Arthur Neville Brown: schoolmaster

and variable star observer

Jeremy Shears

Arthur Neville Brown, MA, FRAS (1864-1934) was a prolific variable star
observer and served for many years as Secretary of the BAA Variable Star
Section. This paper discusses Brown’s life and career, both as a variable star
enthusiast and as a dedicated and highly respected schoolmaster.

Introduction

Thereputation of the BAA asoneof theworld's
leading organisations for observational as-
tronomy is largely due to the dedication of its
members, who go out night after night to se-
cure observations, and its Section Directors,
Officers and Council who provide the neces-
sary strategic direction and infrastructure. In
any large organisation, effective and visible
leadership is essential for it to meet its objec-
tives and the BAA is no different. Over the
years the Association has benefited from the
leadership provided by stalwarts such asT. H.
E. C.Espin, T. E. R. Phillipsand W. H. Steaven-
son, whose names are cel ebrated even today.

However, the contributions of many other
less well-known individuals, who often work
quietly behind the scenes, are equally impor-
tant to the activities of the Association. One
such person wasArthur Neville Brown (1864—
1934; Figure 1), who for many yearsactively supported thework of
the Variable Star Section (VSS) as a prolific observer and as its
Secretary, engaging in the painstaking work of collating thousands
of observations and preparing them for publication; hewasalso a
long-serving member of theBAA Council. Brownwasafforded no
less than four obituaries: in the BAA Journal,! the Monthly No-
tices of the Royal Astronomical Society,? the BAAVSSCirculars3
and in The Observatory.4

This paper discusses Brown's life and career, both as a vari-
able star enthusiast and as a dedicated and highly respected
schoolmaster.

Early life and education

Arthur Neville Brown was born on 1864 June 18 at Nayland in Suf-
folk, avillage 10 km north of Colchester where hisfather, the Revd
JamesTaylor Brown (1829-1875), wasvicar of St James Church.>
Hismother was Rachel Frobisher Jones (1837-1910).6 In 1867 the
family moved to Preston, Lancashire, where the Revd Brown be-
came vicar of Holy Trinity Church; he had along association with
this Church having been baptised there and later serving as a Cu-
rate. There was a strong family connection with the north-west of
England: James father, Alderman Robert Brown (1808-1858) had
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Figure 1. A. N. Brown (1864-1934) in the garden at Ludgrove School with his 5-inch and 3-inch
refractors, 1909 July 28. From ref.1.

been aPreston medical practitioner. Oneof James’ brothers, Robert
Charles Brown (1836-1925), was a surgeon in Preston,” and his
other brother wasavicar in Stockport, also serving asrura Dean of
Macclesfield and honorary Canon of Chester Cathedral .8

Itisclear that the Revd Brown had achallenge on hishandsin his
new benefice, for according to acontemporary report ‘the congre-
gation waswretchedly thin, awfully scarce, and just on the borders
of invishility’.9 Initially he made progress and the congregation
swelled, ‘But heisfar too good to be aparson. A gentlemelancholy
seemsto have got hold of him’. His sermons a so received amixed
reception from those sitting in the pews: ‘He always preaches sin-
cerely; a quiet spirit of simple unadorned piety pervades his re-
marks, but he depresses you too much... and his words sometimes
chill like acondensation of Young's Night Thoughts.’ 10

The Revd Brown died suddenly in early 1875 at the age of 45.11
He had previously sold his house to the parish for use as avicar-
age, which meant that he could carry on living there rent-free.
However, upon his death his family had to vacate the house to
makeway for the new vicar. At that timeArthur Brownwasonly 10
years old, the eldest of 8 children, with one born posthumously.
He was sent to the Clergy Orphan School in Canterbury.12

According to Hugh Casement, A. N. Brown's great-nephew
and Brown family historian, ‘the problem is that after his mother
was widowed she became something of a recluse, and relation-
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Figure 2. Left G O. Smith (1872-1943) and right William
Oakley (1873-1934), masters at Ludgrove School.
(Ludgrove School)

ships with her children were strained. She did not provide awel-
coming home for them to return to, and as aresult they went their
separate ways and hardly kept up with each other’ .8
After leaving school, A. N. Brown matricul ated at Queen’s Col-
lege Oxford inthe autumn term of 1883, wherehewonaClassica
Exhibition, going onto graduate BA in 1887 and MA in 1891.
Brown remained abachelor throughout hislife.

