Félix de Roy: a

life of variable stars

Jeremy Shears

Félix de Roy (1883—1942), an internationally recognised amateur astronomer, made
significant contributions to variable star research. As an active observer, he made
some 91,000 visual estimates of a number of different variable stars. A Belgian na-
tional, he took refuge in England during World War |.While there, de Roy became
well enough known to serve later as Director of the BAA Variable Star Section for
seventeen Yyears. Through this office, and his connections with other organisations
around the world, he encouraged others to pursue the observation of variable stars.
Not merely content to accumulate observational data, de Roy also analysed the data
and published numerous papers.

Introduction

| first became aware of the variable star work of Félix de Roy
when | was researching historical observations of HR Lyr
(NovaLyrae 1919), asit turned out that he had observed this
star and | included his observations in a subsequent paper.t |
was intrigued to learn that de Roy served as Director of the
BAA Variable Star Section (BAAV SS) between 1922 and 1939
andthat hefulfilled thisrolewhilst livingin Belgium. Not only
did this strike me as being unusual for thetime, but as| have
personal linkswith, and ahighlevel of respect for, the Belgian
amateur astronomical community, having cooperated with
severa of them in variable star research, | became intrigued.
Moreover, Belgiumwasmy homefor five very happy years.

A little research revealed that de Roy was very activein
both observational astronomy, especially variable stars and
meteors, aswell asin the analysis of variable star observa-
tions. He was also involved in popularising and organising
observational astronomy through a number of national and
international astronomical associations. Surprisingly, rather
little has been written about de Roy’s remarkablelife. A de-
tailed obituary was published in French,2 which was drawn
on in preparing this paper, and a brief English obituary fol-
lowed.3 Morerecently ThomasWilliams presented
asummary of hislife at the meeting of the Ameri-
can Association of Variable Star Observers
(AAVSO) heldin Belgiumin 1990.4 Thustheaim of
this paper is to highlight the important contribu-
tion made by de Roy to variable star research and
astronomy ingenera. A portrait of de Roy isshown
inFigurel.

Education and professional
career

Félix Eugene Marie de Roy was born in the
Borgerhout district of Antwerp,> Belgium, on 1883
July 25 (amap of BelgiumisshowninFigure2). He
went to college at the Athenaeum in Ixelles, adis-
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Figure 1. Portrait of Félix Eugene Marie
de Roy; date unknown.

trict of Brussels,® where he excelled academically. He showed
a strong interest in science and mathematics, conducting
scientific experimentsin his spare time. The need to earn a
livingtook himinto journalism asacareer, writing at different
times for the newspapers La Métropole, I’ Action National,
Le Neptune and Le Matin.” The titles for which he wrote
were of different social and political leanings, but de Roy’s
contributions were known for their objectivity and balance.
His professional integrity was widely admired, leading his
colleaguesto elect him as President of theAntwerp-Limburg
section of the General Association of the Belgian Press.2

The Astronomical Society of
Antwerp

DeRoy wasoneof asmall group of amateur astronomerswho
in 1905 founded theAstronomical Society of Antwerp (Société
d’ Astronomie d’ Anvers, Koninklijk Sterrenkundig
Genootschap van Antwerpen), which became the Roya As-
tronomical Society of Antwerp andisstill activetoday. By the
time of the outbresk of the First World War, the Society had
about 300 members (almost one-
| third the size of the BAA a the
time), of which 60 to 70 were ac-
tive observers8 Initialy de Roy
was the Society’s Secretary, be-
coming Secretary General in1911
following the death of Frans
Gittens, and wasultimately elected
as President on 1937 January 22.
From the beginning he was ac-
tively involved inthework and or-
ganisation of the young Society
and presented numerous lectures
on awide range of astronomical
subjects. Many of these were
aimed at encouraging membersto
take up observational astronomy
and hislectureon 1912 December
193 ontherole played by amateur
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inparticular to Britain. OnAugust 20the Belgian army fell
back to the‘ National Redoubt of Antwerp’ 15 and thesiege
of Antwerp began on September 28. As editor of La
Métropole, de Roy kept the presses rolling until the
evening of October 7.16 He left Antwerp the following
day asthe bombardment of thecity itself (which did even-
tually falll”) began, took aferry across the Channel and
arrived in London. There he resumed producing the news-
paper with abreak of only 15 days.

De Roy recounted some of hisexperiencesin leaving
Belgium during the BAA meeting in London on 1914

warehousein the city docksin
Antwerp, containing a4-inch
(10cm)® Bardourefractor, a10-
inch (25cm) reflector by Vincart and an unsilvered 6-inch
(15cm) reflector for solar work.8.10 Accessories used on the
refractor included two spectroscopes — a prominence type
and astellar spectroscope of the Secchi type, by Zeiss. How-
ever, local air pollution meant that observing was challeng-
ing. De Roy and other members of the Society observed the
partial solar eclipse of 1908 June 28 from the observatory.11

De Roy helped to organise a successful expedition by
fifteen members of the Astronomical Society of Antwerp to
observe the solar eclipse on 1912 April 17.12 They set up
their observing station on theline of totality near thevillage
of Silenrieux, in the province of Namur13 in southern Bel-
gium (the complete path of theeclipseisshownin Figure 3).
Thiswasan unusual hybrid eclipse, or annular/total eclipse,
which was seen asan annular eclipse a ong parts of thetrack
and astotal on others. De Roy and his team observed what
he described as an intermediate event, neither complete to-
tality nor obvious annularity, with the Moon not quite cov-
ering the diameter of the Sun. Whilst thismeant that they did
not see the chromosphere or prominences, they did observe
the corona. Many photographs were taken and de Roy’s
report of the expedition & so notesthe observation of shadow
bands which appeared 20 seconds before totality, were in-
visible during totality and reappeared following totality.
These were moving acrossthe ground at about 3to 4 metres
per second, being 2 to 4cm wide and 7 to 20cm apart.

