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THIS spectacular photograph shows sunset at the Chankillo complex

in the Peruvian coastal desert some 250 miles north of Lima. The line

of towers on the skyline have long been known, though their purpose has

remained a mystery. Now a study has established that they were a set of

solar markers which allowed not just both solstices, but also various

intermediate points during the year, such as the equinoxes, to be estab-

lished. These new results are described inside.

Other items in this Newsletter include reports on the Society’s events so

far this year: the Joint Meeting held with the BAA in April, the picnic in

the picturesque grounds of Pendrell Hall College, Staffordshire, at the

invitation of the Pendrell Hall Observatories Project, and the AGM /

Summer Conference at the National Maritime Museum, Greenwich. In

addition we have all the usual material.

Calibrated sunset at Chankillo



Editorial
Clive Davenhall

THIS issue of the Newsletter is

the first since February. It is

very late and I apologise for the

delay. Unavoidable deadlines and

additional duties associated with my

‘day job’ resulted in my working

considerable overtime during the

past few months, removing the time

I would otherwise have spent on the

Newsletter. I hope that these prob-

lems are now past.

I am pleased to report that we have

filled the two posts advertised with

the last issue of the Newsletter. Peter

Grego has volunteered for the post

of Layout Editor. Peter is well-

known in the amateur astronomy

community. He is Director of the

SPA Lunar Section, Topographical

Co-ordinator of the BAA Lunar

Section, editor of Popular

Astronomy magazine, the SPA News

Circulars, Luna and The New Moon

and the author of several books. He

brings a wealth of experience to the

post which will be invaluable.

Madeline Cox has volunteered for

the post of Copy Editor. Madeline is

also no stranger to the SHA, having

been its Librarian and a Councillor

since its founding, and again she

will do an excellent job. I must reit-

erate that the delays of the past few

months were entirely my fault and

nothing to do with either Peter or

Madeline.

This issue contains two requests

for further information. John

Armitage, Director of the Pendrell

Hall Observatories Project, is hop-

ing to find the present whereabouts

of various telescopes that once

belonged to either Charles Adshead

Loxton or Lord John Wrottesley,

Second Baron Wrottesley (see p22).

The present Earl of Rosse is trying

to identify three gentlemen pho-

tographed with his illustrious prede-

cessor in a daguerreotype probably

dating from the 1840s (see p22). If

you can help with either query you

can contact Mr Armitage or the Earl

of Rosse directly or reply to the

Newsletter and we will pass on any

information. We will be pleased to

publish suitable communications;

the Newsletter carries letters as we

receive them.

Planning for the next issue is in

hand and I hope that the delays of

the last few months will not recur.

Apologies again and thank you for

your forbearance.
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Society News
Stuart Williams

New Secretary
This issue is the last one for which I

will write the Society News. Having

been the Society’s Secretary since

its founding, I stood down at the

AGM in July. Kevin Kilburn was the

sole candidate and was duly elected

to the post. In future Kevin will

assume all the duties of Secretary

and all correspondence should be

addressed to him (his contact details

appear on the back page). However,

we will work together during a

hand-over period. I am pleased to

continue to serve the SHA as a

Councillor and Research Librarian

at the Sir Robert Ball Library in

Birmingham. I have also been co-

opted onto the RAS Astronomical

Heritage Committee.

RAS Astronomical

Heritage Committee
The RAS has recently formed an

Astronomical Heritage Committee,

replacing its Stonehenge

Committee. The first Chairman is

Prof. Clive Ruggles (University of

Leicester). The Committee has a

wide remit: to work on behalf of the

RAS to ensure the preservation of

cultural objects pertaining to the his-

tory of astronomy, broadly defined.

Libraries and archives, as well as the

material remains of astronomy’s his-

tory, such as instruments and obser-

vatories, fall within its scope.

The SHA regards the formation of

the Committee as a very welcome

and positive development and looks

forward to working with it. We have

already had a number of useful con-

tacts, and I have been co-opted onto

the Committee as the SHA liaison.

My period of office is 2007-2010.

See below for a note about the first

meeting organised by the

Committee. Further information can

be found on its Web page at:

www.astronomicalheritage.org.uk/Kevin Kilburn, new SHA Secretary.



Events reports
The following SHA and other events

have taken place since the last issue.

Sat. 21 April. British Astronomical

Association / Society for the History

of Astronomy Joint Meeting. This

meeting was the Society’s first joint

venture with the BAA and was a

notable success attended by almost

eighty people. A report appears else-

where in this issue.

Wed. 25 April. Sky at Night Fifty.

Several members of SHA Council

had the honour of being invited

guests at Sir Patrick Moore’s house,

‘Farthings’ in Selsey on the second

day of festivities to celebrate fifty

years of his presenting The Sky at

Night. A short report will appear in a

subsequent issue of the Newsletter.

Fri. 11 May. Preserving the UK’s

Astronomical Heritage. This RAS

discussion meeting was organised

by the new RAS Astronomical

Heritage Committee (see above). A

report is in preparation and should

appear in the next issue of the

Newsletter.

Sat. 16 June. Fifth Anniversary

Annual Picnic. Following a late

change of plan the picnic this year

was held at Pendrell Hall College,

Staffordshire. A report appears else-

where in this issue.

Sat 14 July. AGM and Spring

Conference. The meeting was held

at the National Maritime Museum,

Greenwich, on the theme of The

Survey of Astronomical History.

Again, a report appears elsewhere in

this issue.

Autumn Conference
The final remaining SHA event of

2007 is the Autumn Conference. It

will be held on Sat. 6 October, and

as usual the venue will be the

Birmingham and Midland Institute

(BMI). This year the conference will

be a review of members’ work. A

preliminary programme and applica-

tion form have been distributed pre-

viously. However brief details are as

follows. 

The conference will run from 10:30

am to 5:10 pm. The programme is:

Failed to Find Neptune, Mark Hurn.

A Personal Review of the History of

the RGO at Herstmonceux 1948-

1990, George Wilkins.

Some Aspects of Lincolnshire

Astronomy, Mike Leggett.

John Dollond and the Achromatic

Lens, Madeline Cox.

Keynote Lecture — The Antikythera

Mechanism, Tony Freeth.

The address of the Birmingham and

Midland Institute is 9 Margaret

Street, Birmingham, B3 3BS. See

www.bmi.org.uk.

Tickets cost £10 (SHA members and

RAS Fellows) or £12 (all others).

Cheques should be made payable to

the ‘Society for the History of

Astronomy’ and sent to the

Treasurer, Ken Goward, at 14,

Keightley Way, Tuddenham St

Martin, Ipswich, Suffolk, IP6 9BJ.

Joint meeting in

March 2008
The first SHA event of 2008 will be

held on Sat. 29 March and will be a

joint meeting with the Manchester

Astronomical Society and the North

West Group of Astronomical

Societies. It will be held in the his-

toric Chetham’s Library in central

Manchester. 

The programme is still being

finalised, but the event is likely to

run from approximately 9:30-10:00

am until about 5:30 pm, with lunch

off-site.

Prof. Sir Francis Graham Smith is

confirmed as the keynote speaker.

Prof. Smith has enjoyed a distin-

guished career in radio astronomy,

with spells as Director of the Royal

Greenwich Observatory and Jodrell

Bank Observatory, and as

Astronomer Royal. He is now an

Emeritus Professor at Jodrell Bank.
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The Reading Room of Chetham’s

Library (above) and the Chetham’s

buildings seen from the north.



The venue for the meeting,

Chetham’s Library, was founded in

1653 and is the oldest public library

in the English-speaking world. The

buildings that it occupies are some-

what older, dating from the second

quarter of the fifteenth century, and

are the most complete late-medieval

residential complex extant in North

West England. The library has a

superb collection which includes

Newton’s Principia, Flamsteed’s

star catalogues and some papers by

Jeremiah Horrocks and William

Crabtree. 

Chetham’s Library is adjacent to

Victoria Station and less than 15

minutes’ walk from Piccadilly

Station. For further information see

www.chethams.org.uk/

SHA Web site
Since the last issue, some minor

updates have been done to the web-

site, including the uploading of the

latest Library Catalogues. New fea-

tures have also been added, most

notably an Outreach page (edited by

SHA Treasurer Ken Goward, who

manages and transports the SHA

exhibition stand), a page for The

Antiquarian Astronomer (content

provided by the Editor, Reg

Withey), a Photo Album and a

Members’ Forum. More work needs

to be done. The next update cycle

will include Society News from this

Newsletter, more updates to the

Library Catalogues (see the Library

Report) and the remaining 2007

events. The Survey pages continue

to be amended by Roger Jones as

required.

Future Council

Meetings
The final Council meeting of the

year will be held on Sat. 3

November at 1:00 pm in the

Institute of Astronomy, University

of Cambridge, Madingley Road,

Cambridge, CB3 0HA. Although

this meeting is not open, SHA mem-

bers are welcome to present matters

of importance to Council by special

arrangement in advance. If you

would like to do so, please contact

the Secretary (details on back page).

And finally…
It is inevitable that, despite the over-

all good news, there are matters

which have not gone as well as they

might. Constructive criticism is

always to be encouraged. I have no

doubt it will continue to be wel-

comed by the new Secretary!

Application for

Charitable Status
Kevin Kilburn

Gilbert Satterthwaite’s proposal in

the last edition of Newsletter

(February 2007, no. 13, p3 and sep-

arate flyer) that the Society should

apply for Charity status met with

100% support in the replies I

received from about 30% of our

membership. I thank all those mem-

bers who took time to reply by email

or by returning the tear off slip.

However, in his last Budget,

Gordon Brown pulled the rug from

under us and other small societies by

setting an income limit of £5000 per

annum, below which clubs and soci-

eties are no longer eligible to apply

for charity status.

Unfortunately, the Society for the

History of Astronomy falls into this

category and until our income

exceeds that amount, we will not be

eligible. It is therefore in our inter-

est, for this and many other reasons,

to increase our membership. I am

sure that we have everyone’s sup-

port in this aim.

Further News
Compiled by Clive Davenhall

Heritage funding for

Hertfordshire

astronomers
Webb-SHARE: Celebrating Our

Victorian Astronomy Heritage is a

new project organised by ‘The

SHARE Initiative’ (TSI). TSI has

been fortunate to receive £50,000 of

Heritage Lottery funding for a three

year project which will be linked to

the International Year of Astronomy

2009. It celebrates the lives of Revd

T.W. Webb (1806-1885), Revd H.

Cooper Key (1819-1879) and G.H.