Schoolmaster at Ludgrove

In 1888 Brown embarked upon his teaching career when he was
appointed First Classical Master at Canon Lovett Cameron’s Pre-
paratory School at Mortimer, Berkshire. The boarding school had
not long been established by the Revd Charles John Leslie Lovett
Cameron (1843-1927), vicar of St John’sMortimer, and Brownre-
mained therefor 10 years.

In 1898 he moved to L udgrove School, near Barnet in Hertford-
shire,13 where he became Assistant Master. Ludgrove was estab-
lishedin 1892 by thefootballer Arthur Dunn (1860—-1902) with the
aim of preparing boys for entry to Eton and other public schools.
Dunn had recruited anumber of other eminent sportsmen to assist
him as masters; Brown did not fall into this category, although he
had been a keen oarsman at university.14

When Dunn died prematurely in 1902 two of these masters,
G O. Smith (1872-1943) and William‘ Bill’ Oakley (1873-1934) be-
camejoint Headmasters. Smith and Oakley (Figure 2) had played
for Dunn’soldfootball club, the Corinthians, which wasone of the
best known amateur football clubs of the time, and each had cap-
tained the England team.

Smith and Oakley bought the partnership from Dunn’swidow,
Helen. Brown assisted in this process with financial support,
thereby becoming a co-partner with Smith and Oakley, although
he seems subsequently not to have played any directive or admin-
istrativeroleinthelife of the school .15 A photograph of Brown and
someof the boysfrom hisDivision, or house, isshownin Figure 3.

Given the demographic intake of Ludgrove, it isnot surprising
that Brown taught many boyswho would |ater becomewell-known.
Hisbest known pupil wasAlec Douglas-Home (1903-1995), later
Lord Home of the Hirsel, who was Prime Minister between 1963
and 1964. Home had fond memoriesof Brown:

‘The master to whom | and countless others were most indebted
was a non-games-playing teacher of classics who for some forgot-
tenreasonwe christened ‘ Bunco’ Brown. Hewasrather aforbidding
figure, invariably
dressed in a green-
ish brown herring-
bonetweed suit with
a stick-up collar
which, with a large
drooping mous-
tache and plastered-
down hair, produced
a portrait of
unrelieved gloom.
But asaninterpreter
of Virgil and Ovid,
Homer and Plato, he
was a genius. He
could even bring

/
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Figure 3. A. N. Brown and boys from his Division. (Ludgrove School).

aive the interminable campaigns of Caesar. Asa politician, where
aboveall an accurate use of language matters, | gladly acknowledge
my debtto‘Bunco’ Brown. Herousedin mealoveof learningfor its
own sake which has stood me in good stead ever since’ .15

Alec Douglas-Home' syounger brother, William (1912-1992), who
became a playwright, also mentioned Brown in his autobiography.

Another pupil, Roland Pym (1910-2006), who became apainter,
illustrator and theatrical set designer, shared hisown vivid memo-
riesof Brown:

‘Bunco Brownwasamaster of whom | havethe clearest memory
—he was very strict and quite a frightening-looking person with a
hugewalrus moustache and avery ol d-fashioned 1870s-style suit of
thick ginger brown tweed with ahigh stiff collar; helooked abit like
Crippen the murderer, and rumour had it that he was once arrested
becauseof it! Hepronounced ‘ Breakfast’ like' Breaf-kast’ whichwe
alwaystried to make him say so that we could laugh about it.

‘Hewasabrilliant teacher of classics, and wasalso avery keen
astronomer with a large telescope which he kept in the Master’s
Cottage nearby, overlooking the school yard. One day intheyard
| did animitation for my friend William Douglas—Home of Bunco
Brown looking through his telescope — and then suddenly real-
ised to my horror that he was|ooking right down at me; he’ d been
watching the whol e thing from the garden next door. | got hauled
inby himand punished for itin someway, | don’t remember how’ .15

In addition to teaching Classics, Brown ran extra-curricular
courses in astronomy for the boys, which were well attended, but
lest they be thought of purely as entertainment, they concluded
with an examination. He also gave lectures on other subjects, de-
tails of which are recorded in the School Notes. He often spoke
about his overseastravels, since he travelled widely in the school
holidays, during which hisknowledge of French and German some-
times came in handy. Destinations included Switzerland, French
North Africa,16 Greece, the United States and Canada, including a
journey across the country on the Canadian Pacific Railway.