The Great War, life in England
and anova

For centuries, Belgium hasbeen ‘ the Battlefield of Europe’,
but during thefirst half of 1914, life carried on pretty much as
usual. De Roy represented the Astronomical Society of Ant-
werp at an international congress of astronomical associa
tions hosted by the Paris Observatory between 1914 June 22
and 25. An excursion was organised to Camille Flammarion’s
(1842-1925) observatory at Juvisy, and a photograph of the
participantsis shown in Figure 4.14

The peace was soon to be shattered. Germany declared
war on France on 1914 August 3. The next day Great Britain
declared war on Germany and the German army invaded Bel -
gium. Asthe advance continued, many Belgiansfled abroad,
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Figure 2. Map of Belgium.

November 25.8 Fortunately the Astronomical Society of

Antwerp’'s observatory was spared by the German

shells,10 but he reported that the Royal Observatory18 in
Brusselshad fallen into enemy hands, but was not damaged.
Several other Belgian astronomers had al so sought refugein
England (and Holland) including several members of the
Astronomical Society of Antwerp.

De Roy continued publication of the Society’s Gazette
Astronomique during thewar with an editoria board compris-
ing himself and two compatriots, Messrs. J. Linssen (Presi-
dent of the Society) and H. Dierckx.1® Somearticleswere pub-
lishedin English and were contributed by several well-known
British observers, including W. F. Denning (1848-1931), who
wanted to show their support for their Belgian friends. At the
end of hisBAA presentation, de Roy extended histhanksto
‘the members of the British Astronomical Association, inthe
nameof hisbrother astronomers, for the kind reception given
to them by the President, and a so to acknowledge the very
warm and cordial hospitality given to the poor destitute Bel-
gians by the English people generaly’ .20

BAA meeting reports show that de Roy attended severa
other meetings in London during the war, as well as speak-
ing at the West of Scotland Branch meeting held on 1916
March 23 at the Royal Technical Collegein Edinburgh.21 His

Figure 3. Path of the solar eclipse of 1912 April 17. The red line
shows the path of totality/annularity, passing from the Atlantic Ocean,
through the Iberian Peninsula, France, Belgium, the Netherlands,
Germany and on into eastern Europe. NASA
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subject was* Astronomy in Belgium: Old and New’, inwhich
hereferred to people with astronomical linkswho were asso-
ciated with what is now Belgium. These included Gerardus
Mercator (1512-1594); cartographer Simon Stevin (1548/
4922-1620), mathematician, promoter of thedecimal system
of notation and inventor of the land yacht; Michael van
Langren (Langrenus) (1598/160023—-1675), the creator of mod-
ern selenography; Ferdinand Verbiest (1623-1688), Flemish
Jesuit missionary to China
in the Qing dynasty and di-
rector of the Peking Ob-
servatory under Emperor
Kangxi; Adolphe Quetelet
(1796-1874), statistician, an-
thropologist and founder of
the Royal Observatory in
Belgium; and Jean—Charles
Houzeau de Lehaie (1820-
1888), journaligt, Director of
the Royal Observatory after
Quetelet, who played arole
in the American Civil War
and who observed the tran-
sitof Venusin 1882inTexas.
De Roy also described the instruments and work being con-
ducted at the time of the outbreak of war at the Royal Ob-
servatory.

The speaker before de Roy at the 1914 November London
BAA meeting was the famous double star observer Robert
Jonckheere (1889-1974; Figure5) of theLille Observatory in
France, who also described hisflight from Franceintheface
of the enemy in asimilar manner to de Roy. Jonckheere re-
counted how the Germans arrived in the neighbourhood of
the Observatory on 1914 October 3, and he put hiswife and
children on the last boat train leaving for London. He re-
mainedin Lillefor afurther six daysduring the bombardment
until the authorities ordered all mento leavethetown. Since

Figure 5. Robert Jonckheere.
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Figure 4. Some participants of the 1914 astronomical congress visiting Camille
Flammarion’s observatory at Juvisy. Flammarion (bearded) is seen in profile standing
behind the small telescope. De Roy is standing in the doorway, third from left, but dimly
seen. The gentleman wearing the white felt hat at the front, just left of centre is Don
Salvador Eaurich, founder and secretary of the Sociedad Astronomica de Barcelona 14

the trains had been commandeered by the army,
he had to walk for three days and nights to
Boulogne, where he caught a ferry to England.24
Jonckheere very soon found employment at the
Royal Greenwich Observatory, which lasted until
the end of the war.24.25

Initially based in East Grinstead, de Roy lived
for most of thewar at 44 Bridport Road, Thornton
Heath, near Croydon. He was soon taken under
the wing of the well-known amateur astronomer
FlammettaWilson. FiammettaWilson (1864-1920)
joinedthe BAA in 1910 and wasespecially active
in the Meteor Section, teaming up with W. F.
Denning.26 She evidently had a large circle of
friends, waswidely travelled and wasamember of
several overseas astronomical societiesincluding
theAstronomical Society of Antwerp?? (other BAA
members, including Grace Cook, also joined the
Society and offered their support to their Belgian
friends stranded in England?8). She encouraged
British astronomers to subscribe to the Gazette
Astronomique during thewar, asdid W. F. Denning
in aletter he wrote to the English Mechanic.2® Wilson had
visited Belgium in the pre-war years and dined with de Roy
a theHotel del’ Europein Antwerp.30 Shelent de Roy a3.5-
inch (8.9cm) Watson refractor, which he used at x3031 or
%60,32 as he had to leave his own 8-inch (20cm) reflector in
Belgium when he escaped. He was obviously most grateful
for this kindness and frequently acknowledged in his writ-
ings that his observations were made courtesy of the tel-
escope Wilson had lent him. It appears that he occasionally
observed from her residence.

