Mars Section

Percy Mayow Ryves and Mars

The 2018 perihelic opposition of Mars will not
be good for UK observers, for the planet’s dec-
lination will be more than 25° south. The oppo-
sition year 1922 was similar, making it the one

ofthe worst observed in the history of the BAA.

However Percy Mayow Ryves (Figure 1) took
the optical parts of a 10%-inch (260mm) reflec-
tor to Tenerife, where from an elevation of around
7,700ft (2,350m), located upon dry volcanic ash
and above the cumulus clouds, he was able to

make good observations.!

I observed Comet P/Halley? and Mars from
Tenerife in 1986 with my 216mm reflector. The
seeing could be quite unsteady upon the lower
slopes of Mount Teide (Figure 2), just as Ryves
found, but the sky was spectacularly transpar-
ent. P. M. Ryves (1881-1956), had a paternal
uncle, E. W. D. Ryves,3 who was a keen amateur
astronomer. Percy developed his astronomical
interests while still at school in the 1890s,4 al-
though throughout his life his main interest was
not Mars, but variable stars.

When I took over as Mars coordinator in 1980,
I acquired a large collection of unpublished past
records. These included two little pocketbooks
by Ryves, for 1922—1924. He wrote a summary
of his work for Dr W. H. Steavenson, sent ¢/o
the British Consulate in Santa Cruz de Tenerife
on 1923 Jun 17, together with a map drawn in an
ink wash. This map was never published, per-
haps because its creator expressed doubts about
its artistic merit, but as it seems a fair represen-

Figure 1. Years ago I spot-
ted P. M. Ryves in the key to
an RAS group photo at

Jodrell Bank: Observatory,

69, No. 851, Plate 3 (1949).

It was possible to borrow the
original glass negative from

the son of the photographer
(M. A. Ellison), and to make
this enlargement.

Figure 2. The peak of Mount Teide, Tenerife,
photographed during an early morning flight to
La Palma, 1986 April 8. Richard McKim.

tation of his drawings we reproduce it in Figure 3.
Notice the unusual inclined form of Solis Lacus
(confirmed by E. C. Slipher’s photographs) and
the breadth of the great Nepenthes curve. There
is also the unusually prominent Amenthes. Com-
pared to the present, Cerberus bordering Elysium
appears massively wide, but that was indeed
how it looked then. Ryves made 59 sketches,
June 18—August 8.

Many European observers completely missed
this opposition on account of the low latitude,
and the BAA file contains reports by only nine
observers. In 1924 Ryves used the same mirror
from Zaragoza, in mainland Spain. He also had
the use of the 16-inch refractor at Madrid Ob-
servatory. In the BAA records for 1922 there is
a Spanish postcard of a professional observa-
tory: see Figure 4. Could this have been from
Madrid in 1924?

In the course of my dust storm research [ went
through all these old records, and at last much use
of them was made.5 Ryves sent accounts of his
observations to contemporary newspapers, as
Martin Mobberley’s biography illustrates, and
to Prof W. H. Pickering, who published six of the
1922 drawings in the now-defunct American jour-
nal Popular Astronomy.% Many years later, in
connection with ‘flashes’ observed from the plan-
et’s surface, two of Ryves’ 1922 drawings ap-
peared in my Section report for 2001.7

After 1924, the only evidence we have of fur-
ther Mars work by Ryves is a very fine drawing
for 1941 September 16, made at Headley Ob-
servatory, four miles from where he was then
living.8 In early 1941 the observatory’s creator,
the Revd T. E. R. Phillips (1868—1942), retired
to nearby Walton on the Hill, but he commuted
over by bus in the evenings. Phillips’ logbook®
reveals that on October 1 Ryves was again
present to help to get the clock drive of the 18-
inch reflector working, so he presumably looked
at Mars with Phillips under the excellent condi-
tions prevailing that night. In 1942 September
Ryves became Director of the Mars Section un-
til his death in 1956.

Ryves had been using the Headley instruments
since the Spanish Civil War forced his return
from Spain, but a more local sort of trouble was
to follow. The BAA Council Minutes of 1944
July 26 reported: ‘Following the arrival of a fly-
ing bomb in the Rectory garden at Headley, some
anxiety was expressed as to the safety of the

Figure 3. Map of Mars in 1922 drawn in an ink
wash. P. M. Ryves, BAA Mars Section Archives.
(South is uppermost in Figures 3 and 6.)