Healso spoke about histrip to the Balearicisland of Majorcato
view the total solar eclipse on 1905 August 30. He observed and
photographed the eclipsefrom just outside Palma, along with many
BAA members. Herecalled visiting the eclipse camp of Sir Norman
Lockyer and seeing HM S Vienus anchored in Palmaharbour, which
was present to lend general support to the eclipse observers as
well asprovidethem with timesignals.1?
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In 1900 Brown established a branch of the Navy League at
Ludgrove. The aim of the League was to promote awareness
amongst the British public, especially young people, of the de-
pendency of the country on the sea and that the only safeguard
was to have a powerful Navy. Sometimes naval officers cameto
the school, but at other times Brown spoke himself and wassaid to
have a good knowledge of strategic naval matters, often describ-
ing the detail s of historic maritime battles such as Trafalgar.

His 1904 talk on * Our Fleet Today’ was prophetic; he drew at-
tention to therise of Germany asanaval power, which at the time
was becoming a national concern. He concluded with the hope
that ‘it will beavery long time before our shipshaveto confront an
enemy in battle’, and that the Royal Navy might continuefor many
yearsits peaceful patrol of the oceans that surround the shores of
theBritish Empire’ .15 Sadly, within 14 yearsno fewer than 15 of the
boys listening to the lecture would lose their lives in the First
World War.

The BAA and variable star
observations

Brown’s interest in astronomy began in about 1891, but it didn’t
really take off until 1905 when he purchased a 5-inch (12.5 cm)
Watson—Conrady refractor on an atazimuth mount. Thiswas soon
supplemented with a 3-inch (7.5 cm) refractor8 and both instru-
ments can be seen in Figure 1. The first object he observed with
the Watson—Conrady was Saturn on 1905 September 30. Thiswas
followed by clusters, double stars and nebulae. Throughout his
observing career he never had an observatory and used the tel-
escopesin the open air, moving them around the sitesfrom which
he observed to obtain the best view.

With agrowing interest in astronomy, Brown waselected to the
BAA on 1905 November 29, having purchased life membership.19
Hewaselected Fellow of theRASon 1907 April 12. Almost imme-
diately upon joining the BAA he contacted the Director of the
VSS, E. E. Markwick (1853-1925), expressing awish to undertakea
systematic programme of observing variable stars. Markwick had
been Director since 1899 and was apopul ar and enthusi astic leader
of the Section,20 and he soon took Brown under hiswing. Brown’s
first variable star estimate was made on the evening of 1906 Febru-
ary 23! and was of thewell-known (and easily located) long period
variable (LPV) R Leo. Thiswasto bethefirst of 557 observations
of the star, which continued until May 1934, and thefirst of atotal
of about 40,000 variable star estimates.21

Almost immediately Brown established himself as one of the
most prolific observersin the VSS. Markwick noted in his VSS
Director’sreport for the 1905/1906 session that * An excellent se-
ries of observations of long-period variables has already been
made by Mr. Brown'.22 He expanded enthusiastically upon thisin
hisannual report on LPV observationsfor 1906:

‘ There has been animmenseinfusion of energy into the Section
during the year 1906, the total number of observations, 2,865, be-
ing more than three times that in 1905. Out of these Mr. A. N.
Brown contributes 950, just about one-third; and the quality of his
work isasgood asthe quantity. Both heand P. M. Ryves[with 580
observations] have made some very fine series of light-
determinations; in several cases, the light curves can well be de-
duced from the work of these two energetic observerstaken sepa-
rately. They have not hesitated to prosecute their researches far
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Figure 4. Mary Adela Blagg (1858-1944) and members of the Cheadle
Girls Friendly Society, ca.1890. Blagg is at the bottom in the centre.
(Geoffrey Culshaw)

into the early morning hours, whereby observations of a star are
obtained which are well distributed over the year’ .23

While the increase in the number of VSS observations was
clearly welcome, it al so meant that additional clerical effort would
be entailed in the painstaking activity of collating, analysing and
reporting of the Section’swork. Markwick noted:

‘...If progress continues at this rate, it will be necessary to dis-
tribute some of the work of dealing with such a large mass of
observations among afew of the Members. Fortunately, help has
been freely given in the past, and will no doubt be forthcoming in
the future’ .23

Almost immediately Brown responded by volunteering to help
with compiling observations, and he made amajor contributionto
the preparation of the Section’s Memoir on LPVs covering the
years 1905-1909, which was eventually published in 1912,24 and
thefollowing four V SS Memoirs.25 Thismeticulouswork involved
generating lists of the observations gleaned from individual mem-
bers' reports, checking the estimates and derived magnitudes, and
compiling the observationsin chronological order. Only then could
they be put in final manuscript form.