With Wilson's telescope to hand, de Roy was able to
resumevariable star observingin 1915April. In addition, he
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Figure 6. Lightcurve of T UMa in 1915.32 The x-axis is JD—
2420000, y-axis is visual magnitude.
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who saw it only 1 hour after de Roy
1= (23:44UT), and which was reported in
the same edition of the English Me-
chanic.38 Other BAA members who
madeindependent discoveriesthe same
evening included Grace Cook
\  (21:30UT),*W. F. Denning (22:00),°Mr
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Packer (22:00),40V SS Director Charles
LewisBrook (1855-1939) (22:15),40and
W. H. Steavenson (1894-1975)
(22:30).41. However, there were many
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| claimsby people around the world that
., they had seen the nova several days
earlier. By comparison with observations

Figure 7. Lightcurve of Mira Ceti in 1915.31 Times of maxima and minima are marked.

used 3x43 opera glasses by Steward3! and the unaided eye.
During 1915 he made 670 observations of 26 long period
variables (LPVs).32 Theseinclude awel l-observed maximum
of T UMaaround 1915 September 1532 (Figure 6) and two
successive maximaof Mira Ceti.31 He drew attention to the
fact that thelightcurve (Figure 7) showed some unusual fea-
tures. Thefirst maximum, in January, wasunusualy faint (v=
3.8): thefaintest observed since 1896 and one of the faintest
onrecord at that time. Thiswasfollowed by an exceptionally
bright minimuminAugust (v=8.7),33 whereas the next maxi-
mum, in December, wasnormal (v=3.0). DeRoy observed on
dightly fewer nightsin 1916 (138) compared with 1915 (150),
but he was still able to amass 970 observations of LPVs.34

One of the most important astronomical events of 1918
was the appearance of Nova Aquilae (now V603 Aql), the
brightest nova of the 20th century. De Roy made an inde-
pendent discovery of the novaon 1918 June 8 at 22:45UT.35
He described the discovery circumstances in a letter to the
English Mechanic:

‘Ondirectingmy binocularson R Scuti aspart of my regular
variable star work yesterday evening, Saturday, June 8,
10h.45m. [GMAT, i.e. 22:45UT], | wasimmediately struck by
the presence to the north of the familiar field of a bright and
white star of thefirst magnitude... Asno discovery of aNova
had appeared inthedaily
Press, and as| could not
ascertain if it had been
announced by the Cen-
tral Bureau of Copenha-
gen, | thought fit, asearly
as possible on Sunday
morning, to wire the
‘news’ of thenight tothe
Astronomer Royal and
to several friends, both
here and abroad.’ 36

Being such a bright
nova, there were many
independent discoveries
from around the world,
including one by Harold

Figure 8. Julien Péridier. (Courtesy
University of Texas).
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from reliable observers and from data
by photographic sky patrols, de Roy
showed these to be false, asin fact the
nova had brightened very quickly.4243 Thus, as the famous
USvariable star observer Leslie Peltier (1900-1980) wryly
commented in his autobiography Sarlight Nights, ‘evenin
1918, such thingsasvivid imaginations, poor memories, and
notoriety seekers already were abroad in the land’ .44

De Roy encouraged observers to increase the accuracy
of their observations of the nova by publishing and promot-
ing the use of consistent comparison star sequences.4s He
also advocated taking into account the effects of differential
atmospheric absorption between the nova and the compari-
sons.46 Thiswas typical of his constant desire to maximise
the quality and consistency of variable star observations.

Severa observers reported rapid changes in brightness
asthey watched the star, including Grace Cook, E. E. Mark-
wick (1853-1925), Walter Goodacre (1856—1938) and three
other observers. By contrast, according to C. L. Brook, ‘Mr
Steavenson and others do not believe in the redlity of these
short period changes .47 Félix de Roy al so appeared to doubt
the validity of his observation:

‘I don't believe in real short period fluctuations of the
light of the Nova, but | think the aspect was peculiar. What
this peculiarity is seems difficult to describe; it was some-
thing more glowing and piercing than an ordinary star, and
quite independent of colour.’

A similar phenomenon, known as flickering, occurs in
many cataclysmic variables, and has been observed by both
visual and electronic means.4849 Given that the phenom-
enon was observed in Nova Aquilae by at least six other
observers, it seemslikely that it wasreal.

|
4
|
|
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Director of the BAAVSS

De Roy began observing variable starsin earnest in 1906,
when in his early 20s. From the start his list of variables
comprised all those on the BAA VSS programme, some
variablesfrom the Harvard College Observatory, plus some
suspected variables of his own choosing.5051 His main
instrument throughout his life (with the exception of his
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stay in England) was an 8-inch (20cm) reflector made by
the Belgian tel escope maker Paul Vincart,52 who was | ater
Vice President of the Astronomical Society of Antwerp and
who made the Society’s 10-inch (25cm) reflector previously
mentioned. De Roy was elected a member of the BAA on
1906 May 23,53 having been proposed by two notable ama-
teur astronomers, E. E. Markwick and Julien Péridier.54
Markwick wasthen Director of the BAA V SS(1900-1909).
Péridier (1882-1967; Figure 8) wasanother activeBAA VSS
member of French nationality, who later founded a private
observatory in 1933 at Le Houga in the south-west of
France, comprising an 8-inch (20cm) visual and photo-
graphic f/13 double refractor and a 12-inch (30cm) Calver
reflector.55 After hisdeath, Péridier’slibrary and instruments
were acquired by the McDonald Observatory at the Uni-
versity of Texasfor use in teaching astronomy.
Towardstheend of 1921, C. L. Brook resigned as Director
of theBAAV SSand deRoy, aready very well knownin both
BAA and variable star circles, was appointed as the 4th Di-
rector by Council,56 starting on 1922 January 1. Since de Roy
was living in Belgium, he appointed A. N. Brown as BAA
V' SS Secretary to ‘receive at his address all observations of
members of the Section residing in the British Empire’, to
distribute charts and observation forms, to assist new ob-
servers and to archive original observations. Thus with

British Astronomical Association

VARIABLE STAR SECTION

CIRCULAR 1.

Deurne, Antwerp, Belgium, 1922 March 31.
23, rue Thisius.

(1) The new Director begs to present his compliments to

all the members of the Section. He intends to publish from time to

L3 time a eireular dealing with various agpecis of our work which
are of a technieal nature, and therefore unsuitable for reproduction
in the limited space available in the Journal.