With (1827-1904) who all lived in

Herefordshire in the mid-nineteenth

century. Webb’s famous book

Celestial Objects for Common

Telescopes was published in 1859;

Cooper Key produced the first sil-

vered glass mirror in the UK for

reflecting telescopes and soon after-

wards With began producing more

than two hundred mirrors for ama-

teur astronomers.
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Webb-SHARE will include train-

ing workshops for volunteers

researching local history, building

replicas of Webb’s telescopes, re-

enacting Victorian star parties, creat-

ing museum loan boxes for schools,

resources for visually impaired

learners, family events and a touring

exhibition. More details will be on

www.spacewatch.co.uk in the

autumn and we hope to carry an arti-

cle in a subsequent issue of the

Newsletter.

SHA member Paul Haley is work-

ing closely with Janet and Mark

Robinson, editors of The Stargazer

of Hardwicke (reviewed in the

Newsletter, February 2007, no. 13,

pp17-18). They would especially

like to thank people who attended

the Webb 2006 Annual Meeting at

the Institute of Astronomy in

Cambridge last December, when

over thirty signatures of support for

the project were collected. Paul

would also like to hear from anyone

who would like to participate in the

project, especially from those living

outside the UK who may be able to

help with research. He can be con-

tacted at PAHAstro@aol.com

Astronomical

alignments at

Chankillo
The Chankillo complex is a large

ceremonial centre stretching over

several square miles of coastal

desert some 250 miles north of Lima

in Peru and dating from the fourth

century BC. The most prominent fea-

ture is a heavily fortified hilltop

structure with massive walls and

parapets. Its purpose is not clear;

there is a long-standing debate over

whether it is a ceremonial complex

or a fort (though it would be per-

verse to build a fort with so many

gates and without a source of water).

The complex also has a number of

outlying features. The most enig-

matic are thirteen towers stretching

roughly roughly north-south along

the ridge of a hilltop for some 980

feet. There are also a number of

other structures.

There has been speculation since

the nineteenth century that the tow-

ers could have been used as solar or

lunar markers, but no detailed meas-

urements were made. However, a

new study by Iván Ghezzi (Yale and

the Peruvian Institute of Culture)

and Clive Ruggles (Leicester) has

definitively established that the tow-

ers served as solar markers.

Two of the auxiliary structures,
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Revd T.W. Webb, from the cover

plate in the 1917 edition of his

Celestial Objects for Common

Telescopes.

An image of the

Chankillo com-

plex obtained

with the

IKONOS Earth

observation

satellite. The

central complex,

thirteen towers

and western and

eastern observ-

ing points are

shown (courtesy

GeoEye/SIME).

A simplified illustration showing some of the solar

alignments at the Chankillo site.
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one west and one east of the towers,

functioned as observing points. The

western structure is well preserved;

the eastern one less so. Seen from

these points the towers act as a com-

plete set of sunset and sunrise mark-

ers, indicating not just both sol-

stices, but also intermediate dates

such as the equinoxes.

The use of solar horizon astrono-

my for calendrical purposes and to

regulate agricultural activities is

well-known in South America.

However the new discovery pushes

back the earliest date at which such

practices are known. Moreover,

even at this early date it appears in a

sophisticated and developed form.

Further reading:

See, for example, http://

www.physorg.com/news91988735.

html

IKONOS satellite image:

http://tinyurl.com/3blk7e

C. C. Mann, 2007, Mystery Towers

in Peru Are an Ancient Solar

Calendar, Science, 315, pp1206-

1207 (news item).

I. Ghezzi and C. Ruggles, 2007,

Chankillo: A 2300-Year-Old Solar

Observatory in Coastal Peru,

Science, 315, pp1239-1243.

Lord Wrottesley’s

telescope sold
One of Lord Wrottesley’s telescopes

was recently sold at auction. Lord

John Wrottesley, Second Baron

Wrottesley (1798-1867) was an emi-

nent Victorian

astronomer. A visit to

the remains of the

observatory that he

established in the

grounds of Wrottesley

Hall in Staffordshire

was one of the high-

lights of this year’s

picnic (see p16). We

do not know the fate of

the main instruments in this obser-

vatory (and would be pleased for

any information in this regard; see

p22). However, one of his smaller

telescopes, a Cary brass refractor

with a three-inch objective in a forty

five inch tube, has survived and was

recently sold.

This telescope has an interesting

history. An inscription on the tube

indicates that Lord Wrottesley lent

the telescope to Captain Francis

McClintock RN (1819-1907) who

used it in his search for Sir John

Franklin. In 1845 Franklin (1786-

1847) led an expedition comprising

HMS Erebus and HMS Terror, with

a combined crew of 129 officers and

men, to search for the Northwest

Passage. The expedition was last

seen by whalers in Baffin Bay, but

they vanished after entering

Lancaster Sound. Searches spon-

sored by the Government failed to

find the expedition. In desperation,

Franklin’s widow, Lady Franklin,

organised her own search expedi-

tion, under the command of Captain

McClintock. As part of the provi-

sioning of this expedition Lord

Wrottesley was persuaded to lend

his telescope. McClintock recovered

some remains of Franklin’s expedi-

tion, including a letter indicating

that Franklin had died in 1847, but

An aerial photograph

of the central

Chankillo complex.

Lord Wrottesley’s

telescope, held by Jeremy

Lamond, Halls fine art

director, and (below) the

telescope’s inscription.
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the ships and the bodies of most of

the crew have never been found.

After his expedition Captain

McClintock must have returned the

telescope because it remained with

the Wrottesley family until the

1950s, when most of their estate was

dispersed. At this time it was bought

by an amateur astronomer, who

apparently made good use of it. It is

his daughter who has now sold it. 

The telescope was auctioned at

Halls Fine Art in Shrewsbury on 14

March 2007. The sale attracted

interest from national institutions,

collectors and even descendants of

Captain McClintock. The telescope

fetched £5600, well in excess of the

estimate of £3000 and went to a pri-

vate London bidder.

Further reading:

Reports of the auction appeared in

the Express and Star regional news-

paper (Wolverhampton edition) on

21 February and 16 March 2007.

Some details of the sale are avail-

able on Halls’ website:

http://www.hallsestateagents.co.uk/

Salimbeni’s

Glorification of the

Eucharist in danger
The Glorification of the Eucharist

(circa 1600) by the Italian artist

Bonaventura Salimbeni (1568-1613)

is in danger of being lost.

Salimben’s painting is one of the

most unusual to come out of  the

Italian Renaissance. The Eucharist is

placed in the centre of the composi-

tion, with four great doctors of the

church below it: on the left Saint

Girolamo (with a lion at his feet) and

Saint Gregory Magno, and on the

right Saint Ambrose, Bishop of

Milan and Saint Augustus, theolo-

gian and Bishop of

Ippona.

It is the upper por-

tion which is unusu-

al. God is on the

right, Christ on the

left and above cen-

tre the Holy Spirit,

depicted as a dove.

They surround a

large sphere with

what appear to be

two antennae pro-

jecting from it. This

remarkable object

looks uncannily like

Sputnik 1, an unfor-

tunate resemblance

which has inevitably

led to much implau-

sible speculation.

However, the most

likely explanation is

that it is Salimbeni’s

depiction of the

Earth in a geocentric

cosmology. Each of

its several unusual features can be

explained in terms of the religious

symbolism of the time. For example,

closer inspection of the painting

reveals that each ‘antenna’ is a stylus

with which God or Christ is writing

on the globe.

The painting is part of the Church

of San Pietro in Montalcino,

Tuscany, where it is applied directly

to the plaster and mortar fabric of

the altar. The church is now in

urgent need of repair. The roof is

leaking and rain has soaked into the

walls. The roof is unlikely to survive

another winter and if it collapses the

church and all its contents will be

lost. A local non-profit organisation

has been set up to save the church

and is urgently seeking donations to

stabilise the roof. Any assistance

would be much appreciated.

Further reading:

Information about the Church of

San Pietro Restoration Project is

available at http://www.save-san-

pietro-montalcino.com/. Donations

can also be made at this site.

The Glorification of the Eucharist (circa 1600) by

Bonaventura Salimbeni.

Above: Captain (later Sir) Francis

Leopold McClintock RN (1819-

1907).

Below: Rear Admiral Sir John

Franklin RN (1786-1847).
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Clock making in

Medieval York
Evidence for clock making in

Medieval York was uncovered in

March this year. The find was made

as part of excavations by the York

Archaeological Trust on the site of

the former York College for Girls in

the Low Petergate part of the city,

prior to redevelopment. In the

Middle Ages the area was a cluster

of metalworking workshops.

The find is a small, circular seal

that would have been used to

impress the owner’s mark on wax

used to seal documents. There is an

inscription around the edge which

reads SIGILLUM ROBERTI

H O R O L O G I A R I I

DE IERM or ‘The

seal of Robert

the clock

maker from

Yarmouth’. It

has has been

dated to

around 1300.

It is the date

which makes the

seal interesting. At

this time clock making

had only recently been introduced

into England. The account books of

Beaulieu Cistercian Abbey,

Hampshire mention an itinerant

horologiarius in 1269-70 and there

are records of a clock made by the

Augustinian Canons of Dunstable

Priory, Bedfordshire, in 1283. Over

the next couple of decades there are

records of clocks at several major

English churches: Exeter Cathedral

(1284), St Paul’s London (1286),

Merton College Oxford and

Norwich Cathedral (both before

1290), Ely Abbey (1291),

Canterbury Cathedral (1292) and

Salisbury Cathedral (before 1306).

York has hitherto been conspicu-

ously absent from this list and the

find potentially removes an anom-

aly. The most likely site for any

clock is York Minster, though there

are no records of one there until

much later.

The main purpose of Medieval

clocks was to strike the hours.

Some, of course displayed astro-

nomical phenomena (a clock shows

solar cycles almost by definition, but

some also showed lunar, and even

planetary, cycles). A large astronom-

ical clock with automata was

installed in Norwich Cathedral in

1322-5 and Richard of Wallingford

(1292-1336), Abbot of St Alban’s

Benedictine Abbey and a noted

mathematician and astronomer,

designed and had constructed an

enormous astronomical clock,

though it was probably completed

after his death. It stood in the south

transept of the Abbey and was

apparently destroyed  when

Henry VIII dissolved the

monastery in 1546.

