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A NATIONAL OBSERVATORY.

TuE letters which we publish in this
number from prominent American astrono-
mers on the general subject of a national
observatory may be regarded as a sequel to
Professor Skinner’s admirable history of
the Naval Observatory found in our issue of
January 6th. Justice to the latter institution
demands that we should point out certain
features of the case which have generally
been overlooked. It has been too hastily
assumed that the Naval Observatory should
fill the requirements of a national astro-
nomical observatory, and that, if it did not,
some one must be at fault. To correct this
view we have only to cite some authorita-
The matter
was stated very forcibly and clearly by

tive statements on the subject.

Commodore Belknap, Superintendent of the
Observatory, as far back as 1885, when
the building of the new observatory was
about to begin, and when, in consequence,
its purposes were the subjects of public dis-
cussion. He wrote:

It is first of all a naval institution, its astronomical
work being, so far as the naval service proper is con-
cerned of a purely secondary consideration. * ¥ ¥ *
If the time has come when the purely scientific side
of the institution has outgrown the needs of the naval
service the converse is true, namely, that the navy
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has no need of it or of the scientific staff. If the so-
called scientific men of the country think that the
time has come to apply to Congress for money to
build a national observatory the Navy will not stand
in their way; only it will take no responsibility for it,
-and will be glad to see it go to another department
of the government,.and to be under purely civilian
control, including professors with civilian appoint-
ments instead of Naval commissions.*

This official view is enforced by the ab-
sence of legislation providing for the organ-
ization and government of the institution
or prescribing its purposes or funections.
Not only has Congress never uttered a word
as to its purpose, but-it has never, so far as
we can learn, provided any authority to de-
termine what work it should undertake.
The highest officials recognized in the an-
nual appropriations are assistant astrono-
mers, but there is no statement whom they
are to assist.
the Navy Department, which has no way

Everything else is left with

to complete the organization except to order
naval officers and professors to duty at the
observatory, and establish such rules for
‘We are not
aware that any regulations have ever been

their guidance as it may see fit.

issued prescribing a well-defined plan of as-
All this accentu-
ates the secondary character of its astronom-

tronomical observations.’

ical work, and justifies the modesty of the
part which it has played in the progress of
astronomy since the new buildings were
erected.

If we accept the preceding view of the
functions of the observatory, then we are
the only one of the great nations that does
not suppdrt a national observatory for the

promotion of astronomical science. .The

*8enate, Ex. Doc., No. 67, 49th Congress, 1st
Sess.
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question is whether our astronomers should
not act on the suggestion of Admiral Bel-
knap and petition Congress for the establish-
ment of such an institution as they want.
An astrophysical observatory is already
supported by Congress under the auspices
of the Smithsonian Institution ; why should
not one for astrometry in its widest range
be established under the same or other sci-
entific auspices ? ,

How such a proposal would be met by
Congress goes without saying. The first
questions would be : Have we not already
such an institution? Has not Congress
already expen&ed an unprecedented sum in
the erection of an observatory ? TIs it not
supported at a greater annual expense than
any other similar institution in the world ?
‘What has it to do but prosecute the very
researches you want prosecuted and make
the very observations you want made ?

It would be hard to meet these questions
without exposing what, at first sight, would
seem a weak point. It might not be difficult
to convince Congress that an institution
where the prosecution of astronomical work
was ‘of purely secondary consideration,’ and
which was not specially organized as an
institution for astronomical work, could
never be expected to fulfil the requirements
of a national observatory. But how reconcile
the subordination of scientific to naval work
with what Congress has actually done?
‘Why should our navy need a great establish-
ment costing nearly a million dollars and
fitted up with large and expensive astronom-
ical instruments any more than the English
or French or German navy? The English
navy hasits chronometersrated at the Green-
wich Observatory at a very small expense,
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and the other countries have small and inex-
pensive establishments for this purpose. All
the national observatories but ours have
purely civilian organizations. Why should
ours be an exception ?

Under these conditions what is wanted is
that our astronomers and naval authorities
should come together and agree upon a
plan. Nothing can be worse than the con-
tinuation of a system under which the
country goes to all the expense of support-
ing a great observatory without reaching
results commensurable with the expendi-
ture. It is sometimes claimed that naval
officers will not give up any part of their
control. It seems to us that this claim in-
volves a reflection upon their patriotism
and their regard for their country’s in-
terests which they should not tolerate.
Congress gives its munificent support to
the observatory under the belief that it is
supporting a great and useful scientific
establishment which is extending the fame
of our country in the intellectual field as
the observatories of Greenwich and Paris
have extended the fame of the countries
which have supported them. If this belief is
ill founded the claim in question amounts to
nothing less than saying that our naval
officers will fight for the privilege of expend-
ing large sums for objects which neither
increase the efficiency of the service nor
promote the scientific standing of the coun-
try in the eyes of the world. We cannot
suppose them animated by so low a spirit
‘We believe

that they are sincerely desirous of seeing

as this attitude presupposes.

the great institution established at such ex-
pense made a credit to the country, and
that if fifty years’ experience shows that
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this end can be reached only by separating
the naval from the scientific work of the
establishment, and placing the latter under
the only sort of control that can ever be
really successful, they will, in the words of
Commodore Belknap, ‘not stand in the
way.” It is the duty of our astronomers
to use their influence in making the exact
facts of the case known, and in promoting
such a solution of the problem as will con-
duce to the good name of American science.

‘Were we dealing with a small institution
to which Congress extended only a nig-
gardly support, we might look with indif-
ference on a corresponding paucity of per-
formance. But when Congress bestows a
far more liberal support on our observatory
than England, France or any other nation
bestows on its national observatory, and
does this in the belief that it is profnoting
astronomical science to a corresponding ex-
tent, patriotism demands that our astron-
omers should inform our authorities whether
this belief is or is not in accord with the
fact.

DISCUSSION OF A NATIONAL OBSERVATORY.

IN response to a letter sent to a number
of leading American astronomers the replies
printed below have been received.*

The letter asked for answers to the fol-
lowing questions :

1. Isit desirable that the government of the United
States should support a national astronomical ob-
servatory ?

* In addition to these replies a committee appointed
at the Harvard Conference of Astronomers and Astro-
physicists, consisting of Professor E. C. Pickering,
Harvard College Observatory (Chairman); Professor
George E. Hale, Yerkes Observatory, and Professor
George C. Comstock, Washburn Observatory, has
drawn up a report on the subject, which we hope to
publish after it has been presented to the next Con-
ference.