He begs to reler to the April number of the journal, which
will contain a general statement dealing with his nomination, with
the able work of his two distinguished predecessors, with the
Sectional programme, which e does not intend Lo modify for the
present, and giviog some hints as to the future.

He hopes that all will take the greatest possible interest in
our common work, which can only be satisfactorily performed with

the active assistance and the goodwill of each individual member.

(2) WORKING LIST OF VARIABLE STARS. — Wilh the
addition, at Mr. C. L. BROOK's request, of R Persei, the Working _
List of the Section now contains the following 54 stars

A — S8 Cygni.

B, — 21 Long Periods, P = 300 days :

*8 Aquile R Camelo. * RY Ophiuchi
*R Arietis X » * X Pegasi
*X Auriges W Coronz R Persei
R Boftis “*W Cygni *V Tauri
s » R Draconis S Ursz Majoris
A n *T Herculis T »
¥ » *W Lyrese * R Vulpeculz

1

Figure 9. Front page of de Roy’s BAA VSS Circular no. 1 (1922
March 31).
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Brown effectively keeping the Section running on a day to
day basis, de Roy himself mainly focused on the equally
important work of analysing the data and preparing reports.

One of his first duties was to set out his vision for the
BAA VSS, indicating that he expected to make few changes
inthe programmeinitially, and, inhisusua encouraging style,
appealed ‘to every member of the Association who may be
willing to make useful and systematic observations, to join
our little band of workers. They may rest assured of the
heartiest welcome, and will receive al the assistance at my
disposal’ .57 Shortly afterwards he and Brown wrotealengthy
introduction and practical guide to the observation of vari-
able stars, which would be useful even to today’s visua
observer.58

Within days of becoming Director he issued BAA VSS
Circular no. 1,5 the first of 11 issued during his Director-
ship, to members of the Section (the first page is shown in
Figure 9) where helisted the stars on the observationa pro-
gramme and proposed a Section meeting.® Although he
numbered the Circulars from 1, Circulars had previously
beenissued by E. E. Markwick during his Directorship.6!

DeRoy’sfirst Section meeting washeld on 1922 October 25
in the Smoking Library a Sion College, London, which was
then the venue of main BAA meetings. The meeting wastimed
S0 as to take place just before the Association’s AGM and
lasted one hour. De Roy travelled to London for the occasion
and seven other members attended, including W. H.
Steavenson, the Mars Section Director.62 Further Section
meetingswere held at Sion Collegein 1923 October63.64 and
1924 November,85 which de Roy was unableto attend, and a
fourthin 1935April .66 By contrast totoday’ SBAA V SS meet-
ings, where members and visiting speakers present their re-
sults or give talks on the astrophysics of variable stars, the
meetings covered more organisational and operational aspects
such as Section policy, stars on the Section’s programme,
how to improve consistency of observations and the philoso-
phy of publishing the Section’s results.

Thelnternationa Astronomical Union (IAU) commission
on Variable Stars met in 1922 May in Rome, which de Roy
attended. At the meeting the subject of closer co-operation
between the various variable star organisations was dis-
cussed. Resolutions 3 and 4 suggested that variable star
organisations should ‘enter into friendly correspondence
through their Presidents or otherwise, on questions of ob-
servation, and discussion and publication of variable star
work’ and‘ act in close co-operation’ to thiseffect.67 De Roy,
having recently become BAA V SSDirector, recogni sed that
many of the same stars (mainly L PVs) were observed by the
various variable star organisations. He was keen to reduce
this duplication and suggested that stars should be divided
up amongst the organisations, with the further benefit of
allowing the organisations to add new stars to their pro-
grammes.®8 He proposed that severa stars (e.g. Mira Ceti,
Cyg, R Dra, RAqgl and S UMa) should be observed by all
organisations to cross-check the quality of the data and he
advocated the use of the same comparison star sequences
for these ‘check’ stars.

Hemadeaspecific proposal along theselinesto the Ameri-
can Association of Variable Star Observers (AAV SO), sug-
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gesting that the BAA VSS should re-
tain its existing 48 LPV programme
stars.” The AAV SO Recorder, Leon
Campbell (1881-1951) (Figure 10), re-
sponded by agreeing that there were
indeed some meritsto the proposal, but
hecommentedthat in practice ‘it will be
difficult to get some of our observers
to give up some of their old familiar
friends and pets’ .69 Nevertheless,
Campbell said hewould ‘ be pleased to
enter into correspondence with you and
with other variable star associations ¢
ontheproposal. However, nothingfur- - igure 10.
ther cameof it. (Courtesy AAVSO).

The Section flourished under de Roy’s Directorship, with
membership increasing to thirty active observers, and more
than 147,495 observationswere made.”0 Heforged linkswith
other variable star groups around the world including the
AAV SO. He published regular detailed reportsin the JBAA
of observations undertaken by members of the Section (Ta-
ble 1). In each case the observers names were listed, to-
gether with a description of the methods of analysis and
summaries of each star. But de Roy’s magnum opuswasthe
BAA Memoir on the Section’s observations of LPV's be-
tween 1925 and 1929.71 Thisvolume contains more than 400
pages and contains 59,938 observations of 51 LPVs. It was
very well presented and produced, benefiting from de Roy’s
journalistic and editorial skills.

The BAAVSS Secretary, A. N. Brown, died in 1934 No-
vember and de Roy appointed W. M. (‘Max’) Lindley (1891-
1972) to succeed him as Secretary.”2 Over the next few years,
Lindley effectively took over the day to day running of the
Section,” and eventually Lindley succeeded de Roy as Di-
rector when thelatter resigned dueto poor health at thetime
of the outbreak of the Second World War.74

Table I. VSS reports published by de Roy
in the 1920s

The storm clouds of war

Leon Campbell.

cient recompense to us. If you say theword, | shall
be pleased to nominate you for membership’.76 In
1928 he was el ected to AAV SO Honorary member-
ship.”

