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PREFACE 
 

 The character of the Royal Greenwich Observatory was transformed during the 
period from 1948 to 1990 when it was based at Herstmonceux Castle. In 1948, when the 
move from Greenwich started, the programme of work was almost entirely concerned 
with positional astronomy and its applications to time and navigation. Then the director 
of the Observatory carried the title of Astronomer Royal and determined the programme 
of activities under the benevolent scrutiny of a Board of Visitors, which was appointed 
by the Admiralty. The transfer of the responsibility for the Observatory from the 
Admiralty to the Science Research Council in 1965 led to a series of changes that 
culminated in the closing of the Observatory in the autumn of 1998. When Sir Richard 
Woolley retired at the end of 1971, the title of Astronomer Royal was given to Sir 
Martin Ryle; the post now carries no recognised responsibilities. More significantly, the 
programme became increasingly directed by committees of the Council towards the 
support of research in physical astronomy by scientists from universities. In effect, the 
Director of the Observatory became a manager of facilities that were used mainly by 
astronomers outside the RGO and he had little control over the direction of the work 
carried out with those facilities. Most of the observing at Herstmonceux stopped before 
the new facilities on La Palma, in the Canary Islands, were ready for use. Eventually, 
the Science and Engineering Research Council, as it had become, decided to move the 
staff to a new building at Cambridge, leaving only the new satellite laser ranging system 
at Herstmonceux. 

 When I was appointed to the staff of the Observatory, in October 1951, the 
future was bright even though the building programme at Herstmonceux suffered from 
the economic difficulties of the post-war years. When my 60th birthday forced my 
retirement in July 1989, the morale of the staff was low; the last few years had seen 
drastic cuts in number of staff and more were to leave as a consequence of the 
scheduled move to Cambridge. Even those with a job to go to at Cambridge faced the 
uncertainties of the housing market and the problems of moving from one community to 
another. The move took place in the spring of 1990, less than a year after my retirement. 
At first the staff who moved were optimistic, but within a few years the future of the 
Observatory was once again put in doubt. It was finally closed in the autumn of 1998, 
with only a small number of staff being retained for work on La Palma, at the 
Astronomy Technology Centre at the Royal Observatory at Edinburgh and in H.M. 
Nautical Almanac Office at the Rutherford Appleton Laboratory. 

 My job expanded considerably during my 38-year period of service. By 1980 I 
was responsible for the management of a range of activities within the Observatory and 
yet I was able to participate on a personal basis in several international astronomical 
activities. The changes in the role of the Observatory and the reductions in the total 
number of staff during the following decade led to major reductions in the staff and 
activities for which I was responsible. Nevertheless, I obtained much job satisfaction 
from the success of the new satellite laser ranging project and from other activities in 
which I was involved. 
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 In this account of the recent history of the Royal Greenwich Observatory I 
have not attempted to give a comprehensive account of the scientific and technical work 
that was carried out. Such activities are described in the annual reports of the 
Observatory and can be studied through the scientific papers and articles that were 
published by the staff concerned in them. Rather I have attempted to give a much more 
general and personal account of the decisions that were made and of both the official 
and unofficial activities that took place. I have concentrated on those aspects in which I 
was involved or in which I was interested. I have deliberately omitted, or made only 
passing references to, many important topics about which I have no personal 
knowledge. As a consequence of this approach, my own activities have been mentioned 
more frequently than would be the case in an account written by an independent 
observer. I hope that this personal thread will be found to be of interest and will serve as 
an example of the way in which a scientific career may develop and change as new 
interests and opportunities arise and as new functions, objectives and constraints are 
imposed from ‘above’. 

