The junior branch of the New Plymouth Astronomical Club at the end of 1945, from left: Back row, Brian Fulton, Colin Blance, Des
Snelling, Bruce Gatland, Gavin Crowley, Owen Oats, Dick Dow, Ray Urbahn, John Greiner; front row, Jenifer Church, Faye Rowe,
observatory director Francis Morshead, Soclety pn:Wl Dr George Home, Jeannette Gtey, Dorothy Lacey, Pam Lecher.

Memories sky-high .‘

New Zealand's first star party at the weekend focuss-
ed attention on Taranaki astronomers. The convention

il
il

;gggﬂ
|

Enthusiasts

“In ‘the early years from -

1839 until 1946, while our
\older friends and relations

We hung on every word
while ~gazing eagerly
through  the telescope

under the watchful eyes of

Dr Georg Home, Society
president from 1920 to 1955,
nd is Morshead,/

a Francis
director of the observatory
from 1925 to 1958. In
retrospect we seemed a
mentally precocious group.
In 1943 we never doubted
for a moment that man
would walk onthe moon
nor that rockets and space
ships would visit -other
planets of the solar system
and beyond. We were so
extraordinarily  certain.
Yet it was to be another
?uarler cent into - the
uture before events
even began to happen.
Telescope

However we also had our
feet on the ground and
raised the money -to line
the inSidtf)e of the obser-
vatory ( part housing
the telescope).

In 1970 when R. G. Wood
wrote the histolxwof the
first 50 {;axs of obser-
vatory, failed to write
very much about the junior
branch  which had” et
weekly from 1941 until well
into the 1970s.

That booklet of the his-
tory would also have been

an a iate place to re-
cordpmpnth:ee%i’nnm‘ol

Murray Geddes Memorial
Prizes who were trained at
the New Plymouth tele-
scope as official observers.
These girls proudly re-
ceived their prizes from
the Royal New Zealand
Astronomical Society as
promising young
astronomers.

Among their activities

New Plymouth Observatory in the 1940s.

they hard contributed. hun-
dreds of sunspot projection
drawings for the interna-
tional programme.

Lectures

Weekly lectures at the
junior branch fea' an
amazing range of topics
and Zmligts are still in
sexistence in the small but
‘excellent journal, * Alpha
Crucis, compiled by the
juniors themselves over-a
number of years and even
distributed to the senior
members. Such subjects as
the “Jce Ages, tivity,
origins of planetary life,
atomic research, nebulae
and the birth w%f g;e lg:el.s
were presen y 8 nts
or by older speakers, some
of whom _were quite
famous. +

Master

One of them was the
distinguised New
Zealander, the late Dr L. J.
Comrie who ran the first

“business in London to ever
offer the use of calculating
machines. These ~ were
large and noisy, a far cry
from the small, silent, fast
calculators of today.

Some topics nted
were more -mundane -and
we never tired of bearing'

about Great Barrier Island
from a very wellknown
master at New Ply-
mouth Boys’ Hight School,
C. G. Botterill.

Many of the members of
our group were boarders at
the local high schools.
Perhaps some of
merely attended as an
m% on Saturday even-
i t there was genuine
interest from most.

The hundreds of students
who attended over the

ears are now well scat-
hared around the world and

ve yn expertise in a
number of scientific fields
such as mining engineer-
in% physics, haematology
and medicine to name a
few. Their pgublications
deal with stick-insecfs and
New Zealand mushrooms
and toadstools, a great
diversity.

Enlivened

Dr George Home was a
kindl ‘mspirinti' man
who devoted a great length
of time to the juniors while
also running a busy medi-
cal practice. He had.an in-
satiable - interest in_ so
many subjects and his
thirst for knowledge was
infectious.

As Brian Scanlan wrote

in Maranaki Herald in
May 1984: “Dr George
Home ... enlivened
Astronomical Society with
his wit and knowledge.”

So too did Francis Mor-
shead in his own quiet way.
His endless patience in in-
structing us in the use of
the six-inch - refracti
telescope and his fund
astronomical facts and ex-
perience endeared him to
so many of the students.
Nothing was tso much
trouble and his long and

caring leadership of the
branc is not e&sﬁy forgot-
ten

In 1950 I wrote a very
brief histoz of the junior
branch in Alpha Crucis. At
the conclusion I remarked
that astronomy had not yet
found its rightful place in
the education. system of

need has now been fulfilled
and that it was hel
along by the many b
astronomers from those
sarly years.

New Plymouth should be
proud of its observatory
and give it the support it

es. Not many New
Zealand cities or towns
have such a fine tradition
in astronomy.