Further reading:

York Archaeological

Trust: 

http://www.iadb.co.uk/

Early English

quadrant astrolabe

sold
An early English quadrant astrolabe

found in Canterbury in 2005 and

dated to 1388 has been sold at auc-

tion. Quadrant astrolabes are

extremely rare, with only eight

being known. Other English astro-

labes from the fourteenth century

are extant, though they are usually

of the more common planispheric

type. Geoffrey Chaucer wrote his

Treatise on the Astrolabe in 1391.

The Canterbury astrolabe is a flat

copper alloy plate cut into a quarter

circle. One side is engraved with

degree scales around its outer edges

and has a series of curves, some con-

taining the names of zodiacal

constellations, engraved across its

surface. Aligning the Sun through

two pinhole sights on one edge of

the instrument would allow an

attached thread with plumb bob

(now missing) to swing and align

against the circles and edge calibra-

tions, thus giving the observer’s lat-

itude.

On the reverse side there are two

concentric circles with calendrical

information. This face is surmount-

ed by a centrally-mounted eagle

with spread wings. Originally the

eagle would have rotated, its tail,

feet and wing tips moving over the

scales in order to perform various

calendrical calculations, such as

finding the date of the Easter Moon.

The instrument could also be used

for telling the time of day, determin-

ing the length of day and night and

estimating the height of a distant

object or building.

The astrolabe was found in 2005

by Canterbury Archaeological Trust

during excavations on the site of the

Fusion hotel, restaurant and bar,

prior to extensions being built. This

excavation has revealed a seven-

teenth century Inn known as the

‘House of Agnes’ (and showing a

remarkable continuity of land use!)

which was on the main London road

just beyond the Westgate. The quad-

rant was beneath a series of clay

floors in a sealed soil deposit dated

to 1375-1425.

After restoration the astrolabe

passed to the Fusion hotel, who auc-

tioned it at Bonhams’ salesrooms,

London on 21 March 2007. It went

to an anonymous telephone bidder

for £115,000, rising to £138,000

after commission and tax, well in

excess of expectations. Fusion

intends to create a permanent exhi-

bition on their premises describing

the historical, social and scientific

context of the instrument and have

also donated a sum to charity.

Further reading:

Bonhams fine art auctioneers:

http://www.bonhams.com/

Canterbury Archaeological Trust:

http://www.canterburytrust.co.uk/

The seal of Robert the

clock maker recently

discovered in Low

Petergate, York.
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Pluto yet again
The ramifications of the IAU’s

reclassification of Pluto continue

to unfold. The IAU has long con-

sidered itself the sole arbiter of

astronomical nomenclature, but it

would appear to have a rival. The

state legislature of New Mexico

has passed a resolution, Joint

House Memorial 54, to the effect

that Pluto will be a planet, at least

when it is on the skies above New

Mexico. The resolution was intro-

duced by representative Joni Marie

Gutierrez, who represents Dona

Ana County. More sensibly, the

resolution also declared 13 March

2007, the anniversary of Clyde

Tombaugh’s discovery of Pluto in

1930, to be ‘Pluto Planet Day’.

Meanwhile the games company

Capcom have introduced Lost

Planet for the Xbox 360 console.

Initially I wondered whether it

might be a simulation or strategy

game in which the player attempts

to cajole or per-

suade a commu-

nity of fractious

and argumenta-

tive academics

into agreeing a

definition for a

new type of

celestial object.

But apparently

not. It turns out

to be a fairly

standard shoot-

’em-up, albeit

one set on an

unusually cold

planet. An opportunity missed, I

feel.

Further reading:

The full text of Joint House

Memorial 54 can be found at

http://legis.state.nm.us/Sessions/0

7%20Regular/memorials/house/H

JM054.html

Capcom’s Lost Planet is avail-

able from Amazon and was

reviewed in Fortean Times, April

2007, no. 221, p64.

The Canterbury quadrant

astrolabe of 1388 recently sold at

auction.
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THE first joint meeting that the

SHA has held with the BAA

took place at the Birmingham and

Midlands Institute (BMI) in central

Birmingham on Saturday 21 April

2007. The meeting had a good atten-

dance of seventy-nine people. In

addition to the advertised pro-

gramme, the sole exhibitor was the

SHA stand, organised as usual by

Ken Goward and augmented on this

occasion by a second-hand book

stall organised by Mark Hurn and

Roger Jones.

Most of the meeting was chaired

by Dr Richard Miles, the BAA

President, who also opened the

meeting. He thanked the SHA for

making the joint meeting possible

and introduced the first speaker,

Peter Grego to talk on Lunar and

Planetary Observing: Learning

from our Legacy. Peter traced the

importance of telescopic visual

observation of Solar System objects

from the earliest times of Galileo

and Thomas Harriott

through to the present

day. In turn, he discussed

the Sun, Mercury, Venus,

the Earth itself, and

finally his favourite, the

Moon.

He explained how

solar observation was

amenable via eyepiece

projection and that

Harriott’s drawings of

sunspots made soon after

the invention of the

telescope were particu-

larly accurate but that

mysteriously he never

published his work,

unlike Christopher

Scheiner, who postulated

in the 1630s that

sunspots were satellites

in transit across the

bright disk of the Sun.

The key to understanding lay in

attention to detail and faithfully

reproducing fleet-

ing views of fine

telescopic detail.

As telescopes

improved in per-

formance, so did

the quality of draw-

ings made along

with a better under-

standing of the

underlying physi-

cal phenomena. By

the mid-nineteenth

Century observers

began to record the

orientation of the

solar disk and

Carrington discov-

ered the gradual

drift of sunspots

towards lower solar

latitudes as each

solar cycle pro-

gressed. Peter

pointed out that

although we are now in Carrington

Cycle 23 and photography and CCD

imaging has largely taken over,

drawings continue to be made at the

Mount Wilson Observatory to main-

tain an unbroken historical record.

Indeed, many amateur astronomers

continue to gain much enjoyment

and satisfaction from making accu-

rate drawings of the Sun, faithfully

recording detail seen in the process.

The first drawings of the planet

Mercury of which Peter is aware

appear to be those made in the late

seventeenth Century by G. D.

Cassini at the Paris Observatory.

However little progress was

achieved for over two centuries

before Percival Lowell made a map

of the planet depicting linear struc-

tures contrasting with those of

Schiaparelli and later Antoniadii.

For a long time, it was thought that

Mercury’s rotation was locked to its

orbital period but this was largely

illusory due to a stroboscopic selec-

tion effect.

BAA and SHA joint meeting
Kevin Kilburn and Richard Miles

BAA President Richard Miles opens the meeting.

Peter Grego,

the meeting’s

first speaker.
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Like Mercury, Peter pointed out

that Venus also presented problems

for the visual observer since we now

know that clouds in the planet’s

atmosphere obscure any view of the

surface, making it impossible to

determine the rotation rate. The

unusual appearance of Venus was

known from early times. In particu-

lar, Johann Schröter noticed that the

time when dichotomy is reached

(that is, when the planet appears to

be 50% illuminated) occurred early

during evening apparitions and later

during morning apparitions. We now

know that the ‘Schröter Effect’ is a

consequence of the thick atmos-

phere. Visual observers have on

many occasions recorded irregulari-

ties along the terminator and

towards the poles or cusps.

Peter alluded to the fact that terres-

trial field studies are a form of

observation but in this case of the

Earth itself. Most crucially, he

explained that field sketches can

concentrate on important geological

features to make them clear, unlike a

photograph, which records details

indiscriminately. John Ruskin’s

work depicting the true nature of the

Alpine peaks is an example of this.

Last but not least, Peter turned to

the subject of the Moon, the appear-

ance of which was first drawn with

the aid of a telescope by Harriott,

most notably in his sketch dated

1609 July 17. By 1651, Riccioli had

produced a map of the Moon and

had introduced a system of nomen-

clature. Excellent drawings had been

made of lunar features during these

early years, for example Peter

showed the crater Albategnius as

drawn by Robert Hooke and repro-

duced in his Micrographia of 1665.

Peter proceeded to list the various

reasons why the visual recording of

lunar features is worthwhile includ-

ing; (a) not all of the near side has

been mapped, (b) even where it has

been mapped detailed visual obser-

vation can reveal new features, as in

the case of Graham Wheatley’s

drawing of the floor of the crater

Ptolemaeus, (c) it provides a good

way to learn the names of the vari-

ous lunar features, and (d) improv-

ing one’s drawing skills.

Finally, Peter showed how modern

technology can be utilised by the

visual observer. One example being

a CCD image taken by the observer

can be printed out and used as a

model on which to record visual

detail. Another is the use of a PDA

(Personal Digital Assistant) in place

of paper to make records at the

telescope. Peter was joined in the

audience by his young daughter,

Jacy.

The second speaker was Anthony

Kinder, Director of the BAA

Historical Section. His talk on Why

History? struck an immediate chord

with our SHA principles. Tony said

that all that was needed was an inter-

est in recording history. In the UK,

astronomical observation goes back

to at least the time of Stonehenge.

He did not consider himself an

astronomer and had little interest in

astronomical objects in their own

right, but he was interested in the

history of astronomy and of

astronomers.

Members of the audience applaud.

The Birmingham and

Midland Institute.
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Tony has accumulated over 4000

biographies of astronomers. His

ongoing project is to amass biogra-

phical details of all members of the

BAA since 1890, and he welcomed

any information from present and

former BAA members.

Detail mattered in any historical

research and previously unrecorded

material, no matter how trivial,

added valuable weight to previous

studies and built up a truer picture of

the subject. Individual quirks are of

particular interest but are rarely

recorded. For instance it is said the

Astronomer Royal, George Airy, did

not get on with Edward Maunder

because Maunder was a civil ser-

vant-astronomer and, unlike Airy,

not classically trained in his subject.

Tony considered libraries and his-

torical archives as fundamentally

important sources of biographical

and historical material. They contain

the most information, including

original papers and written docu-

ments and serendipity dictates that

you find more than what you look

for. The Internet is of limited use as

only already-known information is

available, although genealogical

records are invaluable

(what you look for is

what you find). The

growing use of email is

considered an impedi-

ment to future historical

research, as original

documents are unlikely

to be saved.

The historian must

preserve the past by

recording objectively

and accurately and if

necessary correct any

inaccuracies. For

instance, neither the

Revd John Flamsteed

nor Dr Edmund Halley

were knighted. William

Herschel was never

Astronomer Royal; at

best he was a royal pen-

sioner. Robert Ball was

British, not Irish. Tony

regarded the SHA’s Sir Robert Ball

Library as very important. A library

of the history of astronomy needed

to have astronomy books contempo-

rary with the date of the historical

and biographical material it con-

tained so that both could be refer-

enced in mutual context. He praised

the SHA survey of Britain and rec-

ommended that as intended in the

very early days of the BAA, news-

paper cuttings pertaining to regional

astronomers and their interests

should be collected and archived.