As late as 1938 August, de Roy was cheerfully
writing to Campbell about the wonderful timehehad
at the Stockholm meeting of the AU that month.””
He had enjoyed ‘[b]eautiful but somewhat hot
weather all along, and a cordial reception by the
Swedes. Stockholmisavery beautiful city, quite neat
and attractive, withitsfinewater surfacesand beau-
tifully wooded surroundings' . He provided Campbell
with asummary of thediscussionsat IAU Commis-
sion 27, onVariable Sars, of which hewasamember.
He a so mentions some of the famous astronomers
he met there, including Harlow Shapley (1885-1972), Direc-
tor of Harvard College Observatory, Annie Jump Cannon
(1863-1941), W. H. Steavenson and Margaret & Newton
Mayall (1902-1996 and 1904-1989 respectively).

However, by 1939 April, de Roy’stone had changed ashe
gravely commented on the policy of appeasement of the
major powerstowardsthe Nazi government in Germany:

‘The situation in Europeis still bad. | do not believe the
Germanswould be so stupid asto make war, seeing that they
can get admost anything by threats, but it cannot be denied
that aspark may, at any moment, set fireto the powder barrel,
and we are ready for anything.

You are lucky to be out of such a heavy atmosphere,
though | see even the USA cannot escape the necessity of
increasing their armaments on a tremendous scale. It is a
thousand pities that so much good money must be spent on
unprofitablework. But let us still hopefor the best’.

0On 1939 September 1, Germany invaded Poland, resulting
in Britain, France, Australiaand New Zealand declaring war
on Germany on September 3. Meanwhilein de Roy’sletter to
Campbell in 1939 October he commentsthat hisvariable star
observationsfor August and September were rather fewer in
number dueto thefact
that he had moved
house, which meant

return

Title of VSS report

that he had to set up

BAA Journal . . .
his observing equip-

vol.no. & page

LPVs in 1921 (1)
LPVs in 1921 (2)
‘Irregular’ Variables in 1921 and 19222

The 1920s and 1930s were very productive
years for de Roy both in his professional life
and in astronomy, but thiswas not to last. Hav-
ing endured one war, Belgium was sadly to
undergo its second tragedy of the 20th cen-
tury and de Roy makesreferenceto the gather-
ing storm cloudsin hisfrequent lettersto Leon

LPVs in 1922 (1)
LPVs in 1922 (2)
LPVs in 1923 (1)
LPVs in 1923 (2)
‘Irregular’ Variables in 1923 and 19242

ment again. Moreover
he had been very
busy at work, because
some of the newspa-
per staff had had to
leavefor war duties.”8
Theinternational situ-
ationwasstill causing

32, 296 (1922)
33, 316 (1923)

34, 308 (1924)
34, 97 (1924)
34, 135 (1924)
34, 175 (1924)
34, 224 (1924)

37, 223 (1927)

) LPVs in 1924 (1) 35, 139 (1925) himanxiety:
CampbeII,AAVSO Recorder, withwhom hede- LPVsin 1924 (2) 35, 187 (1925) ‘My SVyO SoNs are
veloped a close and friendly relationship. LPVs in 1925 (1) gg, 226 Elgggg inthe Belgian Army
; LPVs in 1925 (2) , 277 (1 ;
Campbell had apparently arranged for him to LPVs in 1926 (1) 37, 156 (1927) theelder... inthefield
becomeamember of the AAV SO free of Charge LPVs in 1926 (2) 37, 256 (1927) artlllery theyounger
in 1921,75 writing to de Roy ‘If you wish to LPVsin 1927 (1) 38, 209 (1928; ina cra,ck oot regi
LPVs in 1927 (2) 39, 179 (1929 -
becomeame_mber of theAAVSO, | am surewe LPVs in 1928 (1) 39, 285 (1929) ment. We [i.e. Bel-
can arrange it so that you would be under no LPVs in 1928 (2) 39, 360 (1929)

financial obligation. Having such an authority
associated with usasamember would be suffi-
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gium] have managed
to remain neutral,
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and we trust that Hitler will look twice before adding
700,000 mento hisenemies'.

DeRoy wasmoreoptimisticin 1940 March ashesent his
monthly observational report to Campbell, saying

‘...thesituation herelooks somewhat better for us, and we
hope to keep out of the melting pot, at least during next
winter... Let ushopeachangein theinner regime of Germany
may bring about the end of the war’ .7

His sense of resignation returned in 1940 March. He had
just got over about of bronchitisand commented to Campbell:

‘“TheWar isdragging along quite slowly, and | fear it will
be a very long business, out of which Europe will come
exhausted and impoverished’ .80

Germany invaded Belgium, Holland and L uxembourg on
1940 May 10 and Belgium surrendered on May 27. De Roy
remained in Belgium during ‘ thefirst daysof May’, but then
took refuge in France. He spent July to September in Tou-
louse, France, ‘together with many other Belgians' .81 There
he continued his variable star observations with the local
society’s4-inch (10cm) refractor, noting ‘ the sky over there
was perfect, with agrand view of the Sagittariuscloud'. Itis
likely that de Roy would have met up with Julien Péridier,
who had sponsored de Roy’s BAA membership application,
as Péridier's La Houga Observatory was not far from Tou-
louse, but | can find no direct evidence of this. However,
France surrendered and was occupied. On returning home
to Antwerp on 1940 September 30, de Roy found
his house had been commandeered and he had to
find temporary accommodation. On apersonal note
he said:

‘My hedlth is good despite the bitter experi-
encesof thelast few months, and rationingison a
sound basis. My eldest son and my son-in-law are
now here with us, but my youngest son is till a
prisoner of war in Germany’ .81
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make arrangementsto set histelescope up at afriend’shouse
not too far away. The main problem was that there was a
curfew between 11pmand 5amlocal time, which curtailed his
observationsif hedidn’'t wishto stay overnight at hisfriend's.
Although there was a postal service between Belgium and
the still neutral USA, he was out of touch with friends in
Great Britain and often asked Campbell for newsandto con-
vey his best wishesto the BAA VSS Director and others.82

Theletter to Campbd | which accompanied de Roy’sAAV SO
observationsfor 1941 February contained some good news.s3
His youngest son had at last been freed after 10 months of
captivity in Germany and had arrived home in Antwerp. He
was severely malnourished, having lost 3 stone and endured
a bout of typhoid fever and bronchitis. But in Antwerp ‘the
food situationisstill very difficult. We have had no meat now
sincemany weeks .