 I hope that others who were concerned with the activities of other departments 
will fill in the gaps in this account of a fascinating period in the history of one of the 
world’s oldest and best-known scientific institutions. Quite unexpectedly, a booklet 
containing personal reminiscences of life in the Observatory was published by the 
Herstmonceux Science Centre, which took over the Equatorial Group in the 1990s. The 
booklet was compiled by Anthony Wilson (formerly at the Science Museum) and 
contains contributions from eight members of the staff (including me). These have been 
skillfully blended in a basic historical framework to make a coherent account of many 
aspects of the work and of various incidents that would otherwise have gone unrecorded 
and of which I was unaware at the time.  

 The complete closure of the Observatory led to the publication of a collection 
of articles about a wide range of RGO activities by members of the staff in the final 
issue (no. 16, for October 1998) of the house journal spectrum. The subsequent 
formation of the RGO Society has provided opportunities for former members of the 
staff to meet and to exchange information by email and a website. The latter is being 
used to record the other recollections of staff about their work and experiences. 

 As far as I can recall all previous histories of the Royal Greenwich Observatory 
have used the periods of office of the Astronomers Royal to determine the main division 
into chapters. This is generally appropriate for this period and so the chapters of this 
account follow this my pattern, except that the change from the Admiralty to Science 
Research Council also made a major discontinuity in the work of the Observatory. The 
period between the retirement of Sir Richard Woolley and the appointment of Alec 
Boksenberg as Director may also be regarded as one chapter even though Margaret 
Burbidge, Alan Hunter and Graham Smith served as the director in quick succession. A 
short extra chapter about the period from 1990 to 1998 when the RGO was based at 
Cambridge has been added, although the title has been left unchanged. 

 In treating the story of H.M. Nautical Almanac Office (NAO) up to 1970, I 
tried to complement the account for 1930 to 1972 that had been written by the late Dr 
Donald H Sadler after his retirement from the post Superintendent of the Nautical 
Almanac, but some overlap has been unavoidable. I transcribed and edited his 
manuscript, but I was unable to find a publisher for his text. The original manuscript has 
been deposited in the RGO archives together with a copy of my edited version.  A final 
version of my edited text has since been published on the web-site of H.M. Nautical 
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Almanac Office, which is now based at the UK Hydrographic Office in Taunton. It has 
the title A Personal History of H.M. Nautical Almanac Office: 30 October 1930 – 18 
February 1972. I have here given some references to this text in the form [SPH, nn], 
where nn is the number of the chapter.  

 I had the intention of writing a similar account for my period in the Office, but 
I now realize that I am unlikely to do so. I have, however, given in this account for the 
RGO as a whole much more detail for the NAO and other activities with which I was 
directly concerned than for those of other departments. Consequently a separate account 
would largely duplicate what is in this account. 

 This account has been drafted in several stages with long gaps between them. 
The prologue was started in 1993 and the draft of the epilogue was completed in 2004. 
Over this long period there have been changes in both style and intention as I have 
appreciated the fallibility of my memory and the very limited extent of my knowledge 
of the wide range of activities with which I was not directly concerned. Although I have 
copies of many information bulletins and reports at home, there are many events for 
which I have so far been unable to find dates or other detail. In such an account as this it 
would be inappropriate to give references to all my sources or to leave a lot of question 
marks on the draft where information is lacking or doubtful. I have, however, given a 
few references and I have left some question marks. 

 I decided not to use endnotes and to give only indicative references in the text 
to sources of further information for use by persons who may wish for more information 
than I have given. I made much use of the duplicated information bulletins that were 
circulated staff to keep them informed about past and future events. These contain much 
more detail and a wider range of activities than is given in the printed annual reports of 
the Observatory.  

 Much additional detail is given in appendices that cover such topics as staffing, 
the RGO Club, facilities, publications and references. Other appendices provide 
summaries of this history from different viewpoints or they reproduce relevant material 
about specific aspects. For example, appendix A contains an outline of this account that 
is based on a lecture that I gave to the Bristol Astronomical Society in 2002, it also 
contains an article that I wrote about my experiences and views when I retired.  

