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COMMENT AND CRITICISM. 

A T H O R O ~ G I I  and systcmatic scrutiny of tlie 
heavens for stars of largc parallax, or stars 
compar:~tivelynear our solar system, has long 
been regarded a desideratum in astroiiomy. 
The bcarings of such rcscarch on tlie laws of 
distribution of the stars ttiroughout the uni- 
verse of space are such that no substantial 
progress in tlie discovery of these laws can bc 
n~atle until the parallaxes, or what is tlic same 
tliiog thc distances, of a large number of snit- 
ably choscn stars have becomc known. Tlie 
dcterrnination of the parallax of a star ncccs- 
sitates the esercisc of the utmost sltill of tllc 
obscrvcr, and taxes to no small degree Ihc 
judgment of the computer in reclilcing the ob- 
servations ; ant1 only a fcw astronon~ers have 
been known to undertake the task. Thc par- 
allaxes of two or three stars only havc been 
determined by American astroiiomcrs, among 
whom Professor IIall of Washington is fore- 
most, if not alonc. EIe has also callcd atten-
tion in thc Analyst to thc facility with wliich 
the work may be conclucted by a ca rc f~~ lob-
server, and has devcloped the necessary for-
mulas of reduction it1 such attractive shape 
that i t  is rather remarkable that so few of our 
observatories have cngaged in the worlc. We 
cornmend it to good observers looking about 
for the opportunity of employing a inoclcratc 
instrumental outfit to thc best advantagc. 

When, however, we come to thc dctcr-
mination of parallaxes in bulk, astronomers 
ercrywhere seem to have shrunk from thc 
undertaliing, each waiting for another to lcad, 
until Dr. IZall, astronomer royal of Ireland, 
made a serious beginning of the tttslc, about 
cight ycars ago, a t  the observatory of Trinity 
college, Dublin. While others havc been con- 
tent to measurc and reclucc the parallax of a 
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single star occasionally, Dr. IZall is cncouragcd 
by the contcmplstion of a working-list of some 
nine I~unclred stars, and he has alrcady com- 
plcted and pnblisllecl his work upon nearly onc- 
half of this number, -an unpamllelcd labor 
in this branch of astronomy. 

We should niention hcre, also, the determi- 
nations of stellar distances made in the south- 
ern hemisphcrc by Dr. Gill and Dr. Elliin, the 
results of wliicll indicate extraordinary pre- 
cision of measurement. With renewecl enthu- 
siasm in this research, these astronomers have 
outliiiecl a plan of operations wliich coiitcm- 
platcs an extended parallactic survey of the 
stellar Iieavens, and which may be expectcd to 
be brought to a conclilsion in eight or ten 
jears. Ilr. Elliin is already engaged in thc 
preliminaries of thc work with tlic fine lieli- 
omctcr belonging to the obscrratory of Yale 
collegc ; and Dr. Gill has only lately placed 
with thc BEcssrs. llepsold of Hamburg the 
contract for a new heliometer of seven inches 
apcrturc, -the largest cver constructed. I n  
about two years fkom the present time he will 
begin a t  Capctown his part of the work of 
carrying out this conjoiiiecl programme of par- 
allax research. 

MANYIIAVI~; remarkcd the gradual assimila- 
tion of scientific discoveries by thc oi' TOAXOL. 
To us tllc proccss seems com1)arable to thc 
percolation practisecl by the pharmacist. I-Ie 
takcs good alcohol, and pours it on the drug 
of which he desires to extract tlic active prin- 
ciple. The spirit gradually soalis down through 
the substance, extracting its solilblc portions, 
and issues from the lower end of the pcrcolator, 
much changed in character. Usually, in the 
casc of the druggist, the result is satisfactory ; 
but, wlic~i scicntific facts -the pure alcohol of 
science -are concerned, the additions received 
by percolation arc almost invarii~bly of such a 
nature that the percolate is useless. This is 
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strikingly exemplified in the case of a recent 
pamphlet containing ' a  few facts about car-
pets ; ' but the result is the more interesting, 
since in this one example the analogies of the 
various stages of percolation are clearly seen. 
The writer starts with his pure spiritus vini 
Gallici, good in itself. but capable of being 
considerably changed by the maceration of 
improper substances. This alcohol is the fact, 
capable of scientific demonstration, that moths 
destroy carpets. Thus he runs on : "BIOTHS. 
-Xany are not aware that all the present 
clarnage is done when the millers commence to 
fix, as their very presence indicates the absence 
of the worm. I t  is to prevent the miller's 
incubating, that precautious shonld be taken." 
The alcohol with the nest step begins to be 
cliscolorcd in tlle following manner, though 