This had never been done by the

BAA nor had any early astronomical

literature been collected in spite of

many BAA Founder Members, like

Huggins and Maunder, having had a

keen interest in astronomical history.

Records from different cultures

helped a broader understanding of

events such as historical supernovae

and comets. Astronomical books

have been published in many differ-

ent languages, and both modern and

contemporary translations are a

valuable source of historical infor-

mation. Astronomy is an internation-

al subject and many cultures have a

rich astronomical legacy that is part

of its history.

Anthony Kinder’s message was

simple: the astronomical historian

has a gold mine of information

available that is still waiting to be

studied. 

The third speaker of the day

was SHA councillor and

founder member, Roger

Jones, who gave a fascinat-

ing and well-illustrated pres-

entation about the Victorian

astronomer, writer and lec-

turer, Sir Robert Stawell

Ball. The main theme of

Roger’s talk was Ball’s

extremely well attended pub-

lic lectures on popular sci-

ence and astronomy that he

gave throughout the UK and

in America.

Roger remarked that Sir

Robert Ball was involved

with the BMI for more than

Anthony Kinder

speaking on

Why History?

Sir Robert Stawell Ball

(1840-1913). This photo-

graph featured as the

frontispiece to

The Reminiscences and

Letters of R. S. Ball (1915).
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thirty years, lecturing here on many

occasions during the late Victorian

era and becoming its President in

1891. Our Society’s reference

library is dedicated to him as a fit-

ting tribute to his involvement with

the Institute. He is remembered for

his many popular astronomy books

such as Starland and especially his

Story of the Heavens.

Born in Ireland in 1840, Robert

Ball had a privileged upbringing,

with private schooling in England

before attending Dublin’s Trinity

College where he had a brilliant uni-

versity career, gaining honours in

mathematics and experimental

physics and graduating in 1865. He

had no formal astronomical training;

his first practical experience came

when he went to Birr Castle as tutor

to the sons of the Earl of Rosse,

where he also took charge of Rosse’s

72-inch reflector, the Leviathan of

Parsonstown (see p20).

He spent several years as Professor

of Mathematics at Dublin’s new

Royal College of Science. In 1874,

he was appointed to the Andrews

Chair of Astronomy, at Trinity

College, which carried with it the

position of Royal Astronomer of

Ireland, and a move to Dunsink

Observatory.

His first lecture to a paying audi-

ence was in 1869 at the Belfast

Athenaeum and was entitled Some

Recent Astronomical Discoveries.

He was offered a fee, but said he was

happy just to recoup his expenses of

fourteen shillings. In later years, he

was not nearly so generous and

commanded a hefty fee for his lec-

tures. In 1874 he was invited to lec-

ture on engineering at the Midland

Institute in Birmingham and this

lead to him giving several public

talks on mechanics and popular sci-

ence, including astronomy, else-

where in the Black Country. As

Robert Ball became more widely

known as a speaker and an author,

he was invited to give talks through-

out the UK. His oratory alone would

have kept his audiences spellbound,

but Ball was also an expert

in the use of visual aids,

particularly the magic

lantern.

Roger Jones’s talk remind-

ed us that in the nineteenth

century, the average work-

ing man had limited access

to public libraries and lec-

tures were a comparatively

cheap and very popular

source of scientific and cul-

tural information to those

who wanted to learn. Roger

used numerous anecdotes to

illustrate Ball’s immense

popularity.

In 1892, Robert Ball

moved to Cambridge

University, succeeding John

Couch Adams as Lowndean

Professor and Observatory Director.

Once at Cambridge, he enjoyed

something of a celebrity lifestyle.

Browsing The Times archives, Roger

Jones found more than 300 entries

about him. There were many Court

Circular notices of his various pub-

lic appearances, including his atten-

dance at the Westminster Abbey

funerals of Gladstone and Tennyson.

Hardly a week went by when he was

not attending some meeting.

The total number of lectures

Robert Ball gave is not known, but

between 1874 and 1884 he

gave 700, and he lectured

continuously for the next

twenty years. He probably

lectured publicly more than

2,500 times. It is estimated

that, not counting the many

thousands of students and

fellow scientists who heard

him speak, at public venues

he lectured to well over one

million people. For thirty-

five years, from 1874 to

1909, Sir Robert Ball virtu-

ally personified astronomy

to the English-speaking

world. He died on 25

November 1913, aged 73,

and is buried in St Giles

cemetery, Cambridge, just a

few hundred yards from the

Observatory and near to his prede-

cessor, John Couch Adams.

After the lunch break, unfortunately

not catered for by the BMI because

of staff shortages, there was a

change of emphasis, with two talks

on contemporary astronomy. First,

Dr David Clements spoke on the

Herschel Space Telescope, an

infrared orbiting observatory due to

be launched by ESA in 2008. The

second talk was given jointly by Dr

Roger Jones.

Dr David Clements.



Stephen Serjeant and Dr Chris

Pearson, who described AKARI /

ASTRO-F, a Japanese infrared sur-

vey satellite launched in 2006 and

now producing impressive results.

Following the mid-afternoon tea

break, SHA Chairman Gilbert

Satterthwaite introduced the final

lecture. The speaker was SHA

Honorary President, Dr Allan

Chapman, who had of necessity

arrived late, having lectured the pre-

vious evening in Eastbourne.

Having been deprived of his life-

sustaining cups of tea during his rail

journey, Allan was presented with a

full teapot by SHA member Tony

Cross, to refresh him during his talk.

Dr Chapman spoke about The

Astronomical Work of Robert

Hooke.

Hooke was born at

Freshwater, Isle of

Wight in 1635. In

1662, he was elected

by the Royal Society

to the position of

Curator of

Experiments. Hooke

enjoyed the social

life of London and

frequented the latest

rage, the coffee

house. Tea and

chocolate were also

very popular drinks

that aided intellectu-

al discourse without

inebriation, unlike

alcoholic beverages.

He was probably

addicted to strong

Turkish coffee and

frequently says that

after nights out, he

‘slept not’.

Hooke was first taught

astronomical observation in

1657 by Dr Seth Ward at

Oxford. Their friend, Dr

John Wilkins at Wadham

College owned a telescope

of 80-feet focal length.

Hooke considered such

instruments as ‘artificial

organs’ to sharpen the sens-

es.

Spectacles were common

by 1610 and small lenses

could be assembled into tel-

escopes, but it was not until

about 1650 that bigger lens-

es, from selected plate glass

developed for larger, high-

class luxury mirrors, could

be manufactured commer-

cially. Huygens and Cassini selected

pieces of glass 3-7 inches in diame-

ter from which big telescope lenses

could be ground and polished. The

longer the focal length of these lens-

es, the better the reduction of chro-

matic aberration, but long focal

length also gave larger prime focus

images of the planets. Chapman pro-

posed that by examining the planets

in greater detail, under high magnifi-

cation, the Copernican theory could

perhaps be supported. By the 1660s

there was a race on to own and use

big telescopes. In England, private

individuals bought them; on the

Continent, government-supported

universities commissioned them.

Robert Hooke had a ‘pet’ lens of

36-feet focal length and three and a

half inches in diameter. It was fig-

ured somewhat asymmetrically and

he used it stopped down, but it gave

excellent images. This long

telescope was difficult to use but he

mastered it to perfection to observe

Jupiter in 1664 and again in 1666. In

1665 he left London to escape the

plague. After September 1666 the

Great Fire once again curtailed his

observations. Hooke used a

telescope of 60-feet focal length

(probably owned by Sir Paul Neile)

from the quadrangle of Gresham

Page 14 SHA Newsletter    Issue 14    October 2007

Dr Stephen Serjeant (left) and Dr Chris Pearson.

SHA Chairman Gilbert Satterthwaite.
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College and rigged perhaps by sea-

man from the Greenwich shipyards

to allow delicate alignment with

astronomical targets.

Through the telescope, Jupiter

looked four-times bigger than the

full moon, suggesting that he had a

two-degree virtual image with a

magnification of about x175. He

drew six belts. He observed satellite

shadow transits and was interested

in permanent Jovian markings that

suggested to him a rotation period of

about 10 hours. More southerly

European observers got better tim-

ings and showed more detail

because for them the planet was

higher in the sky. Hooke published

his observations, in Latin, in the

Philosophical Transactions of the

Royal Society and with learned insti-

tutions overseas.

Saturn was a puzzle planet; it had

‘handles’ or ansae. Why did they

come and go? Huygens identified

them as a thin, flat ring that nowhere

touched the planet. Hooke points out

the shadow of the planet on the ring

and suggested that it could be used

to determine the size of the planet.

Mars also puzzled Hooke. It had a

‘terminated and librated movement’.

He thought the planet rolled and

swayed because surface detail

was not always visible, per-

haps due to obscuration by

dust storms.

Hooke observed two brilliant

comets in 1664 and 1667. He

suggested that comets are bod-

ies like planets but which are

‘corroded’ by a solvent emitted by

the Sun, causing the tail. He took a

two-foot glass cylinder filled with

nitric acid into which he suspended

a wax ball encrusted in iron filings.

The corrosive effect of the acid

caused a vertical ‘tail’ of bubbles

that exactly matched cometary tails.

This illustration was a superb exam-

ple of experimental investigation

typical of Hooke.

Hooke was a keen lunar observer

and drew the crater Hipparchus

showing exquisite topographical

detail (reproduced in Newsletter 13,

March 2007, p11). It was suggested

that he could resolve 3-4 arcseconds

detail. In conclusion, Allan

Chapman said that Hooke’s involve-

ment with the sciences; chemistry,

physics, mechanics etc, indicated

that 60% of his attention was devot-

ed to astronomy.

This joint BAA/SHA meeting was

brought to a close by Gilbert

Satterthwaite and finally by Dr

Richard Miles who on behalf of

BAA thanked the SHA, the BMI and

those members who attended what

had proven to be a fascinating day

which had covered a broad sweep of

history through to futuristic space

missions. A somewhat longer report

of the meeting will appear in the

BAA Journal.

Jupiter on 26 June 1666 as

drawn by Robert Hooke. The

drawing appeared in a plate

which accompanied

The Philosophical

Transactions of the Royal

Society, 1, 1666 (reproduced

from T. Hockey, Galileo’s

Planet, 1999, Institute of

Physics: Bristol).