In 1941 May, the ‘food situation is still very disquieting’
and de Roy told Campbell that hisApril AAV SO submission
would be the last for afew months as it was getting darker
later, aspring progressed, and the curfew wastill inforce.84
Hewas able to resume observing in the second half of 1941
September and he re-silvered his 8-inch (20cm) mirror in
preparation for the new observing season using asmall quan-
tity of silver nitrate left over from pre-war days.85 He com-
mented positively that a number of astronomical publica
tions had been received at the Royal Observatory in Brus-

<

L

Madame Félix DE ROY, née Louise MEYER ;

Monsieur André SALTI, Madame André SALTI, née Ivy DE ROY ;

Monsieur Georges DE ROY, Madame Georges DE ROY, ofe Jeanoe FANIS;

Mopsienr Jeas DE ROY ©

Mademoizselle Estelle DE ROY ;

Mogsseur et Madame Roger DE ROY, lecrs enfants, beau-fils et petit-fils . Monsieur et Madame Willy

De Roy refused to publish his newspaper dur-
ing the occupation as it would have meant being
put under the censorship of the Nazi authorities.
With the German occupation in force, mail to for-
eign destinations was being scrutinised. Part of
deRoy’sletter to Campbell on 1941 February 1 has
been censored:82

‘Lifeisbecoming very dreary and difficult over
here. [Next one and a half lines of the letter are
redacted, with dark ink]. | wonder what is going
to happen to usif the War is not finished before
next winter. | am still without work, and my young-
est sonisstill aprisoner in Germany, whereheis
working asanavvy’.

He goes onto comment upon the effect that the
conditions set out in the Treaty of Versailles, fol-
lowing the First World War, might have had on the
current global situation:

‘The Great Powersbear afrightful responsibility
inall thepresent suffering, lossof lifeand property,
and genera degeneration of civilised life, for hav-
ing refused or neglected to seethefactsin 1919'.

DE ROY: Monsiear Hermaa SCHOONHOVEN et Madame, née Germaine DE ROY et leur fille ;

Madame David MEYER, son'fils, ses beaux-enfants et petits-enfasts : Mouasieur et Madame Jobz
DUFOUR :; Madame Charles VERBERT, ses enfants, beau-fils et petite-fille |

Les Neveax, Nidces, Cousins et Cousines
ontla profonde douleur de wous faire part de la perte cruelle et irréparable qu'ils viennent
d'éprouver en la personne de

_»-»Monseur-l-},thugene Mane DE ROY-

Chevalier de MOvdre de 57 O,

leur époux, pére, beau -pére, frére, beau-frére. oncle, grand-oncle et cousin bien-aimé, né &
Anvers, le 25 juillet 1883, pieusement décédé i Boitsfort le 15 mai 1042, muni des Sacre-
ments de Notre Mére [a Sainte Eglise.

Vous &tes prié d'assister au service funébre, qui sera célébré en ['église paroissiale
de St Joseph 2 Anvers, le mercredi 20 mai 2 10 heures.
Réunion A I'église.
L'inhumation aura lieu dans la concession de la famille au cimetiére de Vieux-Dien.
PRIEZ POUR LUL
Anvers, le 15 mai mga.
Avezue de Belgique, 45,

(]

By this time he had moved into a new flat in
Antwerp. Because there was no garden, he had to
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Figure 11. Announcement of de Roy’s death and funeral arrangements.116 As is typical
of funeral announcements of this era, it ends with ‘Priez pour lui’,

‘Pray for him'.
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sels, through the good offices of Harvard College Observa-
tory. Bart Bok (1906-1983) and colleagues had arranged for
several astronomical journalsto be sent from the Observa-
tory to various countries in occupied Europe.8687 Clearly
mail was still passing between Belgium and the USA, al-
though the typical journey time was 6 weeks. Again de Roy
referred to the difficult food situation, but about 9 lines of
text, presumably about living conditions, were redacted by
the censor.

DeRoy wasableto maintain correspondencewith anumber
of astronomersin occupied Europe. Theseincluded Jan Oort
(1900-1992) in the Netherlands, who discovered the galactic
halo and was later a pioneer radio astronomer, and Tadeusz
Banachiewicz (1882-1954) in Poland, who wasVice President
of thel AU during much of the 1930s, and severa astronomers
at theMeudon Observatory in France. In additionto Campbell,
he aso corresponded with other US astronomers including
Harlow Shapley at Harvard College Observatory.

DeRoy’slast letter to Campbell was dated 1941 Novem-
ber 188 and was again highly redacted. He submitted his
October observations (thelast being T And on 1941 October
24) and again asked for news of hisfriendsin Great Britain,
especially membersof theBAA VSS.

Campbell wroteto de Roy on 1941 December 3, with some
news snippets, for example about anew SS Cyg-type dwarf
nova, the recent fall meeting of theAAV SO, and celebrations
inhonour of Harlow Shapley’s20yearsasDirector of Harvard
College Observatory.89 Clearly Campbell and de Roy had
grown close, Campbell sharing news about his grandchil-
dren. No doubt Campbell intended all these commentsto be

L’ETOILE VARIABLE

RT Lézard

PAR

F. de ROY

Extrait de Ciel et Terre. — Bulletin de la Société Delge
d'Astronomie, n 5 [1910]

BRUXELLES
Sociélé belge d'Astronomie

Figure 12. De Roy’s 1910 paper on RT Lacertae.%4
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encouraging and to boost de Roy’s spirits. Campbell noted:

‘There is not much which | can say about conditions over
here. | often try to picture conditions over your way, but not
too vividly. We have to listen to reports, weigh the pros and
cons, and then draw our own conclusions. | hope things will
eventually work out for the best, whatever that may be. We
think weknow what isbest, but wewill haveto await results'.