 For convenience, the main text, or Narrative, is regarded as Volume 1, while 
the Appendices constitute Volume 2.  I have not attempted to produce an index, but I 
have included detailed lists of the contents in each volume. Keyword searching of these 
lists (or even of the full text) should provide an alternative for readers with access by 
computer to this account.   

 I am hoping that it will be possible to publish this account fairly soon in an 
unpolished form on the Internet so as to ensure that it is available to a wide range of 
persons, some of whom will, I hope, provide corrections and additions to the text. Some 
sections of the appendices are not as complete as I had intended, but I hope that some 
additions may be made in due course. I regret too that I have not been able to take into 
account all the comments and additional material from those who have read my drafts of 
the early chapters (although I hope that I have corrected the errors). I will, however, try 
to produce supplementary material where this would be appropriate. Their notes will be 
available in my archival files. I hope to continue to check, and to correct when 
necessary, matters of fact, such as names and dates, by making further examinations of 
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the material that I have in Devon. I doubt whether I will make further extended visits to 
the RGO Archives, which are now stored in the Cambridge University Library. 

 I have not included any graphical or photographic illustrations with this text, 
but I hope to produce a separate file of digital images for the website to serve this 
purpose. 

 I intend to deposit in the RGO Archives in the Cambridge University Library a 
copy of my ‘final’ version and also a copy of the 2004 draft on which I have marked 
references to sources and question marks about detail for use by anyone who wishes to 
follow up any particular points. I hope that the RGO archivist will also accept, in due 
course, the additional material that I have at home. This includes manuscript notes, 
photographs, newspaper cuttings, copies of published articles, booklets and so on.  I 
believe that I have a lot of such material that is unique or not readily available 
elsewhere. 

 I hope that readers of this draft will also tell me about any errors of fact that 
they may notice and about any topics on which they take different views or for which 
my account is inadequate. In many respects it will be necessary for me to rely on others 
to supply relevant information that I have forgotten or of which I have been unaware. I 
would be grateful also for suggestions on how this account could be improved either for 
the general reader or for the historian of the future. 

 For the reasons given above, a large part of this account is devoted to the many 
activities in which I have been involved during my career. My work has been very 
varied and has given me the opportunity to visit many interesting places throughout the 
world. Moreover, I made many friends in the Observatory and in the national and 
international organisations in which I was involved. I am heavily indebted to the late 
Donald Sadler, who appointed me to a post in the Nautical Almanac Office and who 
then gave me jobs that would widen my knowledge and improve my technical skills. It 
was through his example and encouragement that I participated in the activities of the 
International Astronomical Union and similar organisations. I must also acknowledge 
the support of my wife, Betty, who was frequently left to look after the children and the 
house while I was away, and who still makes it possible for me to keep up my 
astronomical activities. 

 I would also like to acknowledge the help that I have received from others in the 
preparation of this account. In particular, I would like to thank Adam Perkins, the RGO 
archivist in the Cambridge University Library, and Catherine Hohenkerk, who is on the 
staff of H.M. Nautical Almanac Office. Adam gave me free access during the 1990s to 
the RGO Archives in the Cambridge University Library, and has arranged for the 
publication of this account on the Internet. Catherine has, in her own time, converted 
my text from Word to pdf files and prepared the introductory and linking material for 
the Internet.  I would also like to thank all those (here listed in alphabetical order) who 
have commented on extracts from the earlier drafts or who have helped in other ways:  
Mike Lowne, Arthur Milsom, Leslie Morrison, Andrew Murray, Bill Nicholson, Nathy 
O’Hora, Bernard Pagel, Joan Perry, John Pilkington, John Pope, Marion Rodgers, 
Andrew Sinclair, Don Taylor, David Thomas, Bert West, Roger Wood, and Bernard 
Yallop. More recently, Lee Macdonald has commented on some of a later version of the 
draft. 

 

 George A. Wilkins   2009 May 14 
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