OBITUARY

CATHERINE OCTAVIA STEVENS

In 1864, the year before the assassination of Abraham Lincoln, a daughter
was presented to the Rev, Dr Stevens, Rector of Bradfield. As the newcomer
was the good Doctor's eighth daughter, he had her christened Catherine
Octavia Stevens,

These were stirring times in which to be born. Only four years previously,
at the 1860 meeting of the British Association at Oxford, Bishop Wilberforce
and Darwin’s Bulldog had fired the opening shots in the controversy that was
to rock the foundations of Victorian Orthodoxy. C.0.S., as she liked to be
called, spent her childhood in the secure respectability of the Rectory, whilst
all around thundered the storm unleashed by Darwin.

In common with other young ladies of her station C.0.5. had tutors to
teach her the gentle arts of music, painting, embroidery, and deportment,
and the only excitement that impinged directly on the household in those
early years was the occasion when the French tutor’s brother was trapped
in Paris when that city was besieged during the Franco-Prussian war. It
seems that Dr Stevens and the tutor went to Paris and brought the unfor-
tunate brother back to Bradfield, and this, moreover, without any undue
excitement.

During these early years it was a little infra dignitatem to have scientific
interests, and indeed a few years before Huxley had written to his sister:

There is no chance of living by science. 1 have been loth to believe it,
but it is so. . . . Owen, who has a European reputation second only to
Cuvier, gets as Hunterian Professor £300 a year! which is less than the
salary of many a bank clerk.

However, great changes were in the air. The Metaphysical Society,
formed in 1869, was a straw in the wind. A new spirit of inquiry pervaded
everywhere, and many pcople began to probe into the natural phenomena
around them. It was the age that produced large tomes on microscopy to
cater for the rapidly growing army of amateur microscopists, and botanical
handbooks which, to quote:

. . . will commend the work to such of the operative classes as are culti-

vating the study of botany . . .
and of course the B.A.A.

Our Association was formed in 18go. C.0.S. joined in 18g1. She was then
twenty-seven.

From the beginning Miss Stevens’ interests were centred on the Sun.
Using a 3-inch refractor she produced many interesting sunspot drawings.
Later, although the Sun remained her central attraction, she extended her
ficld of inquiry to aurorae, meteors, and, in later years, to meteorology.
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