But de Roy never received theletter sinceit wasreturned
to AAV SO headquarters marked ‘ This communication re-
turned to sender because it is addressed to an enemy or
enemy-occupied country’. Pearl Harbour was bombed on
1941 December 7 and the USA had entered thewar.

During the winter of 1941/1942, de Roy caught a cold
whilst observing variables,2 which eventual ly turned to bron-
chitis and pneumonia from which he never recovered. He
died on 1942 May 15, aged 58. Thefuneral announcementis
shown in Figure 11. One can speculate to what extent poor
nutrition may have contributed to his death. Dorrit Hoffleit
commented ‘It is particularly disheartening to realise that
starvation in a war-torn country had much to do with the
lossof an able man in the prime of life' .90

A number of speecheswere given at the funeral, includ-
ing one by Eugéne Delporte (1882—1955), Director of the
Royal Observatory at Brussels. Later awarm appreciation of
his life appeared in a specia edition of Le Matin on 1944
November 4/5, the first edition after the liberation of Bel-
gium, inwhich tributeswere paid to the fallen, which ended:

‘Let usremember thefamiliar silhouette, theback dightly
curved, the lip holding a stump of burned out cigarette, the
ironic glare, the aristocratic figure, the nervous hand, the
rebellious head of hair’ .91

De Roy’s own variable star
observations

De Roy was a prolific and indefatigable variable star ob-
server. As a newspaper editor he often did not finish work
until late at night and then started observing on his return
home. It was said that typically a5 hour rest from 5amto 10
amwould be sufficient.92 In an analysisby Cox & Moreau®3
published shortly after hisdeath, they estimate that he made
some 91,000 estimates. The majority of targetswere LPV's,
reflecting the interests of the main variable star organisa-
tionsof thetime. In addition there were 10 novae, including
V603Ad| (443 observationsfrom 1918-1940), DQ Her (520,
1934-1940) and CP Lac (207, 1936-1938). Therewereaso
severa dwarf novae including SS Aur (363 observations),
SSCyg(2922), and U Gem (1029).

He contributed observations to the AAV SO, the Associa-
tion Francai se des Observateursd’ Etoiles Variables (AFOEV)
and of coursethe BAA VSS. The BAA VSS computer data-
base contains 6565 observations made by de Roy between
1906-1908 and 1931-1941, but many haveyet to beentered to
the system. Many observations were published in a large
number of papers some of which have aready been referred
to, including the BAA V SSreportsand the BAA Memoir. He
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Figure 13. Path of a fireball seen in Draco on 1917 October 17. The
track of the fireball itself is shown by the arrow. The curved shaded
area to the right of the arrow from about +72 to +61° of Dec. shows
the extent of the trail 5 minutes after the appearance of the fireball;
the dotted oval near { Dra indicates the brightest region. The two
shaded regions near 15 Dra represent the trail 13 minutes after the
fireball appeared, at which point the trail was hardly perceptible.99

also wrote review papers on specific stars, including RT Lac
(Figure 12),%4 the brightening of y Casin 1936,% and Z And.%

Other observations

Although de Roy is best known as a variable star observer,
he actually started in astronomy by observing meteors.2 He
published numerous accounts of his meteor work inthe Eng-
lish Mechanic, including a thorough analysis of his obser-
vations of the 1907 Aquarids.®” He reported on 3 fireballs
‘brighter than Venus' that were seen in the skies over Bel-
giumin 1908 May.98 On 1917 October 17 he observed afire-
ball with brightness " at least 5 times Venus at her maximum'’
in Draco, which | eft atrail that persisted for at least 13 min-
utes (shown in Figure 13) and which showed structure when
observed with histelescope. 0 A further firebal | was observed
on 1922 May 21 which ‘moved slowly among the stars of
Leoandleft atail of sparkslikearocket' .10 On several occa
sionshetried accurately to record the paths of meteorsacross
the sky in an attempt to triangul ate with other observers 101
At the 1938 Stockholm meeting of the | AU he became Presi-
dent of the IAUs Meteor Commission (aswell as becoming
Secretary of Commission 27 on Variable Stars).

De Roy aso followed comets as they moved across the
sky, including two relatively bright cometsin close succes-
sion: Comet Cunningham 1940c in December 1940/January
1941102 gnd Comet Paraskevopoul os 1941c¢.103 He observed
the 1910 apparition of Halley’s comet over many nightsand
attempted to point out the comet to peoplein Antwerp. Whilst
he could easily seethetail, his audience were often far less
impressed:

‘I, however, had an opportunity to show the comet to
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other people, who, though being, in the full significance of
thisword, ‘profanes,’ saw it at first sight, and suspected the
short tail. Of course, they gavefull expressionto their disap-
pointment as to the modest character of this ‘ spectacle.” To
English readers not acquainted with Continental eventsthis
may seem rather strange; but it is a matter of fact. The real
signification of the astronomica event we now have the
pleasure to witness has been completely and very badly
denaturated [sic] in the public's spirit here, under the influ-
ence of asmall band of pseudo-scientists.’ 104

These comments were in connection with the passage of
the Earth through the comet’s tail, which had received con-
siderable press attention world-wide. He went on to say:

‘As soon as the fact of the probable transit of the Earth
through the tail had been announced, a dreadful story of
‘poisoned cyanide gases went on, and expanded with a
wonderful ease. This ‘fin du monde’ story had found very
firm believers, and — though no suicides were coupled with
it in this country, as elsewhere — a distinct uneasiness was
noticeableonthe 18th [May 1910]. But what must onethink
of the people who on that date spent the night outdoors in
order to ‘see the comet,” and afterwards charged ‘the as-
tronomers’ with falsehood? 104