' &to a slight extent : A large proportion of 
the millers never hatch eggs, but die without 
causing any Ilarm." We will let it soali 
awhile, and then this result is found : L b  The 
male miller, which does not fly, but runs very 
rapidly, is easily detected by his triangular-
shaped figure ; but, keeping himself out of 
sight, he is not so easily found." 

Dropping our simile for the moment, we 
wish to call attention to a peculiar and repre- 
hensible bit of ~ickedness  of the 'males '  in 
hiding from their lawf~ll ' better halves ; ' for, 
so our author saxs, " his hiding explains the 
devious flights of the female ill his search.u 
Give ear now, good housewife, and recollect, 
that, besides protecting your carpets, jot1 are 
a~renging a great slight upon your sex -a 
slight ~rhich brings about a perpetual leap- 
rear -by following out to its fullest extent 
the suggestion ernbracecl in the following sen- 
tence, which, to retnrn to our simile, renders 
our 12ercolate still darker : '' The killing of one 
male is equal to the extinction of n~any  orcli- 

nary millers." Our alcohol is now allnost 
saturated. Let us draw the stopper from the 

percolator, and allow the fl~lid to run out. I t  
appears as follows : " The male miller is corn-
monlg lillown by the name of ' silver-fisll.' " 
The process is complete ; we have obtained 

our percolate; by degeneration our moth has 
evolvcd a thysannre. O L I ~alcohol is spoiled : 
what shall we do with i t ?  

A SEWPP IPCLZ 121JNOR from TJ7ashington, 
printed in the Boston Advertiser last Monday, 
to the effect, that, in consequence of a charge 
of extraragalice in the conduct of the U. S. 
geological survey, I'rofessor Slialer of Cam- 
bridge was ' talkecl of to succeecl Jlajor Pow- 
ell.' brought out an immediate rejoinder from 
the former on the following dax, clefending the 
survey from a charge so injurioos and so untrae. 
" I t  is my firm belief," says Mr. Shaler, "that 
no one of the scientific departments of the 
government has been so well and economically 
managed as the geological surrey since it came 
under the able direction of i\lgor Powell." 
The same conclusion will be reached by any 
one n-110 gives the subject any ljroper attention, 
or who is acquainted with the character and 
methods of the able chief of this survey. A 
change inacle on srlcli a charge, without lioi~est 
and open investigation, would be iniquitous : 
after such investigation, there conlcl be no doubt 
of the resalt. 

LETTERS T O  TTIE EDITOR. 

*+* Corresponde?~t.sare requested to be as brief aspossible. TiLe
zriter's name i f inaIZ clL,ses reqlcired aa proof q f  ~ o o d.faith. 

Solar eclipse of March 16. 

TIIN solar cclipse was very successfully observed 
here to-day, ~ ~ n d c rgood atmospheric conditions. 
C~unnlusclor~dswere scattered here a ~ i d  there about 
tile sky, but fortunately they did not obscure the 
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ing-order, arid about fifty pictures of the eclipse nrere 
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co~~ tac t s ,and to the occultation of solar spots, that 
tlley lllay be to give  good results for tile 
relative positio~ls uf the centres of the sun and moon. 

The last contact was also observed opt,ically by 
professor ~ . ; t ~ ,~ r .B. ,tush ntlees,~ r .~ b 6. 
Esty, and myself, the results all agrecirig nrithin 
seven seconds. Davm P. TODD. 
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Levrenee Amherst, 
hlarch 16. 

Hereditary abnormality of sease-organs. 
Dr. 3Iaso1l's note on Heredita1.37 malforlnation 1 

(Hcie)tce, v. 1SS5, 189) reminds me of a casr in which 
inherited abnormality of serlsitiveness in sense-orgar13 
is of opposite signs. 