Figure 4. The anonymous Spanish observatory
postcard. Can any reader identify it?

18" reflector.”10 The telescopes had been
stripped of their coverings by the fall of a flying
bomb in the Rectory garden. Arriving at Headley
only a day after the bomb, Dr R. L. Waterfield
was able to arrange for the safety of the instru-
ments (including his own 6-inch refractor also
housed at Headley). Sadly, as he explained in a
note in his logbook,!! the Rectory had been
largely demolished by the same bomb.

Council asked Ryves to pack the optics and
store them in the cellar of the Vicarage of the
Revd Rees Wright, but at the September Coun-
cil when Ryves had made no progress with mak-
ing a box, it was agreed that as the immediate
danger was over, they could be left where they
stood.!0 The instruments were removed after
the War, and with no handy observatory left,
Ryves moved to London. His final years were
spent in High Wycombe.

Ryves devoted much time to preparing BAA
talks, and from 1952 onwards in editing and
publishing a now unknown magazine entitled
Observation (Figure 5).12 Around 1950 he of-
fered to edit the large volume of unpublished
variable star material bequeathed to the RAS by
A. Stanley Williams, but correspondence shows
that he dropped the project when he realised it
would be without payment.!3 Ryves brought
out a Mars Memoir for the favourable 1941 op-
position,8 but the text was largely the work of
DrA. F. O’D. Alexander and the chart by A. W.
Wilkinson. The manuscript had been delivered
to Council on 1946 June 26 but it took five more
years for Ryves to prepare all the illustrations
and to get it into print, and some members of
Council (including other Directors) became criti-
cal of his tendency to put things off.

Ryves drew one more Mars map, which we
show in Figure 6: actually a very fine general
chart for the revised edition of Sir Robert Ball’s
Atlas of Astronomy.14

Percy Ryves was a prolific and highly suc-
cessful observer, but history has judged him a
poor administrator.

Richard McKim, Director
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Figure 6. General map of Mars drawn for ca. 1940 by P. M. Ryves.!4

Figure 5. The first front cover of Observation, 1
(1) (1952 January).
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I was unable to find any other copy of this maga-
zine, though I presume copyright libraries have
it. This single copy was acquired when discarded
by the BAA library many years ago. In 1980 I
was informed that Ryves was involved in pub-
lishing a magazine by those Council members
(Mr A. K. Appleton and Mr D. A. Campbell)
who had been responsible for removing BAA
papers from his house after his death. They also
looked without success for the chronometer re-
ferred to by Mobberley.! The magazine’s printer
was based in High Wycombe.

RAS Archives: A. Stanley Williams Bequest

papers.

R. S. Ball, 4 Popular Guide to The Heavens,

Sth edition edited by E. A. Beet, G. Philip &

Son, 1955. The text explains that the Mars

map was based mostly, but not entirely, upon

BAA observations from 1939 and 1941.
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Imaging the International Space Station

‘Observer’s Challenges’ are regularly issued on
the BAA website highlighting objects or events
that members might like to observe. Some re-
ally are quite challenging even for an experi-
enced observer, so a slightly easier one was

selected in March: to observe the ISS (see the

line article by Dominic Ford at https://
itastro.org/node/12805). Passes of the ISS

are always a good opportunity to get friends

and neighbours looking up at the sky, and chil-
dren are often particularly excited to be able to
see a real spaceship fly over.

For others, photographing the ISS can be-

come a serious hobby. Although the Easter pe-
riod coincided with poor weather over much of
the UK, some fine images were obtained, in-
cluding the one below by John Bell observing
at Haversham, Milton Keynes.

Be sure to look out for more Observer’s
Challenges over the next months. And don’t
forget to upload your results to your BAA
Member’s Page (https://britastro.org/
member_profiles) and send them to the rel-
evant Section Director.

Jeremy Shears

The ISS transits the Moon on 2018 March 29 at 00:19 UT. Celestron C11 with Sony A7S
digital camcorder, frames each 1/1000sec. John Bell.
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