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Transit of Venus: 1631 to the present

by Nick Lomb

New South Publishing, 2011. ISBN 9-
7811742-232690. Pp 228, £47.95 (hbk).

Thelong-awaited transit
of Venus in June 2004
inspired a tranche of
well-written books. With
the next transit coming
up in June 2012, | was
interested to see what
would emerge this time
round. Nick Lomb’s
Transit of Venus: 1631 to
the present sets the
standard of quality im-
pressively high. Dr
Lomb is consultant as-
tronomer for the Sydney
Observatory, which
these days forms part of
the Sydney Powerhouse Museum. He haswrit-
ten an engaging history of transits of Venus
suitablefor al levelsof reader.

The book doesn’t break much new ground,
but tells familiar stories from the history of as-
tronomy with authority and verve. There is a
chapter on each of the eight transits from 1631
(predicted but unobserved) to 2012. Each tran-
sitisplaced smoothly intoitshistorical context,
and the relevant science is introduced skilfully
but unobtrusively. Not surprisingly, there is an
antipodean flavour to the later chapters, but as
the 1874 transit was best seen from the south-
ern oceans, accounts from Australia, New Zea-
land and elsewhere dot neatly into the flow of
the story. For 2012, thereis an unfussy guideto
safe solar observing and asummary of what will
be seen, weather permitting, at variouslocations
around the world.
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The text is very well-written, with little to
quibble. I would dispute that Jeremiah Hor-
rocks calculated the length of the astronomi-
cal unit as 180 million km (my reading of his
calculations suggests
half that value) but
certainly hisestimate
was much greater
than received wisdom
at thetime. Thereisa
comprehensiveindex,
a short glossary, and
| wasamused to seea
‘Transit Fast Facts'
page at the beginning
for those who want
their information
right now.

Thelook and feel of
the book is sumptu-
ous; full colour
throughout with some
stunning photography and plenty of contem-
porary images by NASA and others. | have one
minor gripe — the graphic used for the book’s
cover and the chapter headings shows Venus
trailing a peculiar red ‘ comet-tail’, which can
only confuse beginners. It isespecially grating
when one considers that throughout the book
there are many variations, often spectacular,
on theiconic ‘black disk on the Sun’.

But my grumbles are few. This is a lovely
book — suitable as a present, a souvenir, for
coffeetableor library shelf. Popular astronomy
at its best.

Mike Frost

Mike Frost is Director of the BAA Historical Section.
Like Jeremiah Horrocks, the first observer of a transit of
Venus, he grew up in Lancashire and attended Emmanuel
College, Cambridge.
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Order your books via the
BAA Journal web page!

Don't forget that you may order books
and other goods by post by logging on
to the BAA Journal web page at www.
britastro.org/journal. An arrangement
with Amazon.co.uk meansthat the BAA
is paid a small commission for every-
thing (including videos, CDs and elec-
tronic equipment) that is ordered directly
from Amazon by clicking on alink from
our site. So whatever you are thinking
of buying, gofirst to www.britastro.or g/
journal and help the BAA at no cost to
yourself!
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