Even after submitting the manuscript he had to read, cross-
check and revise the printer’s proofs. Whilst he did not do this
single-handedly, hedid the bulk of thework. Inthismanner atotal
of some 160,000 observations went across his desk. As future
Section Director, Félix de Roy (1883-1942), remarked *...[t]hose
variable star observers whose work passed through his hands
owehimalargedebt for thefull justicewhich wasdonein thisway
to their observations' .1

As well as his involvement with the production of the VSS
Memoirs, Brown also made generous financia contributions to
their publication. For example, in 1910 he donated £50 towardsthe
LPV Memoir covering 1905-1909. In 1908 he had contributed £20
to defray the costs of producing blueprints of VSS lightcurves so
that they could be shared with astronomers around the world,
including Harvard College Observatory (HCO), which was one of
the global centresfor variable star research.

When Markwick retired asV SS Director at the end of 1909, he
was succeeded by CharlesLewisBrook (1855-1939).26 Brook re-
lied on Brown for compiling observationsand clerical work just as
much as Markwick had done. When Brook relinquished the Direc-
tor’s position at the end of 1921 it was natural that Brown was
offered the Directorship, given his extensive practical knowledge
of variable stars and hisinvolvement with the Section’s activities
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tions and compiling them, and corresponding

with members, especially new onesto whom he
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gave advice. De Roy was always generous in

publicly recognising Brown’s contribution:
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Brown retired from Ludgrove School in 1923. He
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over many years. However, Brown alwayspreferred working in the
background and was by nature a private person, thus after due
consideration he declined the offer. The position was offered to
Félix de Roy, aBelgian national living in Antwerp.

De Roy was well-known to Section members as an active ob-
server, having joined the Section at about the sametimeasBrown.
He had taken refuge in London during the First World War and
had attended many BAA mestings, so was also known widely in
the Association.2?

Since de Roy was living in Belgium, he appointed Brown as
hisrepresentativein Britain, aswell as Secretary. In this capac-
ity Brown was to ‘receive at his address all observations of
members of the Section residing in the British Empire’,28todis-
tribute charts and observation forms, to assist new observers
and to archive original observations. In practice, Brown essen-
tially ran the Section on aday-to-day basis, receiving observa-
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newspaper became more onerous.

Brown also gained international exposure. He
became amember of |AU Commission 27 on Vari-
able Starsin 1925. Thenin 1928, asaresult of his
acknowledged contribution to variable star as-
tronomy, Brown was made an Honorary Member
of theAmerican Association of Variable Star Observers(AAV SO).29
Since becoming V'SS Secretary he had regularly exchanged letters
withtheAAV SO'sRecorder, Leon Campbell (1881-1951). Healso
arranged for copiesof theV SS Memoirsto be sent to both Campbell
and theHCO.

Over the years Brown and Campbel | discussed comparison star
sequencesfor certain variable stars, aswell asways of increasing
cooperation between the two organisations.3® One idea that had
been floated by de Roy was that the two organisations should
divide the more popul ar stars between them so asnot to duplicate.
However, whilst he waswilling to entertain the idea, Campbell’s
main objection, which he shared with Brown, was the delay in
publishing the BAA'sresults, which meant that it took time before
they were available to other researchers.3! The Memoirs covered
5-year intervalsand were published several yearsin arrearsowing
to the time taken to compile them. By contrast AAV SO datawere
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Shears: Arthur Neville Brown, 1864—1934

published monthly. On the other hand, Campbell’s objection might
not have been completely justified as many interim reports were
published in the BAA Journal.