Dr Allan Chapman.



THIS year the annual summer

picnic marked the fifth anniver-

sary of the Society’s founding.

Council had hoped to hold the event

at Wadham College, Oxford, the site

of the founding. However, revised

arrangements at Wadham College

made such a visit prohibitively

expensive. Instead the picnic was

held in the picturesque grounds of

Pendrell Hall in Codsall Wood,

Staffordshire on Saturday 16 June. It

turned out to be the most enjoyable,

and most surprising, event of the

year so far, despite intermittently

inclement weather. 

The Society was invited to

Pendrell Hall by Mr John Armitage,

Director of the Pendrell Hall

Observatories Project. Our

Chairman Gilbert Satterthwaite was

sadly unable to attend, so I

deputised for him and kept the ball

rolling while the venue and tours

were ably organised by Mr

Armitage.

In the mid-nineteenth century Lord

John Wrottesley, Second Baron

Wrottesley (1798-1867) established

an observatory in the grounds of

Wrottesley Hall, about two miles

from Pendrell Hall (see The

Antiquarian Astronomer, 2006, 3,

pp5-10). Before the picnic there was

a visit to the remains of this observa-

tory. We met in the car park of the

Foaming Jug inn on the A41 at 11

am. It was then a short walk of about

three hundred yards to the observa-

tory site, which is in a patch of aban-

doned woodland. Mr Armitage and

his project members hope to restore

the observatory building, and the

assembled SHA members expressed
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Summer picnic at Pendrell Hall
Stuart Williams

Above: Members assembled in the

car park of the Foaming Jug Inn

prior to visiting the ruins of Lord

Wrottesley’s observatory.

Left: The ruins of Lord Wrottesley’s

observatory in abandoned

woodland.
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their support for this and Mr

Armitage’s other projects. Mr

Armitage is also interested in trac-

ing the whereabouts of the instru-

ments from the observatory; see his

request for information on p22.

Mark Hurn, assisted by Ken

Goward, had organised a Victorian

dress competition. There was a good

turnout of Victorian gentlemen, and

Tony Cross of Manchester won the

prize of a nineteenth century

engraving with his excellent impres-

sion of ‘Isambard Kingdom Brunel’

as he was instantly dubbed on

arrival.

The picnic proper started at 1:30

pm at Pendrell Hall. There was an

opportunity to inspect the recre-

ations of typical Victorian observa-

tories which the Pendrell Hall

Observatories Project has erected in

the grounds of the Hall. The picnic

itself, however, was forced indoors

by intermittent rain, and was held in

good company in the lecture room.

Later in the afternoon, members

enjoyed three talks on The Origins

of the SHA (Stuart Williams), The

Victorian Amateur Astronomer (Dr

Allan Chapman) and The Pendrell

Hall Observatories Project (John

Armitage). These presentations

were recorded for posterity by Mike

Oates.

Subsequently I presented John

Armitage with a framed copy of the

1854 watercolour of Lord

Wrottesley’s Observatory (see

above, right) and an informational

certificate (with content thoughtful-

ly provided by Reg Withey) in

thanks for his assistance with the

event. Lord Wrottesley presented

the original to the RAS in 1854.

This presentation is recorded as a

footnote to the summary paper by

Lord Wrottesley: A Catalogue of the

Right Ascensions of 1009 Stars con-

tained in the Catalogue of the

British Association for the

Advancement of Science, being

chiefly those of the Sixth and

Seventh magnitudes, Monthly

Notices of the RAS (1854, 14, pp69-

Above: The watercolour of Lord Wrottesley’s observatory rediscovered by

Peter Hingley, a copy of which was presented to John Armitage (courtesy

of the RAS).

Below: Members in Victorian dress in the ruins of Lord Wrottesley’s obser-

vatory. Left to right: Tony Cross, John Armitage, Mike Oates, Mark Hurn,

Jefferson Slosek and Jerry Grover.
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74). The footnote reads ‘The author

here subjoins a ground-plan of the

Observatory which, he remarks, will

save much tedious description. He

also presents to the Society a view of

the south front of the building’. Lord

Wrottesley’s full catalogue, with the

same title as the summary paper was

published in the Memoirs of the RAS

(1854, 23, pp1-32). The plan of the

observatory mentioned in the foot-

note appears on p2. The watercolour

was copied courtesy of the RAS and

with thanks to SHA Councillor Peter

Hingley.

The day was concluded with cakes

and bubbly organised by Ken

Goward. Ken’s two sons did a bril-

liant job of carrying in the cakes and

Allan Chapman and I officiated in

blowing out the candles! The high-

lights of the picnic were the Pendrell

Hall Observatories Project’s recreat-

ed Romsey-type observatory and

Lord Wrottesley’s astonishing ‘lost

observatory’. Particular thanks are

due to Ken Goward for his work

behind the scenes and to Kevin

Kilburn for liaising with John

Armitage. Truly a fine celebration of

a very important anniversary indeed.

Members enjoy lunch in the

Pendrell Hall lecture theatre.

Left and centre left: Members

inspect the Romsey-type

observatory erected by the

Pendrell Hall Observatories Project

(see also the picture on p23).
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AS usual the AGM was held as

part of the Society’s Summer

Conference (see below). Gilbert

Satterthwaite opened the meeting by

inviting his predecessor in the Chair,

Miss Emily Winterburn, to welcome

those present on behalf of our hosts,

the National Maritime Museum.

The Minutes of the previous AGM

were received and adopted, and the

Secretary, Stuart Williams, present-

ed his annual report. Ken Goward

then presented the annual accounts

and membership report, and reports

on the Libraries, the Survey, the

Archives and the Society’s publica-

tions were received.

The Chairman then welcomed our

Guest of Honour, the Earl of Rosse,

and gave a brief account of the his-

tory of the great 72-inch reflector

erected by the Third Earl of Rosse in

1845 and of the astronomical work

carried out with it by the Third and

Fourth Earls and

their assistants,

showing photo-

graphs of the great

telescope as it was

in 1968 and during

its splendid restora-

tion, now almost

completed.

He then made a

formal proposal

‘That the Seventh

Earl of Rosse be

elected an Honorary

Life Member of the

Society, in recogni-

tion of his achieve-

ments in restoring

the great telescope

at Birr Castle,

County Offaly,

Ireland, and pre-

serving the history

of the astronomical

a c c o m p l i s h -

ments of his

a n c e s t o r s ,

notably the

Third Earl of

Rosse.’ This

proposal was

carried with

a c c l a m a t i o n ,

and Gilbert pre-

sented Lord

Rosse with a

framed certifi-

cate, saying

‘Studying the

history of

a s t r o n o m y

helps us to

understand and

develop the

subject. The

Society’s role is

to discover, research, record and

maintain that history. Today we hon-

our a gentleman who has made a

major contribution to that task.’

In reply Lord Rosse expressed his

sincere thanks to the Society for the

honour, which he felt he could only

accept on behalf of his more illustri-

ous forbears. He wished the Society

well, and looked forward to a con-

tinuing and fruitful association.

The meeting then proceeded to the

election of the Council for the com-

ing year; Gilbert Satterthwaite was

re-elected Chairman. Stuart

Williams having indicated that he

wished to step down from the post of

Secretary, Councillor Kevin

Kilburn, who had been acting as

Assistant Secretary for some

months, was elected to succeed him,

and Ken Goward was re-elected

AGM report
Gilbert Satterthwaite

Retiring SHA Founding Secretary Stuart Williams,

photographed in formal dress during 2002.

Emily Winterburn makes a few introductory remarks.
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Treasurer. Stuart Williams was elect-

ed to serve as a Councillor. Madeline

Cox, Mark Hurn, Peter Hingley,

Roger Jones, Martin Lunn and Reg

Withey were re-elected Councillors.

Gilbert expressed his thanks to all

the Council, including Jerry Grover

and Kevin Johnson who had served

as co-opted Councillors, and pro-

posed a special vote of thanks to

Stuart Williams for his great contri-

butions over the past five years,

which was carried with acclamation.

In an unusual item of Any Other

Business, Ken Goward read an

extract from a letter by Christabel

Airy, daughter of the Astronomer

Royal, referring to what had become

a Greenwich tradition of preparing

chocolate and cracknel to be served

to the guests at the Annual Visitation

of the Royal Observatory; he had

arranged for a continuation of this

tradition, which was greatly appreci-

ated by all present! The AGM was

then adjourned.

The great 72-inch telescope at Birr Castle, County Offaly, Ireland,

following restoration, photographed by Ian Birrell.

Above: The recorder recorded.

Several reports of the Society's

recent meetings have noted that the

proceedings have been recorded by

Mike Oates. Mike is caught here

recording the Summer Conference.

The Society owes Mike a debt of

gratitude for his efforts in preserv-

ing its meetings for posterity.

Left: Gilbert Satterthwaite presents

Lord Rosse with a framed certifi-

cate in recognition of his achieve-

ments in restoring the great

telescope at Birr Castle.
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THE Summer Conference, incorpo-

rating the fifth AGM, took place on

Saturday 14 July 2007, kindly hosted by

the National Maritime Museum

(NMM), Greenwich. Delegates were

welcomed with tea and coffee in the

main lobby of the NMM as they regis-

tered and collected their conference

packs. SHA Chairman Gilbert

Satterthwaite then formally opened the

meeting at 10:45 am. He immediately

invited Emily Winterburn to say a few

words of introduction from the NMM

and specially welcomed Dr Gloria

Clifton, Head of the Royal Observatory,

Greenwich, as a new SHA member and

delegate to the meeting.

Emphasising the aim of the SHA to

discover and record all aspects of astro-

nomical history, its regional Survey was

the theme of the day. Gilbert introduced

Roger Jones, the Survey Co-ordinator,

to bring us up to date and to describe

methods in which research could be

undertaken.

First published in 1999 and soon to be

republished in paperback form, Dr Allan

Chapman’s book on Victorian Amateur

Astronomers was the trigger for the for-

mation of the SHA in 2002. Since then,

many members had lectured on and

published some of their researches, but

the files of the SHA county survey were

still largely empty. Roger encouraged

members to ‘adopt’ a county and assist

in collecting data linking the reposito-

ries of regional information: astronomi-

cal society archives, local history soci-

eties and county archives; anything

helping to build the database of astro-

nomical history. Web-based search

engines were useful for initial searches

on known astronomers but it was ulti-

mately necessary to visit archives and

look for information in their astronomi-

cal entries for less well-known individ-

uals.

