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A Strange Celestial Visitor.

In response to the invitation of the Editors of the Observatory to
furnish some reminiseences to the sooth number of this Magazine,
I tried to recall my most striking experiences during the past
43 years, and my meuwrory has gone back to one that stands out
from its unlikeness to any other,

It was a quiet and fairly clear evening in the late autumn, and
the time was nearly two hours after sunset. The Moou was near
her first quarter, and had crossed the meridian a little more than
half an hour before. There was, therefore, a fair amount of light
in the sky, and the principal stars were clearly seen.

I was at the Royal Observatory, Greenwich, and, as a violent
magnetic storm had broken out at about 10" 15™ in the forenoon,
was expecting an auroral display. I had therefore taken up my
position close to the “Sheepshanks Dome,”on the ¢ Library Leads,”
as the flat roof over the smaller library was then called, whence
I had a view uninterrupted in all directions except for the great
dome towards the S.E. Nor was my expectation disappointed,
for as the sunset tints faded away in the W.S.W. quarter,
a rosy glow, at first hardly to be distinguished from them, spread
itself all over the N.W. and gradually strengthened, until
about 5.30 P.M. a brilliant ray, mainly of the same red or rosy
colour, but with a greenish vein in it, shot up from the horizon
in the north and reached the zenith. Other less conspicuous
glows and rays showed themselves, but presented no features of
special interest.

Then, when the display seemed to be quieting down, a great
circular disc of greenish light suddenly appeared low down in the
E.N.E., as though it had just risen, and moved across the sky, as
smoothly and steadily as the Sun, Moon, stars, and planets move,
but nearly a thousand times as quickly. The circularity of its
shape when first seen was evidently merely the effect of fore-
shortening, for as it moved it lengthened out, and when it crossed
the meridian and passed just above the Moon its form was that
almost of a very elongated ellipse, and various observers spoke of
it as “ cigar-shaped,” *“ like a torpedo,” or “aspindle” or “shuttle.”
Had the incident occurred a third of a century later, beyond doubt
everyone would have selected the same simile—it would have been
“just like a Zeppelin.” After crossing the meridian its length
seemed to contract, and it disappeared somewhat to the south
of the west point. Its entire passage from rising to setting
took less than two minutes to complete, and it disappeared at
6" 5™ 50° G.M.T.

I watched for several hours longer, but no repetition of the
phenomenon occurred. A pale greenish glow fringing the upper
edge of the great London-smoke cloud in the north was observed,
but it showed little, if any, structure or movement.
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The * torpedo,” on the other hand, was many times brighter
than this northern glow, much brighter even than the Great Comet
(of 1882) then visible in the early morning sky, and it had a clearly
defined outline, but a plain and uniform surface. The greatest
length which it presented was about 30°; its breadth was from
2° to 3°. But in colour the light of the  torpedo ” was evidently
the same as that of the auroral glow in the north, and this showed
me in the spectroscope the familiar auroral line in the ¢ citron-
green,” to which, indeed, its colour was plainly due, a line now
considered to be coincident with a prominent line in the spectrum
of krypton.

This ¢ torpedo-shaped” beam of light was unlike any other
celestial object that I have ever seen. The quality of its light, and
its occurrence while a great magnetic storm and a bright aurora
were in progress, seem to establish its auroral origin. But it
differed very widely in appearance from any other aurora that I
have ever seen. It was unlike auroral shafts and rays, with their
glancing, flickering movements so generally radiating from the
magnetic north, since its motion was a steady uniform progress
from (magnetic) east to west. It was equally unlike auroral
“arches” or the auroral “crown,” and its clearly defined outline
and restricted size differentiated it as distinctly from ordinary
diffused auroral glows.

It appeared to be a definite body, and the inference which some
observers drew from this was that it was a ** meteor,” not in the
old vague sense of some object high in the Earth’s atmosphere,
but in the sense of a solid cosmical substance the orbit of which
has brought it within the terrestrial atmosphere. But nothing
could well be more unlike the rush of a great meteor cr fire-ball,
with its intense radiance and fiery train than the steady—though
fairly swift—advance of the ¢ torpedo.” There was no sign of
the compression of the atmosphere before it, no hint that the
matter composing its front part was in any way more strongly
heated than the rest of its substance—if substance, indeed, it
possessed. The gleam of a search-light, focussed on a cloud and
steadily swept along it, is a more accurate simile for the impression
which the appearance produced upon my own mind.

The late Mr. Rand Capron, of Guildford, who made the study
of aurora one of his chief specialities, communicated an interesting
discussion * of the observations of this singular phenomenon to
the Philosophical Magazine for 1883 May, pp. 318-339, a paper
which I briefly summarized in the Observatory for 1883 June
(vol. vi. pp. 192, 193). Tor myself, the « torpedo beam ” stands
out in my mewmory, not only as a celestial object unique in my
experience, but as associated with the great magnetic storm of

* Numerous letters from observers of the ‘““beam” were published in
Nature, vol. xxvii. for 1882 Nov. 23, and the following weeks, and it was upon
these that Mr. Capron’s discussion was chiefly based,
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1882 Nov. 17-21, and as synchronizing with the great sun-spot
group, No. 885 of the Greenwich Photoheliographic Results, the
largest I had then observed. From that date onward I had no
doubt that in some way or other magnetic disturbances on the
Earth were connected with disturbances in the Sun, though it was
not until more than twenty years later that the nature of the
connection became clear.

8 Maze Hill, Greenwich Park, 8.B. E. WarrER MAUNDER.
1916, April 26,

The Date of Easter.

“EastER Day is always the first Sunday after the full moon
which happens upon, or next after, the 21st March ; and if the
full moon happens upon a Sunday, Easter Day is the Sunday
after.” This definition—taken from the Act of Parliament
regulating the matter for us-—seems to be simple and straight-
forward enough, and the uninitiated person is inclined to think
“why all this pother about golden numbers and epacts and
Sunday letters, that are so confusing to a plain man?” No
doubt, the 20th century Calendarist would consider it quite
sufficient to take the actual full moon, referred to the meridian
of Greenwich, which occurs at the required time—or, better still,
which occurs next after the instant of the vernal equinox,—as
the Paschal full moon. And it is interesting to recall, in this
connection, that some of the German Protestant States, in their
abhorrence of the Papal decrees concerning the Gregorian re-
formation of the Calendar, actually adopted in 1500 the plan of
using the true astronomical full moon and the true equinox
of the Rudolphine Tables as their data for determining the date
of Easter. But it was found in 1724, and again in 1744, that a
different day was kept as Easter Day from that kept by their
Roman Catholic neighbours, and, in consequence of the practical
inconvenience of this, the plan was abandoned. But it should be
clearly understood that this arrangement involves the substi-
tution of a ‘“tabular” moon and a ‘“tabular” equinox for the
¢ Calendar” moon and ¢ Calendar” equinox of the existing
arrangement ; and it would be a necessary condition for its
success that the same solar and lunar tables should be used,
for this particular purpose, throughout the civilized world. Else,
“haply, we might find that two sets of lunar tables would give the
time of full moon, on a critical occasion, differing by a fraction of
a second, and might thereby indicate a different day as the day
of full moon in that particular lunation.

But if we try to go back, in imagination, to the 16th century,
we can understand how difficult, if not impossible, it must have
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