Campbell also engaged Brown to observe some specific
AAVSO stars that were not on the BAA's programme.32 In a
similar vein Brown, acting on arequest from W. H. Steavenson
(1894-1975), asked for alist of faint, or otherwiseless well-ob-
served, stars that Steavenson could profitably observe with his
18-inch (46 cm) reflector.35

Aswell as his variable star work, Brown served on the BAA
Council many times, between 1916 until hisdeathin 1934. Hewas
also the Association’s representative on the National Committee
for Astronomy from 1931. Heregularly travelled to London to at-
tend Council meetings. However, he did not often attend other
BAA meetings, apart from theinfrequent V SS Section meetings,3*
partly because of his modest and retiring personality and partly
because he viewed meetings asinterruptionsto his observing and
compiling routine.2

Although Brown was intensely interested in the observational
aspects of variable stars, and hisintroductory guide which he co-
authored with de Roy35 would be useful even to today’s visual
observer, hewaslessinterested in the astrophysical consequences
of thework.

Mary Adela Blagg and the IAU

In 1928 Browntravelled to L eidenin the Netherlandsto takepart in
the Third General Assembly of the International Astronomical Un-
ionwhichwasheld between 5 and 13 July. He attended meetings of
Commission 27 onVarigble StarsadongwithMary AdelaBlagg (1858
1944; Figure4), who was a so amember of the Commission.36

Blagg, an amateur astronomer who was known for her work
on lunar nomenclature, had become interested in variable stars
through Prof H. H. Turner (1861-1930) of Oxford University,
who had asked for volunteers to analyse the variable star ob-
servations of Joseph Baxendell (1815-1887). Together Blagg &
Turner authored ten papers on the results, which appeared in
Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society, although
Turner credited her with having done most of the work.

Blagg was an unassuming woman who never married; she
seldom left her native Cheadlein Staffordshire and wasrarely
seen at meetings, exceptions being the |AU meetings at Cam-
bridge, UK, in 1925, and L eiden.37 She al so analysed observa-
tions of other variable stars, bringing to bear her considerable
mathematical skills, which werelargely self-taught. Brown drew
to her attention his long term observations of three LPVs,
which were outside the VSS programme, and she set about
analysing them and published the results in three papers in
Monthly Notices.

The first star Blagg investigated was RT Cyg, in which she
considered Brown’s observations made between 1908 and 1928.38
Brown’s own lightcurves from the earlier part of this period are
showninFigure5. Blagg carried out athorough mathemeatical analy-
sisof 40 cycles of the star and found amean period of 191.2 days,
with anear sinusoidal variation, with the rise being dightly more
rapid than the decline. She determined the equation for the shape
of thelightcurve and determined the dates of maximum and mini-
mum. An analysis of the O—-C residual s suggested a possible half-
yearly variation. A similar analysisof VV Casbetween 1909 and 1929
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followed,3° revealing amean period of 228.76 days. Thefinal LPV
examined was U Per, which she found had a mean period of 320
daysintheinterval 1909 to 1930.40

Sic itur ad astrat

Brown's variable star work continued unabated until hefell ill in
themiddle of 1934 October. He made hislast observations on Oc-
tober 1242 and was still at hisdesk on October 19 dealingwith VSS
matters and BAA Council business, for he was still a member of
Council. He passed away peacefully at home at Brackenhurst early
on 1934 November 4 with heart failure. His funeral was held on
November 7 at the Church of St Mary the Virgin, Bucklebury, and
was attended by several BAA Council members, including the
Astronomer Roya and BAA President, Harold Spencer—Jones
(1890-1960). Hisbody wasinterred in the churchyard at Bucklebury
(Figure6).

At the following BAA meeting tributes were paid to him by
W. H. Steavenson, F. M. Holborn and Spencer—Jones, who com-
mented that ‘Mr. Brown was a man who did a large amount of
excellent work in avery unobtrusive manner and the Association
had been much indebted to him’.43 The following year Brown's
executors presented
someof hisbooksto the
BAA Library.

After so many years
of dedicated service
Brown was sorely
missed by the VSS. His
position as Secretary,
and as a BAA Council
member, was assumed
by W.M. Lindley (1891—
1972), who eventually
became Director.44 As
de Roy, who had known
Brown well for many
years, noted in Brown's
obituary:

‘A. N. Brown was a
charming personality,
unassuming almost to
excess, and endowed
with a beautiful and no-
ble sense of duty. To all
who knew him, he was
the best and most faith-
ful of friends. Hewill be
remembered as a very
distinguished amateur
astronomer’ .1

It is upon the foun-
dations laid by dedi-
cated people such as
A. N. Brown that the
BAA continuesto build
even today.
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Figure 6. Brown's grave and headstone at Bucklebury.
(Julia & Keld Smedegaard, Feb 2011).
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