Stuart Williams then gave his talk, The

Dead Astronomers Society:

Resurrection Day! Trained as a photog-

rapher and local history researcher in

Walsall, his talk was a concise introduc-

tion in how to carry out research on

astronomical history at a local level.

While famous astronomers were recog-

nised, many lesser-known astronomers

existed for which little information has

come to light. Yet all that is required is a

willingness to delve through the

archives, noting down the information

(and accurately documenting reference

sources) and perhaps taking photo-

graphs of old observatories etc. The

‘gold mines’ were the local record

offices, libraries, county archives and

other archives, including those of astro-

nomical or natural and philosophical

societies. Original sources such as cen-

suses, birth and death records, maps and

collections of old photographs were

most important. Secondary sources

included newspaper archives. Stuart

continued with a comprehensive expla-

nation of how to use these archives and

record the information found for poster-

ity. In subsequent questions, Ken

Goward reminded the delegates that the

text of Stuart’s talk was included in their

conference pack.

A ninety minute lunch break enabled

delegates to visit the new facilities at

Greenwich, including new exhibits and

the new planetarium. The meeting

resumed with the 2007 AGM. The

Minutes were recorded by Gilbert

Satterthwaite and a separate report

appears above.

The AGM running somewhat over

time, after a quick tea break Peter

Hingley gave an abbreviated talk

describing An Overview of Resources

for Astronomical History Research. His

talk was most ably supported by a com-

prehensive handout pack containing

various sources for astronomical

research. Referring to these notes, he

picked out a few points about how to

plan and maximise any research efforts.

The schedule having overrun again,

Peter Hingley advised that a conducted

tour of the historic St Alphege’s Church

had been arranged and that anyone

accompanying him should leave no later

than 5:15 pm. Gilbert Satterthwaite

reminded those delegates who had

booked evening dinner at the Plume of

Feathers to make their own way there,

7:00 for 7:30 pm. He thanked all those

who had attended the meeting, especial-

ly Lord Rosse; and Emily Winterburn

and the staff of the NMM for facilitating

the venue and refreshments and Michael

Oates for making an audio recording of

the conference.

The meeting was concluded with an

open forum hosted by Roger Jones and

Gilbert Satterthwaite to discuss the

ways forward for the SHA Survey of

Astronomical History. The response

was very positive and many valuable

suggestions and comments from the

floor were forthcoming. The Chairman

closed the meeting at around 5:50 pm.

SHA Summer Conference
Kevin Kilburn

Members of the audience check their conference packs prior to the talks.



LIVING in Cannock, Staffordshire,

I was long convinced that the only

observatory that there had ever been in

the area was my own. However, I was

wrong. Around the autumn of 2005

someone mentioned an earlier obser-

vatory in the locality. Memories were

dim and initially I dismissed the mat-

ter. However, more recently I have

encountered someone who remem-

bered the name of the observatory’s

owner and I now have further details.

The observatory belonged to Charles

Adshead Loxton who was born in

Wednesbury in 1855 and who died in

Cannock at the grand old age of 95. He

practised as a solicitor, being admitted

to the profession at the young age of

twenty-two. For many years he was a

partner in the Walsall law firm of

Loxton and Co. He was also Clerk to

the Walsall Magistrates until 1912 and,

perhaps most importantly, Town Clerk

for Cannock from 1882-1933. He was

considered an authority on all aspects

of local government, particularly pro-

cedures.

But there was much more to Loxton

then his extensive legal and local gov-

ernment expertise. A contemporary

account states that he was ‘most

knowledgeable, indeed an authority,

on astronomy and related scientific

subjects,’ and that particularly in his

younger days he was in great demand

as a public speaker in these fields.

Charles Loxton established an obser-

vatory on land adjacent to his resi-

dence at Shoal Hill House in the Shoal

Hill area of Cannock, behind the his-

toric Walhouse School on the New

Penkridge Road. The precise construc-

tion date is unknown, but was proba-

bly in the 1880s or 90s. The observato-

ry was still operational immediately

before the Second World War, say in

1938 or 39, but was derelict by 1946.

It was probably demolished shortly

after Loxton’s death in 1950.

The observatory seems to have been

a modified version of the popular

‘Romsey’ observatory manufactured

and sold by the Revd Edward Lyon

Berthon (1813-99). The traditional
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LORD Rosse showed this beauti-

ful daguerreotype at the Summer

Conference. The gentleman standing

on the left is the Third Earl. Lord

Rosse is looking for any other infor-

mation about the image and would

particularly like to identify the other

figures. The instrument on the plinth

behind the seated figure looks like a

small transit telescope. The photo-

graph is assumed to have been taken

in the grounds of Birr Castle. It prob-

ably dates from the 1840s, which

were the ‘golden age’ of the

daguerreotype, before it was super-

seded in the 1850s.

Allan Chapman has suggested that

the figure on the right is Sir George

Airy though he appears somewhat

fuller-faced than usual. On this basis

the daguerreotype can be dated to

August 1848 when Airy visited Birr

Castle. Dr Chapman suspects that the

photograph was taken by the Third

Earl’s wife, Lady Mary.

Ken Goward has suggested that the

figure seated next to the Lord Rosse

looks like the Revd William Rutter

‘Eagle-Eyed’ Dawes.

Any information about this

daguerreotype would be much appre-

ciated. We will pass any details on to

Lord Rosse and will publish suitable

communications.

Unidentified Victorian astronomers

Charles Adshead Loxton and a lost

Romsey-type observatory
John Armitage

Charles Adshead Loxton (1855-1950),

probably circa 1895. The original

hangs in the offices of Cannock Chase

District Council and is reproduced by

kind permission.
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Romsey was made of wood and had an

octagonal dome, often with an adja-

cent transit house for a meridian

instrument. Loxton’s observatory

appears to have differed from the clas-

sic Romsey in being round rather than

octagonal and had a notably low-

pitched roof. It did not have a transit

house. It was probably built by a local

carpenter rather than from one of the

Revd Berthon’s kits. I do not know

what instruments it contained.

Both law and astronomy seem to

have run in the Loxton family. Charles

Loxton had a younger brother, Samuel

Ernest Loxton, who was fifteen years

his junior. Samuel Ernest Loxton was

associated with the firm of C. & S.

Loxton from 1916. He joined the BAA

in 1901 and was a Fellow of the RAS

from 1909 to 1928. In 1907-8 he had

on loan from the BAA a 3½-inch Wray

refractor (which the BAA still has) and

a spectroscope.

In 1920-21 Samuel Ernest Loxton

was one of the founders of the short-

lived Walsall and District

Astronomical Society and would

undoubtedly have known his fellow-

founder W. Henry Robinson (for

Robinson see Stuart Williams’ paper in

The Antiquarian Astronomer, 2004, 1,

pp44-51). Samuel Ernest Loxton was

mentioned a couple of times in the

Walsall Observer newspaper in the

context of this Society. On the 22

January 1921 (p7) he is noted as hav-

ing chaired a lecture of the Society

held in the Temperance Hall in Freer

Street, Walsall given the by Revd Ed.

Phillips, FRAS on Our Good Friend

The Moon. A few weeks later, on 19

March 1921 (p4), he is described as

the President of the Society and is

reported as having given a lecture on

The Dawn and Progress of Astronomy,

a title which suggests he might have

been interested in the history of astron-

omy. I have also seen a passing refer-

ence to a Samuel Everett Loxton, but

this is probably a misprint as there is

no reference to him in any census.

Following my rediscovery of

Charles Loxton’s observatory I have

resolved to create a Loxton Memorial

Observatory as close as possible to the

original location. A potential site has

been identified and a Calver reflector

earmarked as the prime instrument.

This telescope will be complemented

by a mixture of vintage and modern

instruments. The observatory will

probably not be of the Romsey type,

but rather will have a classic dome for

ease of construction. There will, how-

ever, be an adjacent transit-house. The

observatory will serve as both a fitting

memorial to Charles Loxton and as a

useful facility for the local community.

I am most grateful to Stuart Williams

and Peter Hingley (RAS Librarian) for

some of the details on Samuel Ernest

Loxton mentioned here. I would also

much appreciate any additional infor-

mation about either (or all) of the

Loxtons, particularly if it throws fur-

ther light on Charles Loxton’s obser-

vatory or instruments. In particular

Charles Loxton is reputed to have cor-

responded widely on astronomical

matters and some of his letters might

still be extant.

I am also looking for information on

an unrelated matter. I have written

before on the astronomical interests of

Lord John Wrottesley, Second Baron

Wrottesley (1798-1867; The

Antiquarian Astronomer, 2006, 3, pp5-

10, and the Newsletter, March 2006,

no. 10, pp12-14). I hope to recreate the

observatory he established in the

grounds of Wrottesley Hall (the

remains of this observatory were visit-

ed as part of this year’s picnic, see

p16). 

Preparatory to this work I am trying

to find out what happened to the

instruments in the observatory. The

main instrument was a 7¾” achromat-

ic refractor with an objective by

Guinand and Dollond and there was

also a 3¾” transit instrument, probably

by Jones of London. One of Lord

Wrottesley’s minor telescopes was

recently sold at auction (see p6), but

the fate of his larger instruments is

unknown. Again, any information

would be most appreciated. I can be

contacted at Observatory House, 117,

Hednesford Road, Cannock,

Staffordshire, WS11 6LB, telephone

01543 579805. 

[Alternatively, information about

any of these matters can be sent to the

Newsletter. We will forward it and will

be pleased to publish any suitable

communications — Ed.]

The author standing in front of a

Romsey-type observatory which has

recently been constructed at Pendrell

Hall, Codsall Wood, South Staffs. The

author is Director of the Pendrell Hall

Observatories Project.
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Book reviews
Betts, Jonathan, Time Restored: The

Harrison Timekeepers and R.T. Gould,

the Man Who Knew (Almost)

Everything. Hardback, Oxford Univ.

Press and the National Maritime

Museum, Greenwich, 2006, ISBN 0-19-

856802-9, £35.00, pp480.

Most people with an interest in the his-

tory of astronomy will be aware of John

Harrison’s timekeepers and the major

role they played in finally solving the

problem of determining longitude at

sea; many will know of the lengthy

arguments which delayed Harrison

gaining full recognition of his achieve-

ment for many years, and will have

heard the story of the restoration of the

clocks after years of neglect, by a retired

naval officer, Lt Cdr Rupert Gould. Few

however will be aware of the huge range

of Gould’s other interests and abilities,

or of the enormous toll his obsession

with horology and the Harrison time-

pieces took on his complex and vulner-

able character. Some of the older ones

among us remember him as

'Commander Campbell’, a leading

member of the resident panel in the

BBC’s radio programme The Brains

Trust, a man who displayed wide

knowledge in a remarkable diversity of

subjects, but we too knew nothing of the

personality behind the expert. Many

readers of Dava Sobel’s best-selling

Longitude, and especially viewers of the

expanded film version, will have

become aware that his was in fact a very

complex personality.

