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O B I T U A R Y 

A L P H O N S O K I N G 

T h e d e a t h of A l p h o n s o K i n g o n 1936 A p r i l 18, a t t h e age of fifty-
fou r , has c o m e as a s h o c k to his f r i ends , a n d a l t h o u g h h e on ly i n ­
f r e q u e n t l y a t t e n d e d t h e m e e t i n g s of t h e Assoc ia t ion his w o r k in t h e 
M e t e o r Sec t i on is so wel l k n o w n to m e m b e r s t h a t m a n y bes ides 
t h o s e m o s t i n t i m a t e l y assoc ia ted w i t h h i m will feel h i s pa s s ing as 
t h a t of a f r iend . W e k n e w t h a t h e h a d h a d a se r ious i l lness , b u t h e 
was so ac t ive a w o r k e r t h a t o n e a s s u m e d w i t h o u t q u e s t i o n t h a t h e 
h a d m a n y years of useful w o r k before h i m ; a n d bes ides , h e h a d 
w r i t t e n r ecen t ly say ing t h a t h e was m a k i n g g o o d p rog re s s a n d look ing 
f o r w a r d t o r e s u m i n g work . B u t o n A p r i l 15 his i l lness took a s u d d e n 
t u r n for t h e w o r s e , a n d h e d ied t h r e e days la ter . H e is s u r v i v e d by 
his wife, w h o m h e m a r r i e d in 1920. H e was b o r n o n 1882 J a n u a r y 17, 
a n d a t a n ear ly age was c a r r y i n g o u t o b s e r v a t i o n s in t h a t b r a n c h of 
a s t r o n o m y w h i c h h e m a d e his o w n , t h e s t u d y of m e t e o r s . H i s first 
p u b l i s h e d obse rva t i ons a r e i n c l u d e d in t h e S e v e n t h R e p o r t of t h e 
M e t e o r S e c t i o n , w h i c h c o n t a i n s t h e resu l t s of w o r k d o n e in 1898. 
K i n g , t h e n at t h e age of s ix teen , c l a ims a s h a r e in f o u r t e e n of t h e 
t h i r t y - n i n e a c c o r d a n c e s i n t h a t Memoir, a n d d u r i n g t h e n e x t s even 
yea r s h e c o n t r i b u t e d regu la r ly t o t h e w o r k of t h e S e c t i o n , h is c o ­
w o r k e r s i n c l u d i n g s u c h w e l l - k n o w n obse rve r s as A . S. H e r s c h e l a n d 
W . F . D e n n i n g . W h e n t h a t g r o u p of obse rve r s was d i s p e r s e d , a b o u t 
t h e e n d of 1905 , K i n g s eems to h a v e ca r r i ed o u t ve ry few o b s e r v a t i o n s 
for s o m e t i m e , b u t in t h e s u m m e r of 1918 h e m a d e m o r e f r e q u e n t 
o b s e r v a t i o n s ; a n d f rom t h e P e r s e i d e p o c h of 1919 o n w a r d s his n a m e 
r egu la r ly a p p e a r s in t h e I n t e r i m R e p o r t s of t h e M e t e o r Sec t ion as 
h a v i n g c o n t r i b u t e d o b s e r v a t i o n s . W h e n w e c o m e to t h e F o u r t e e n t h 
R e p o r t of t h e Sec t ion , c o n t a i n i n g t h e resu l t s of o b s e r v a t i o n s in 1922 , 
w e find K i n g b e g i n n i n g to a s s u m e t h a t p lace w h i c h h e p r e - e m i n e n t l y 
occup ies in o u r e s t ima t ion , as a c o m p u t e r of t h e t r u e p a t h s of d o u b l y 
o b s e r v e d m e t e o r s , h e h a v i n g s h a r e d w i t h D e n n i n g t h e w o r k o n t r u e 
p a t h s in th i s Memoir. F r o m t h a t t i m e d o w n to his d e a t h K i n g h a d 
u n d e r t a k e n t h e w h o l e of t h e c o m p u t i n g for t h e S e c t i o n , a n d w h i l e 
m u c h of his w o r k is still u n p u b l i s h e d , h is p a p e r s o n o u t s t a n d i n g 
fireballs w h i c h h e c o m m u n i c a t e d f rom t i m e to t i m e to t h e Assoc ia t ion 
h a v e g i v e n s o m e of t h e i n t e r e s t i n g p r o d u c t s of th i s work . T h e list 
of 155 t r u e p a t h s c o n t a i n e d in t h e F i f t e e n t h R e p o r t of t h e Sec t ion , 
jus t p u b l i s h e d , is h o w e v e r his b e s t a n d m o s t cha rac t e r i s t i c w o r k ; 
a n d it is w o r t h wh i l e t o g l ance for a m o m e n t at th i s a n d t o n o t e in 
p a r t i c u l a r t h e c h e c k i n g a n d p la in d i sc losu re of t h e incons i s t enc ies in 
t h e o b s e r v a t i o n s , for b o t h t h e s e t h i n g s w e r e typ ica l of K i n g . 

