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John Isaac Plummer, 

Colonel Tomline’s Astronomer 

Part 3 
 

1 Suggested Further Work 
Although much is now known about Plummer’s work, many avenues remain for further 

research. Some unanswered questions and potential lines of further investigation are as 

follows: 

1. Plummer published three papers on aurorae, the final one in response to Rand Capron’s 

work Aurorae and Their Spectra. Track down a copy of Capron’s work and investigate 

why it is that Plummer responded. 

2. Investigate the archives at Cambridge Observatory to determine how and why 

Plummer’s access to the University Library appears to have terminated only a few 

years after it was granted. 

3. Rehabilitate the Orwell Park Observatory transit telescope, put it to use once more, and 

look for evidence of some of the difficulties that Plummer experienced. Does the 

instrument still suffer from periodic errors? Is it fit for use at a working observatory as 

a meridional instrument for determining the longitude and for demanding astrometric 

work? Examine the error profile of the instrument and investigate whether it can be 

related to temperature changes in the vicinity of the instrument. 

4. Obtain copies of the Greenwich 1864 and Armagh star catalogues and compare the 

position and proper motion estimates that they provide with those of modern reference 

catalogues. 

5. The RAS Library, currently closed for refurbishment, is thought to contain copies of 

two of Plummer’s publications which have proved impossible to obtain from other 

sources: his sketches of Comet III 1874 (Coggia’s first comet, C/1874 H1) and his 

pamphlet The Origin of Typhoons [1910a]. When the Library reopens, retrieve the 

publications and consider what they add to our knowledge of Plummer. 

6. Search for archive material on Plummer’s early years as an astronomer. What sequence 

of events brought him to Glasgow University and then to Durham University? What 

can the archives of the universities tell us about his early astronomical career? 
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APPENDICES 
 

A1 Meteors 
Plummer published two observing reports on meteors and one paper summarising 

contemporary knowledge of the composition of meteors. 

The Leonid meteor display of 12-13 November 1833 was one of the most spectacular on 

record. Meteor rates over the USA were intense throughout the night, and briefly reached 

as high as 200,000 per hour. Figure 4 shows a contemporary woodcut. (Unfortunately the 

shower was not visible from Europe.) The 1833 Leonids rekindled interest among 

astronomers in observing meteors and stimulated them to estimate an accurate position for 

the radiant and to predict a 33-34 year return period for “great” Leonid showers. The 

Leonids of 1866, while not remotely as spectacular as the shower of 1833, were much 

anticipated and were very impressive. 

 

 

Figure 1. The 1833 Leonids from a contemporary woodcut. 
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The 1866 Leonids peaked on the night of 13-14 November. In 1866, Plummer was at 

Glasgow University. Professor Grant [1867a] of Glasgow Observatory published an 

observing report giving a general description of the 1866 Leonids observed during their 

peak. He reported that during the early evening of 13 November skies were not favourable, 

but conditions improved as time advanced, and that towards 01:00 GMT on 14 November 

the sky became clear in every direction, and fortunately continued so during the remainder 

of the night. He reported after 01:00 GMT: great numbers of beautiful meteors were now 

seen traversing every region of the heavens. Most meteors were whitish, but some had 

orange or blue tinges. Most meteors left trains, invariably a bright, emerald green, some 

spanning arcs as long as 50º-70º. Grant recorded a peak rate of 57 meteors per minute. He 

saw the aftermath of a fireball, evident by an extraordinary blaze of light in the 

constellation of Ursa Major. (He missed the fireball itself as he was writing in his 

notebook at the time.) Grant compared the immediate residual light of the fireball with the 

blazing furnace of one of the great iron-works in the neighbourhood of Glasgow. 

By 03:00 GMT the meteor rate had declined to only two per minute, and by 04:30 GMT to 

only one every two or three minutes. By 05:00 GMT, the meteor shower was over. 

Following his paper, Grant introduced Plummer’s observing report [1867b] which in fact 

was the latter’s first published paper. Plummer’s report complemented Grant’s and 

recorded the details of individual meteors, 26 timed to the second and a further 43, 

typically of duration 2-4 seconds, timed to the minute. Plummer timed the first recorded 

meteor at 01:34:33 GMT and the last at 03:55:05 GMT. Six of the meteors were as bright 

as, or brighter than, Sirius, three were as bright as Jupiter, while the remainder were 1st or 

2nd magnitude. 

Both Grant and Plummer estimated the coordinates of the Leonids radiant by plotting 

meteor trails on a British Association star map. Table 3 compares their estimates with the 

modern accepted position quoted by the BAA [2007a]. 

 

Observer RA dec 

Grant 147d 35' 22d 53' 

Plummer 150d 30' 21d 36' 

BAA 150d 08' 22d 00' 

Table 1. Estimates of the Leonids radiant. 

 

Plummer’s [1876a] other meteor observing report described a brilliant meteor seen 

near Ipswich on 24 September 1876 at approximately 18:36 GMT during evening 

twilight. The course of the meteor comprised three approximately equal portions, 

spanning in total some 25°, which the meteor traversed in approximately three 

seconds. In the first portion, the meteor exhibited a uniform brightness in excess of 
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first magnitude. In the second portion, the meteor rapidly increased in brightness to 

many times that of Venus and then suddenly diminished to its previous brightness. 

In the third portion it again grew very bright, considerably brighter than its previous 

maximum, and suddenly disappeared without bursting. A train marked the third 

portion only: it was visible as a luminous cloud approximately 6° long which 

persisted for approximately 16 minutes. The disc of the meteor was small, no more 

than 2′ in diameter, and pear-shaped in appearance, although Plummer noted that 

this may have been an artefact of retinal persistence. The overall impression of the 

meteor was similar to a vivid flash of lightning, and Plummer states that many 

people mistook it for such. 

Plummer [1880d] wrote his final contribution on meteors in response to an address 

by Professor W G Adams to the Mathematical Section of the British Association. 

Adams called attention to the presence of iron, nickel and magnesium both in 

meteorites and in the atmosphere of the Sun (revealed spectroscopically). Plummer 

noted that in fact, of the 16 metals which chemists had detected at the time in 

various classes of meteorite, 14 were known to be present also in the Sun. The 14 

included some very rare metals such as titanium. The two metals found in meteorites 

but not in the Sun, tin and lithium, were present in meteorites in only minute 

quantities. Plummer noted that although none of the remaining non-metal elements 

found in meteorites were found in the Sun, spectroscopists generally believed that 

they were present in the Sun but in more elementary forms than those in which they 

were found on Earth. 

Plummer believed that comets and meteors spiralling into the Sun brought with them 

significant quantities of material which provided some of the energy of the latter and 

contributed to its longevity (see Appendix 13). Some other astronomers (e.g. Dr 

Sorby) believed that meteors were bodies ejected by the Sun during solar eruptions. 

In either case, the existence of many materials common to both meteors and the Sun 

provided evidence of a link between the two. 

 

 

--- To be continued --- 

 