Jonathan Betts, Senior Specialist in

Horology at the Royal Observatory

(National Maritime Museum) and him-

self the leading expert on the Harrison

timepieces for whose care he is respon-

sible, has in this book provided a major

insight into the story of their survival

and that of the man who restored them.

His book is in fact two books in one,

documenting in detail the story of the

restoration and public display of the

clocks, and also providing us with a

splendid biography of Gould. Both

strands of this remarkable compilation

have been researched in great detail

over many years, and Betts has made

full use of a huge range of primary and

secondary sources, and correspondence

and interviews with many experts and

members of Gould’s family.

The story of Harrison’s timepieces not

only embraces the four machines much

visited in the recently restored Time

Galleries at the Royal Observatory and

known as H1, H2, H3 and H4 (the prize-

winning watch), but also H5, a slightly

improved version of H4, and K1, a copy

of H4 made by Larcum Kendall as part

of the requirements laid down for the

Longitude Prize. H5 was tested in King

George III’s observatory at Richmond

and was instrumental in Harrison finally

being awarded the balance of the

Longitude Prize (established in 1714) in

1773; K1 was used very successfully by

Captain James Cook on his second and

third voyages of discovery. Betts

describes all these instruments in detail

and records their subsequent history,

including efforts to restore them - with

varying degrees of success - and, for a

time, extreme neglect. He relates how

Gould, as part of the research for his

seminal book The Marine Chronometer

(published in 1923) visited the Royal

Observatory in 1920 and saw H1 in

store, filthy and corroded, and persuad-

ed the Astronomer Royal, Sir Frank

Dyson, to allow him to undertake its

cleaning and restoration. The desire to

complete this task, and to extend it to

the other Harrison clocks, rapidly

became an overriding obsession. As he

was himself aware, Gould had no tech-

nical training in horological conserva-

tion and made some mistakes, but there

is no question that but for his dedicated

efforts over many years we would not

be able to see these historical timepieces

in good order today.

This aspect of the book is indeed a

success story, but sadly its other focus,

the life of Rupert Gould himself, is

another matter entirely. Betts describes

Gould’s early life, and his training and

early career as an officer in the Royal

Navy. Early in his first seagoing posting

as Navigating Officer in 1914 Gould

suffered a major breakdown, the first of

several manifestations of depressive ill-

ness that were to haunt him for the rest

of his life. He struggled on in active

service, but was retired unfit in 1916.

Fortunately he obtained a position in the

Historical Section of the

Hydrographer’s Department of the

Admiralty, and was thus enabled to

retain his naval rank. He married the

following year.

Rupert Gould’s life is described in

great detail, a long story of attempts to

pursue his many enthusiasms, of which

his passion for horology was only part;

his writing, lecturing and socialising,

interspersed with repeated bouts of

depressive illness and attempts to com-

bat these by increasingly obsessive and

reclusive behaviour. Over many years

he was to lose his marriage, his family,

his home, and without a doubt, much of

his self-respect. Against this back-

ground, it is remarkable that Gould nev-

ertheless achieved so much of worth,

and left us with a huge debt of gratitude. 

Betts tells this story with great com-

passion, whilst ensuring that all aspects

of Gould’s life, both positive and nega-

tive, are told. His book has been metic-

ulously researched, and all sources,

which include many quotations both

personal and from official records, are

fully documented. It is beautifully pro-

duced, with many excellent and relevant

illustrations, including sixteen plates in

colour. The text has been compiled in an

unusual way, relating its two main sub-

ject themes in parallel and with numer-

ous paragraph headings, which makes it

an invaluable reference source. It is also

however a most readable story, beauti-

fully written with a command of the

English language which is sadly all too
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rare in this day and age. I rate it one of

the most important biographies in our

field published for many years, and I

can also recommend it as a gripping

story so well told that I found it very dif-

ficult to put down. Both the author and

his publishers are to be congratulated

for producing such a magnum opus.

Gilbert Satterthwaite

Danielson, Dennis, The First

Copernican: Georg Joachim Rheticus

and the Rise of the Copernican

Revolution. Hardback, Walker & Co,

New York, 2006, ISBN 0802715303,

$(US)25.95, pp288.

Georg Joachim Rheticus was

Copernicus’ first and only disciple. He

was responsible for publishing the first

printed account of Copernicus’ ideas on

heliocentricism and for seeing his De

Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium

through the printing press. It is no exag-

geration to say that without Rheticus the

world may never have heard of Nicholas

Copernicus and his revolutionary ideas.

But he was also the author of an impor-

tant textbook on trigonometry, a mathe-

matician and cartographer, and a maker

of navigational and other scientific

instruments. In later life he became a

medical practitioner, following the ideas

of the Swiss physician and alchemist

Paracelsus. He was also connected to

some of the most important humanist

scholars and scientists in sixteenth cen-

tury Europe. More sensationally, he was

the son of a doctor beheaded for sorcery,

suffered a severe mental breakdown in

his thirties, and was exiled from Leipzig

for 101 years following a scandal

involving a pupil. This complex and

colourful character is brought to life by

Dennis Danielson, Professor of English

at the University of British Columbia, in

this the first widely available book

about Rheticus.

Rheticus was born in 1514, in

Feldkirchen, now in Austria but at that

time part of Rhaetica, an old Roman

province. He was the son of a wealthy

doctor, who was beheaded for sorcery in

1528, when Georg was fourteen. His

early education included study at

Zurich, Prague and Wittenberg.

Wittenberg was the centre of the

German Reformation, and it was here

that Rheticus became acquainted with

the great humanist scholar Phillip

Melanchthon, who declared his young

student ‘born to study mathematics’ To

further his career, Melanchthon set up a

second professorship of mathematics

especially for him at Wittenberg

University in 1536.

In 1538, Rheticus was granted leave of

absence from his professorship to visit

some of the leading astronomers of the

day, including Peter Apian, Johannes

Schöner, and Philip Imser, in

Nuremberg and southern Germany. He

then travelled north to the Prussian town

of Frauenberg (now Frombek in

Poland), to pay a call on Copernicus,

whose ideas he had heard about and

which had excited him immensely.  He

intended staying only a few weeks, but

remained for two years. The rest, as they

say, is history.

During his stay in Frauenberg,

Rheticus produced several works,

including a biography of Copernicus

(unfortunately lost); a map and gazetteer

of Prussia; and a short technical treatise

called Choreography, which promoted

the importance of careful geometric

measurement in map making. The final

paragraph of this last work suggested

the Earth as a spherical magnet suspend-

ed in space and rotating about its axis,

an idea put forward fifty years later by

William Gilbert.

Rheticus seems to have adopted

Copernicus as a father figure and a very

close relationship sprang up between the

two men. Rheticus spent several intense

weeks studying Copernicus’ ideas on

heliocentricism, and urged him to reveal

them to the world. He published his own

résumé of these ideas as Narratio Prima

the first account of the Copernican theo-

ry in printed form. It was published

within several months of Rheticus’

arrival in Frauenberg, early in 1540. It

was widely distributed and well

received amongst Europe’s intellectuals

and philosophers. Copernicus was thus

assured of an eager audience for his

ideas.

Rheticus returned to Wittenberg in the

autumn of 1541, with Copernicus’ com-

pleted manuscript of De Revolutionibus.

He had two of its chapters on trigonom-

etry published, and then took the whole

manuscript to Nuremberg in May 1542

to be printed there. Unfortunately, he

had to leave Nuremberg before the

printing was complete, and it was dur-

ing this time that a leading theologian

and preacher, Andreas Osiander, insert-

ed the bogus preface stating that

Copernicus did not actually believe that

the Sun was the centre of the universe,

but put it forward only as an hypothesis

‘to save the appearances.’ Copernicus is

said to have seen this only on his

deathbed. 

Rheticus now moved to Leipzig,

where he took up a post of professor of

higher mathematics. It was there in the

spring of 1543 that he received his copy

of De Revolutionibus with Osiander’s

unauthorised preface, and he was furi-

ous. This copy has survived and is

shown in Danielson’s book with the

offending page crossed out.  He then

travelled to Italy, and during his return

journey — in the late autumn of 1546 —

he appears  to have suffered some sort

of mental or spiritual breakdown. It was

late summer in 1548 before he returned

to Leipzig, and the next three years were

amongst the most productive of his life.

Early in 1551 he published a small pam-

phlet called Canon of the Science of

Triangles, containing the first six-func-

tion trigonometric tables ever published.

However, he had to flee Leipzig a few

weeks later, following a scandal. He was

subsequently banished from the

University for 101 years, with his repu-

tation in tatters and being declared a

bankrupt. 

He fled first to Prague and then to

Kraków in Poland, where he continued

his studies into triangles and also trained

to be a medical practitioner. He became

a disciple of Paracelsus (1493-1541),

who is recognised today as an early pio-

neer of the science of toxicology, but

who was a very controversial figure in
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his day. Rheticus was not happy in

Kraków, declaring ‘when it comes to

mathematics, this place is a wasteland’

and grumbling about sitting here ‘in the

cave of the Cyclops.’ He was depressed

that the major work he had planned —

The Science of Triangles — was not

making more progress. However, his

furtherance of Copernicananism was

boosted with the publication in 1566 of

the second edition of De

Revolutionibus, which included his

Narratio Prima. He also composed a

mathematical manifesto for Conrad

Gesner’s Bibliotheca of 1568, and was

given high praise in Petrus Ramus’

Schools of Mathematics (1569), works

that extended his reputation as one of

Europe’s greatest mathematicians. 

In 1572 Rheticus left Kraków and

travelled to the Upper Hungarian town

of Cassovia (now Kosice in Slovakia),

where he stayed for two years. He died

there on 4 December 1574, aged sixty.