H o w m u c h of his l e i sure K i n g d e v o t e d t o th i s w o r k it is i m p o s s i b l e 
t o e s t i m a t e , b u t in r ecen t years it was a ve ry g rea t dea l , a n d a l t h o u g h 



h e was as skilful a n d careful a n o b s e r v e r as h e was a c o m p u t e r h e 
m a d e few o b s e r v a t i o n s excep t of t h e m a j o r s h o w e r s . I t was h i s 
p r ac t i c e , l a t t e r ly a t a n y r a t e , t o b e g i n c o m p u t i n g in t h e ear ly e v e n i n g 
a n d t o w o r k s tead i ly o n un t i l pa s t m i d n i g h t ; a n d i n c o n s i d e r i n g t h e 
a m o u n t of de ta i l c o n t a i n e d in t h e t a b l e of t r u e p a t h s in t h e la tes t 
Memoir o n e is ab le t o a p p r e c i a t e t h e t r u t h of a r e m a r k w h i c h h e o n c e 
m a d e t h a t t h e c o m p u t a t i o n of a s ingle a c c o r d a n c e w o u l d t ake h i m 
a b o u t t w o h o u r s if the observations were favourable. O v e r t h e so lu t i on 
of t h e p a t h of a casual ly seen fireball , t h e a c c o u n t s of w h i c h a r e a p t 
t o b e m a n y a n d v a g u e , h e w o u l d d e v o t e t h i r t y or m o r e h o u r s , h i m s e l f 
w r i t i n g t o t h e (usua l ly i n e x p e r i e n c e d ) o b s e r v e r s , c o m p u t i n g a n d 
careful ly w e i g h i n g t he i r o b s e r v a t i o n s , a n d finally o b t a i n i n g t h e r e su l t s 
t h a t t h e m o s t m e t i c u l o u s ca r e cou ld ex t r ac t f r o m of ten m e a g r e 
i n f o r m a t i o n . 

T h e fo rego ing m a y g ive s o m e i n d i c a t i o n of t h e m a g n i t u d e o f 
K i n g ' s c o n t r i b u t i o n t o t h e w o r k of t h e M e t e o r Sec t i o n a n d to m e t e o r i c 
a s t r o n o m y genera l ly , b u t it c a n n o t exp res s t h e m e a s u r e of his c o n t r i ­
b u t i o n to t h e smal l g r o u p of c o - w o r k e r s w h o s h a r e d his f r i e n d s h i p , 
for h e was a lways r e a d y to h e l p o the r s a n d t ook g rea t pa in s t o e n c o u r a g e 
a n y o b s e r v e r w h o se r ious ly u n d e r t o o k t h e s t u d y of m e t e o r s . F o r u s 
w h o k n e w a n d a d m i r e d h i m it m u s t b e sad t o reflect t h a t w e shal l n o 
m o r e rece ive t h o s e l e t t e r s f r o m K i n g , c r a m m e d so full of t h e r e su l t s 
of h is o w n ca lcu la t ions , t h e occas iona l l o n g lists of t r u e p a t h s af ter 
a few m o n t h s of heavy c o m p u t i n g , a n d t h o s e flashes of h u m o u r a n d 
t h o s e p i t h y c o m m e n t s o n s l a p d a s h obse rva t i ons ( w h i c h h e a b o m i n a t e d ) 
w i t h w h i c h h i s l e t t e r s a r e i n t e r s p e r s e d . I n r e - r e a d i n g t h o s e l e t t e r s 
o n e is i m p r e s s e d a l ike b y his k n o w l e d g e a n d s o u n d j u d g m e n t , a n d 
a b o v e all by t h a t f r ankness a n d o p e n - m i n d e d n e s s w h i c h w e r e c h a r a c ­
te r i s t ic of h i m . 

I n his a s t r o n o m i c a l w o r k K i n g was f rankly a n d u n r e p e n t a n t l y a 
specia l i s t , as i n d e e d h e h a d t o b e if h e was t o m a k e so useful a c o n t r i ­
b u t i o n ; b u t o u t s i d e t h a t w o r k h e was a m a n of w i d e i n t e r e s t s a n d 
a t t a i n m e n t s . H e s p o k e D u t c h a n d G e r m a n wel l a n d t r ave l l ed ex ­
tens ive ly , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t h o s e c o u n t r i e s ; h e was also a skilful chess 
p laye r . H i s life's v o c a t i o n was t h a t of a s c h o o l m a s t e r , a n d h e was 
for t h i r t y years a m a s t e r a t t h e C o u n c i l S c h o o l at A s h b y , N o r t h 
L i n c o l n s h i r e : i t is r e c o r d e d of h i m t h a t h e was a n ab l e t e a c h e r b u t 
o n e w h o d i d n o t a d m i r e t h e t e n d e n c i e s of m o d e r n e d u c a t i o n ; a n d 
th i s w e can read i ly be l i eve , for h e was a m a n of s t r o n g conv ic t ions 
w h i c h h e was n o t afraid t o d e f e n d . Al ike for h i s qua l i t i e s a n d t h e 
exce l l ence of h i s scientif ic w o r k a n d for t h e w a y in w h i c h h e h e l p e d 
t h e m t h e m s e l v e s h e wil l b e gra teful ly r e m e m b e r e d by his f r i e n d s . — 
J . P . M . P . 
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