In 1932 de Roy travelled to the USA, where hewas hosted
at Harvard College Observatory, which was also the head-
quartersof theAAV SO at thetime. There hewas ableto meet
many of his long term correspondents including Leon
Campbell and Harlow Shapley. During the visit de Roy was
abletoachievea‘worldfirst’: observing atotal solar eclipse
from ahelicopter.105 Theflight took place on 1932 August 31
over Old Orchard, Maine. The helicopter flew to an altitude
of 4000ft and slowly descended to 2,200ft during totality,
thereby taking him above a layer of haze. To increase the
sensitivity of his eyes, he kept them closed for 10 minutes

Figure 14. Msgr George Lemaitre (left) with Albert Einstein at the
California Institute of Technology, Pasadena, 1933 January 10
(Archives Lemaitre).
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Figure 15. Delegates at the 1932 IAU meeting in Cambridge, Massachusetts. De Roy (top left)
is indicated by the vertical black line. Two to the left of him (as viewed by the reader) is Leon
Campbell. Between them is H. L. Alden (1890-1960) of Yale University. The astrophysicist
Donald Menzel (1901-1976) is to the left of Campbell. In the back row at the centre of the
photograph, the leftmost of the three men is Fred Whipple (1906-2004), proposer of the ‘dirty
snowball’ hypothesis of cometary structure.117

beforetotality. Heused acalibrated cross staff to measure as
accurately as he could the extent of the corona at totality,
concluding that the longest coronal streamer extended to
morethan four solar diameters.

De Roy stayed on in the USA to attend the 4th Genera
Assembly of the|AU in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in early
September. Thereweretwo representativesfrom Belgium: de
Roy and the well-known astrophysicist and priest Msgr
George Lemditre (1894-1966; Figure 14), who had proposed
what became known asthe‘ Big Bang' theory of theorigin of
theuniverse, which he called his* hypothesis of the primeval
atom’ .106 One presumesthat de Roy met Lemaitrein Belgium
on other occasions since they were both prominent in Bel-
gian scientific circles. The meeting was also attended by de
Roy’s successor as VSS Director, W. M. Lindley, and his
wife. A photograph of de Roy with some of the IAU del-
egatesisshownin Figure 15.

DeRoy didn't neglect other astronomical subjectsentirely.
His publications showed that he observed an eclipse of the
moon, 1097 Jupiter,108 sunspots'o8 and the asteroid Eunomia
(although he apparently only observed this because it was
moving through the field of R Peg in 1916 August).1® He
observed the lunar occultation of Aldebaran on 1904 Dec 21
with a2-inch (5cm) Vinot refractor, noting ‘ and the star disap-
peared very suddenly on the dark and invisible level of the
satellite, without any projection on the limb, as sometimes
observed’ and noted ‘ reapparition [sic]... without any promi-
nent particularity’ 108 He also wrote a paper on the long-dis-
puted secular variation inthe colour of Sirius, whichreviewed
the historica evidence.110 He carried out hisown estimates of
the brightness of Sirius (relative to Rigel, Procyon and

212

Aldebaran). Thirty-two separate esti-
matesover 6 nights gave amean magni-
tude of —1.4, with a standard deviation
of 0.3 magnitudes.

Asan example of de Roy’s broader
interests, he also remarked on the pres-
ence of floatersin hiseyes:11! dark ob-
jects moving across the field of view,
sometimes caused by detached cells
fromtheretinamoving withintheeye's
vitreous humour. He ‘noticed in 1903
and 1904 a dark dot which was seen
best at morning at the first admission
of light in the right eye. At the end of
1904 | ceased to seeit. About the mid-
dleof 1905, however, it was substituted
by astrange object that | could not iden-
tify at the beginning. | recognised later
on that it was a sort of crescent with
rounded horns divided in the side of
the breadth in three parts by two parti-
tions. | opine this object is an aggre-
gate of three cellsdetached from anin-
ner vessel of the eye; but as | am not
acquainted with animal microscopy;, |
cannot say more about it’.

In addition to astronomy, de Roy
was also interested in meteorology,
drawing attention to a‘monster hailstorm’ in Spa, southern
Belgium on 1904 June 17.112 Many hailstones ‘as great as
hen’seggs’, 10cm (4-inch) diameter and 100gm (40z) inweight
fell, with onebeing 320gm (11.50z). Windowsand tileswere
broken over a wide region. He reported on a further hail-
storm in the Verviers region of southern Belgium on 1914
August 14, which, in addition to causing damage to prop-
erty, killed many birds.

Honours and recognition

De Roy’s contribution to astronomy was widely recognised
in Belgium and internation-
aly. Heserved onmany im-
portant bodies such as |AU
commissions on Variable
Stars and on Meteors. He
was sel ected asamember of
Belgium’'s Comité National
D’ Astronomie when it was
foundedin 1919 (hewases
pecialy active in working
through this body to en-
courage international col-
laboration with other vari-
able star organisations).113

We have noted that he was
an honorary member of the

Figure 16. Prof. A. A. Nijland
(Utrecht University).
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AAV SO and he received many other honours. In 1936 he
received the honorary degree of Doctor of Mathematicsand
Physicsfrom the University of Utrecht, the Netherlands, on
the occasion of the tercentenary of that university.}14 De
Roy had had an association with Prof. A. A. Nijland (1868-
1936; Figure 16) of Utrecht University, awell-known variable
star researcher, for many years.115 A 43km lunar impact crater
located on the far side of the Moon, just behind the south-
western limb, wasnamed for de Roy.

Conclusion

De Roy will be best remembered for his contribution to vari-
able star astronomy over many years, which brought interna-
tional recognition. Not only did he contribute through making
his own observations, but also by encouraging others, be
they fellow Belgians, membersof the BAA, or other organisa-
tions, to do likewise. He did this by giving presentations at
meetings and by publishing many articles which explained
how to go about making observations and how to improve
one'stechnique. Hewasn't merely content with amassing data,
but took a particular pleasure in analysing them and making
them available to a wider community by writing numerous
papers. In this way, hard-won observations contributed by
many observersdidn’t merely remain hidden in somearchive
or database, but were used to advance our knowledge of vari-
able stars. The resulting publications are of lasting value and
atribute to de Roy’'s professionalism.
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