OBITUARY

FRANCIS JOHN SELLERS

'The Association has lost in the death on 1959 October 22 of Frank Sellers
one of its most indefatigable members. From boyhood he was always
interested in astronomy but did not take it up seriously until middle life.
He was born on 1875 January 7 at 125 Westbourne Grove, London, and was
Educated at Emanuel School, Wandsworth Common. In 1888 he was too
young to take the matriculation examination but was third in class amongst
his colleagues, all of whom were over sixteen years of age.

He left school when he was thirteen and became a junior clerk to a firm of
City merchants, but the hours were so long and he generally finished his work
after eight o’clock at night with the result that his health could not stand the
strain. In 1889 he became assistant to the London Manager of Brown and
May, a firm of agricultural engineers at Devizes, which post he retained for
two years. He then entered the Finsbury Technical College and took a course
on Mechanical Engineering and passed out with a First Class Certificate.
Then in 18¢g2 he was apprenticed to Tangyes Ltd of Birmingham, a firm of
gas engineers. As a boy he was very clever at model making and madc scale
models of the old South Eastern and Chatham Railway locomotives, and it
was soon evident his talents were such that he should devote his business
career to engineering; but while he was in Birmingham in lodgings he took
up the violin, an art which throughout his long life was a source of never-
failing enjoyment and, when he moved to London in 1895 as manager to a
Birmingham firm of manufacturers, he studied the technicalities of the violin
at Battersea Polvtechnic. This was to bring him great joy and happiness as
he came in contact with Kate Runciman (a niece of the late Lord Runciman)
whom he married in 1go3.

His period with the Birmingham firm convinced him the work was not
quite in line with the career he had chosen, so he resigned and in 1896 joined
the firm of Capel & Co. of Dalston, London, who were manufacturers of
gas and oil engines. Here he was engaged in designing, testing gas and oil
engines, early motor-cars and general research work. On the death of Mr Capel
he was appointed Assistant Manager and in 1902 General Manager with full
control of the technical and commercial side of the business. A very con-
siderable export business was worked up with Germany, France, Sweden,
Australia, and New Zealand and other countries and colomes which was very
successful. Sellers designed and completed a new series of continental-type
gas engines and suction gas plants which did exceptionally well in all parts
of the world. The business was now almost entirely export and was increas-
ing rapidly until the 1g14 war put a stop to it all. During the war the firm
manufactured shells but a very promising business was wrecked.
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After the war, export business having gone, a new opening was gradually
built up mostly in petrol and paraffin high-specd engines and electric lighting
sets for country houses. In 1923 the business was taken over by Sellers and
a colleague and a new Limited Company formed, but the Grid system for
supplying electricity all over the country soon crippled the business and
when an opportunity occurred Sellers decided to retire in 1928, but for some
years he carried on a private consulting and contracting business.

From bovhood Sellers had always been interested in astronomy but could
not take it up seriously until 1gog. He had occasion to visit some optical
works where his firm were doing some work and picked up a 3-inch objec-
tive by Ross and built his first telescope. As a budding astronomer he was
truly caught and soon added a 6-inch mirror and then an 84-inch. He
converted an attic in his house at Muswell Hill into an observatory and
designed and built his first solar spectroscope. In 1920 he joined the Associa-
tion and up to his death he was a most versatile member. His first paper was
published in 1925 entitled ‘A plea for the Glaciation Theory of the Lunar
Surface’ (Vol. 36, p. 51). He occupied the office of Secretary from 1928 to
1938, Director of the Solar Section 1937-1951, and was President 1940-1942.
During his Presidency he undertook the Editorship of the fournal, and it is
safe to say it is doubtful if it would have survived had Sellers not stepped
into the breach and kept it going. To many members the Journal is the
Association since so many members live at too great a distance to attend the
meetings. The Jubilee of the Association took place during his Presidency
and he conceived the idea it would be fitting to publish a short history of
the B.A.A. to commemorate the first fifty years. Another signpost was also
passed in 1942 when the Association moved from Sion College to Burlington
House for the monthly meetings, a move which originated with Prof. Sydney
Chapman.

Sellers’s two Presidential Addresses were devoted to work on the Sun, the
first dealing with his own conception of the Sun and its mechanism. The
second address dealt exhaustively with the spectroscope.

Mention should be made of his Solar Section Memoir, in which he
described very fully the spectrohelioscope and his own design for oscillating
slits as an alternative to the Anderson prisms which are incorporated in the
Hale instruments (‘Memoirs’, B.4.4., vol. 37, part 2).

When the Rev M. Davidson wrote his book Astronomy for Everyman, he
invited Sellers to write the chapter on the Sun, a review which, so far as space
allowed is very thorough.

Besides his musical attainments which he shared with his wife, he was also
an artist in water colours—a talent they both shared—and spent many
holidays sketching, but after his wife’s death in 1949 he gave up painting
except for one memorable occasion when he was invited to join a party of
astronomers in a B.0.A.C. Hermes aircraft to view the total eclipse of the
Sun on 1954 June 30 from the air north of the Shetland Islands, and he made
several sketches recording his impressions. He was then nearly eighty years
of age and had never flown before but the trip was most successful and he



enjoyed every minute of it. To the end of his life he maintained his love of
music and every week took part in musical evenings with his friends and these
gatherings were, as always, a source of joy and inspiration to him.

The Association awarded him, in 1945, the Goodacre Medal and Gift ‘as
a mark of our admiration for your astronomical work and of our apprecia-
tion of the valuable services you have rendered the Association’.

He was elected a Iellow of the Royal Astronomical Society in 1927 and
served on the Council during several Sessions, and Vice-President from 1944
to 1646.

A. M. NEWBEGIN

The writer is indebted to his brother, Mr W. G. Sellerg, for much of the foregoing
information about the early life of F. J. Sellers and to some autobiographical notes found
amongst the subject of this obituary’s papers.
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