 

of the Nautical College, the staff and seafarers of the 

Liverpool Sailors Home sent flowers.  But unlike the 

Astronomical Society, Gill’s own resting place in 

Woolton is in a neglected condition as you can see 

from the images. Unfortunately, I and many other re-

searchers have been unable to find a likeness of Gill. 

But the search continues. 

The story does not finish with the death of James 

Gill. Liverpool A.S. was contacted by historian Dr 

Wayne Turnbull, a 

first year PhD stu-

dent at Liverpool 

John Moores Univer-

sity (LJMU), acting 

in his current role as 

one of two LJMU 

Anniversary Schol-

arship Researchers.  

Wayne’s initial en-

quiry was to ask if 

the Cooke 5 inch 

telescope could be 

placed on loan for an 

upcoming exhibition 

at LJMU Aldham 

Robarts Library— an 

exhibition to help 

celebrate educational 

pioneers, Fanny Cal-

der, and James Gill, 

 

Father Stephen Perry 

(image: D.Sellers) 

 

The fully furnished & equipped navigation room at 

its new accommodation in the Technical Institute on 

William Brown Street in 1903 

 

Isaac Roberts 

(Wikipedia) 

 

Grave of James Gill 

(Image: G.Gilligan) 
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and the making of what is now the modern LJMU. 

Sadly it was found that due to the storage and present 

condition of the Cooke telescope, it was not suitable to 

be loaned and displayed. However with the permission 

of the LAS Council and arranged with our own Direc-

tor of the Observatory, Mr David Galvin, it was possi-

ble to loan several original eyepieces that had been 

used with the Cooke 5 inch:.used not just by Rylands 

himself, but in time by James Gill and students from 

the 1892 Nautical College. So, along with examples of 

other items, including Gill’s note books and published 

works, this made for a very interesting display, which 

does indeed celebrate the early centres of Liverpool 

education, the Catering and Nautical College, both 

leading to the present John Moores University that we 

have today.  

The original timetable for the Exhibition “ Educa-

tional Pioneers: Fanny Calder, James Gill and the 

making of a modern University” was from 12
th
 Feb-

ruary until the end of March this year, but it is hoped 

that the exhibition will continue once the present cir-

cumstances allow. 

Additional Reading  

Obituary of James Gill  (Born May 1840 Died 9
th
 

January 1900)  – Monthly Notices Royal Astro-

nomical Society February 1901 61Q. pg 185. 

Alston Kennerley  “ Merchant Marine Education in 

Liverpool and the Nautical College of 1892”, Inter-

national Journal of Maritime History, vol.5, no 2 

(Dec,1993), pgs 93-104. 

Alston Kennerley  “ Early state support for Voca-

tional Education: the Department of Science and Art 

Navigation Schools, 1853-1863”  Journal of Voca-

tional Education and Training. Vol 52, no 2 (2000), 

pgs 211-224. 

Biography of James Gill 1840 – 1900 compiled by 

Dr Wayne Turnbull, LJMU Anniversary Scholarship 

Researcher – Email to G.Gilligan 24
th
 April 2020. 

British Library Newspapers archives – Liverpool 

Mercury 1880 – 1902 , Liverpool University library 

services. 

Educational Pioneers: Fanny Calder, James Gill 

and the Making of a Modern University – Exhibi-

tion, Aldham Robarts Library LJMU. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Gill grave inscription 

(Image: G.Gilligan) 
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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) CANCELLED 

 
Cambridge 

MAY SHA e-News (1-5 May)  

JUN The Antiquarian Astronomer (Jun)  

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

AUG SHA e-News (1-5 Aug)  

SEP   

OCT SHA Bulletin 34 (1 Oct) POSTPONED 
SHA Autumn Conference & AGM (24 Oct) CANCELLED 

 
Birmingham 

NOV SHA e-News (1-5 Nov)  

DEC   

 

 

 

 