His unfinished manuscript on the sci-

ence of triangles was left in the posses-

sion of one of his followers, Valentin

Otto, who finally completed the work

and had it published in 1596 under the

title of Opus Palatinum de Triangulis, in

honour of his patron Prince Elector

Frederick IV, ruler of the Palatinate. The

work was further revised by

Bartholomew Pitiscus in his

Mathematical Treasury of 1613. The

tables in this monumental book showed

values to the equivalent of fifteen deci-

mal places for sines of angles at inter-

vals of ten seconds.  According to a

recent historian, Glen von Brummelen,

Rheticus’ tables were so accurate that

they were the basis of astronomical

computation for centuries afterwards. It

was a fitting legacy of Rheticus’ life and

work, as was the fact that his Narratio

Prima was included in the Mysterium

Cosmographium of Kepler (1596), thus

ensuring that his name would be forever

linked to that of Copernicanism.

This fascinating book by Dennis

Danielson is not only a superb biogra-

phy of a key figure in astronomical his-

tory, it also illuminates the whole period

of sixteenth century learning. Here sci-

entists and intellectuals criss-crossed

Europe with a freedom that would be

envied by today’s university lecturers,

always on the lookout for better jobs or

wealthy patrons. It would be an excel-

lent book to read for this aspect alone.

The work is well researched and refer-

enced, very readable, and has useful

appendices with translations of key

works. Highly recommended.

Madeline Cox

This book is available for loan from

the Sir Patrick Moore Lending Library.

Library news
Madeline Cox, Stuart Williams and Peter Hingley

In all cases you should check availabili-

ty before visiting and bring your SHA

membership card for identification.

SHA Sir Robert Ball Library
The remaining ‘Open Day’ for the Sir

Robert Ball Library (SRBL) during

2007 will be Saturday 20 October. The

opening hours will be: 10.30 am - 12

pm, closed 12 pm - 1 pm, open 1 pm -

3.30 pm. We expect that the SRBL will

also open during the lunch breaks of the

SHA Autumn Conference on 6 October

and the FAS Convention on 13 October,

both at the BMI. It may also be possible

to open to researchers ‘by arrangement.’

Contact Stuart Williams for details.

The SRBL is located at the

Birmingham & Midland Institute, 9,

Margaret Street, Birmingham, B3 3BS.

BMI Web site: www.bmi.org.uk. Please

check that the library is open before vis-

iting as we reserve the right to close

without notice if volunteer staff are

unavailable or if the BMI is closed.

Contact: Stuart Williams, telephone

07906 103735 during opening hours

only. Any enquiries, please write with

SAE to: SHA, 26, Matlock Road,

Bloxwich, Walsall, West Midlands,

WS3 3QD or by email to:

research.librarian@shastro.org.uk.

RAS Library
The RAS Library opening hours are

10:00 am - 5:00 pm, Monday to Friday.

Currently the RAS is occupying tempo-

rary accommodation (Hallam Court, 77,

Hallam, Street, London W1N 6BR)

while their premises are refurbished.

However, the return to Burlington

House is now imminent and is currently

scheduled for Monday 22 October 2007.

Following the return to Burlington

House it will be practical to resume

opening the library on the first Saturday

of each month. The first such opening is

likely to be on 1 December 2007, when

the Library will be open from 10:00 am

- 5:00 pm. Readers can just turn up, but

are strongly advised to contact the

Librarian in advance (details below).

This precaution applies particularly to

the December date, to ensure that the

Library will be open, and also if you

wish to access the reserve collection

(approximately 1900-1980) books,

older journals or archive material. As

before there will only be one member of

staff on duty so it will be necessary to

ring the bell and wait to be admitted;  if

the delay is excessive please telephone

(details below). Also note that the

Saturday openings have been intro-

duced, at considerable inconvenience,

specifically to facilitate the use of the

RAS collection by amateur astronomers

and historians. If they are not sufficient-

ly used they will be discontinued, so the

message is ‘use it or lose it’. You have

been warned!

The address of the RAS is Burlington

House, Piccadilly, London, W1J 0BQ.

Contact Peter Hingley (020 7734 4582,

ext. 215 (though this may change);

mobile: 07757 133891 or email

pdh@ras.org.uk. Online catalogue:

http://ras.heritage4.com

ROE Library
The ROE Library is usually open during

office hours, Monday to Friday. Contact

Karen Moran (0131-668-8395 or email

ksm@roe.ac.uk). Online catalogue:

http://www.roe.ac.uk/roe/library/index.

html and follow the links: ‘Search the

Main Library Catalogue’ and ‘ROE

Catalogue’. 

Andrew Stephens’ Library
Andrew Stephens of Cheltenham has

offered SHA members the use of his

extensive private astronomical library

(see Newsletter, 12, November 2006,

pp20-21). In the first instance contact

Madeline Cox (library@shastro.org.uk,

or telephone on 01623 844121).
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HAVING been in temporary accom-

modation for over a year during

refurbishment, the RAS is scheduled to

return to its premises in Burlington

House during October. We also plan to

resume opening the Library on the first

Saturday of each month, starting on 1

December 2007. See the ‘RAS Library’

section of Library opening hours, p26,

for further details. Please note, however,

that there will be a great deal of sorting

out to do and it is unlikely that every-

thing will be locatable before the new

year.

RAS images available online
The RAS has entered into a contract

with Science Photo Library (SPL), the

largest supplier of scientific images in

the world, for SPL to supply RAS

images for commercial reproduction. To

date they have the great majority of the

RAS’s portrait collection available, a

growing selection of telescope and

instrument images, and all the coloured

constellation images from Urania’s

Mirror (circa 1820), plus many ‘miscel-

laneous’ images. They have also been

given all the constellation plates from

Bayer’s Uranometria (1603) and all the

constellation and ‘planetary’ images

from Hyginus’ Poeticon Astronomicon

(1482), and these will be on their site

shortly. At present about 320 images are

available online.

To view the images go to the SPL

website, http://www.sciencephoto.com.

To see all the RAS images click ‘Power

Search’ and then type in ‘Royal (one

space) Astronomical (one space)

Society’ then click ‘photographer’ then

‘search’. Alternatively you can search

by personal, name, telescope, constella-

tion or whatever. Only low-resolution,

watermarked images are publicly avail-

able; a charge is made to access the full-

resolution version.

Fellows and other researchers are still

welcome to contact the Librarian direct

for advice about choice of and sources

of pictures, and for images not yet avail-

able from SPL. The RAS has very firm-

ly retained the right to supply images for

research, private study and academic

and non-profit publication. For com-

mercial purposes advice will be willing-

ly given but the actual supplying will

normally be done through SPL. In the

latter case it is a great help to be contact-

ed with a ‘wish list’ as far as possible in

advance; in many cases we can ensure

that  images not yet with SPL are expe-

ditiously sent to them. At the very least

the SPL site enables the researcher to

have a quick look at what the RAS has

easily available; any of the images

included can, of course, also be supplied

as normal photographic prints.

Suggestions of images readers and his-

torians think could usefully be added are

welcome and will be acted upon if the

RAS has the originals.

Progress with online 

catalogue
The last three years have seen an enor-

mous effort to convert the Library’s cat-

alogues from card to computer format.

To date all the journals and 6200 books

(pretty well everything in the Main

Library) are fully ‘in the system’ and

work is energetically in progress to

retro-convert about thirty-five boxes of

Reserve Collection books, while a series

of further batches are being converted

by various means, much of which is a

result of the efforts of the Library’s

excellent volunteers, which will proba-

bly bring in ‘rough’ records for 8000-

12,000 items, including the Rare Books

and many of the Pamphlets. Of course

editing all these to produce complete

records will take many years. Following

the above, we hope to employ part time

staff to create ‘rough records’ for the

remaining group of material, with the

extremely ambitious objective, if this is

approved, of having rough records for

‘Everything’ (errors and omissions

excepted!) in the system by the end of

March 2008, which marks three years

from the start of the project.

The online catalogue is available

through the Library’s OPAC which is

accessible from the RAS web pages,

www.ras.org.uk, then click on ‘Online

Catalogue’ on the front page. Before

travelling to the Library to consult any

item listed in the OPAC you are strong-

ly advised to check its availability with

the Library staff.

RAS Library news
Peter Hingley

Brian Warner’s

Cape Landscapes
Peter Hingley

A flyer for the latest work by Prof.

Brian Warner (University of Cape

Town), Cape Landscapes: Sir John

Herschel’s Sketches 1834-1838, was

included with the last Newsletter.

Unfortunately during the period

between receiving the flyer and send-

ing it out the contact for British orders

changed. Orders should now be sent to:

Gazelle, White Cross Mills, Hightown,

Lancaster, LA1 4XS (telephone +44

(0)1524 68765, fax. +44 (0)1524

63232).

Sir John Herschel’s twenty-foot reflec-

tor at his temporary observatory

established at Feldhausen, a few miles

outside Cape Town during the 1830s.

Forthcoming meetings

and events
Clive Davenhall

THE following is a list of forthcom-

ing meetings and events to be held

during the remainder of 2007 and con-

tinuing into 2008. Unless noted other-

wise, booking is necessary for meetings

but not for exhibitions. Except where

noted the events are organised by the

SHA. The details of non-SHA events are

checked as far as possible but cannot be

guaranteed. Items for inclusion in this

list in future issues of the Newsletter are

welcome. They should be sent to the

editorial address given on the back

page.
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Sat. 6 Oct. SHA Autumn Conference: A

Review of Members’ Work to be held at

the BMI. 10:30 am to 5:10 pm.

Admission £10.00 (SHA members). See

also p3.

2008

Sat. 29 Mar. Joint Meeting between the

SHA and Manchester Astronomical

Society and the North West Group of

Astronomical Societies. To be held in

Chetham’s Library in central

Manchester. Further details TBA; see

also p3.

Sat. 17 May. SHA AGM and Spring

Conference: William and Margaret

Huggins and the Dawn of Spectroscopy.

To be held at the Institute of Astronomy,

Cambridge. Further details TBA.

Advance notice of the 2009

picnic
In 2009 the SHA Summer Picnic will be

held on Saturday 4 July at the Hanwell

Community Observatories Project,

Banbury, Oxfordshire. Further details

will be announced closer to the time.

For the Hanwell Community

Observatories Project see:

http://myweb.tiscali.co.uk/hanwellob-

servatory/index.htm

Guidelines for

submitting articles

and letters to the

Newsletter
Guidelines for submitting articles and

letters to the Newsletter were included

in a previous issue (no. 7, June 2005)

and are available from the Society’s

Web site.

Articles, letters and Newsletter

inquiries should be sent to the Editor,

Clive Davenhall. For electronic contri-

butions the email address is:

newsletter@shastro.org.uk

For paper contributions see the box

opposite.

The deadline for the next

edition of the Newsletter

is Saturday, 3 November

2007.
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