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O B I T U A R I E S 

J. Brit. astr. Ass. 

J A M E S P A T O N 

J a m e s P a t o n ' s service t o t he Assoc i a t i on as D i r ec to r of the A u r o r a Sect ion 
ex t ended over m o r e t h a n twen ty years . H e t o o k c h a r g e of t he Sect ion in 1952 
a n d w a s w o r k i n g on an analys is of t he 1972-73 r epo r t s at t he t ime of his d e a t h , 
o n 1973 A u g u s t 26. 

H i s ear ly life was r e m a r k a b l y s imilar t o t h a t of a n o t h e r long-serv ing Sect ion 
D i r ec to r , D r C a m e r o n D i n w o o d i e , t o w h o m 1 a m indeb t ed for the fol lowing 
no te s . " L i k e m e , J i m m y was a na t ive of t he m i n i n g village of Kel ty in Wes t 
Fife. W e a t t e n d e d the local school before go ing on to s econda ry school , which 
in t h o s e days w a s Bea th H i g h e r G r a d e , C o w d e n b e a t h . I wen t t he re in 1914, 
a n d f rom a n e w s p a p e r cu t t i ng I still have , it a p p e a r s t h a t J i m m y fol lowed m e 
the next year . T h e cu t t i ng gives the record of t he school c losing c e r e m o n y in 
t he s u m m e r t e r m of 1916. It a p p e a r s t h a t I was first in o n e of t he classes in the 
second year of w h a t a t t h a t t i m e was k n o w n as the I n t e r m e d i a t e D e p a r t m e n t , 
whi le J i m m y w a s first in o n e of t he first year classes. I t w a s only a yea r o r so 
after t h a t t h a t m y fa ther left Kel ty t o t a k e u p w o r k in E d i n b u r g h , so we lost 
t o u c h wi th J i m m y unti l I wen t t o E d i n b u r g h Univers i ty where we found we 
were d o i n g the s a m e c o u r s e ! I kep t t he list of g r a d u a t e s in A r t s for 22nd Ju ly 
1925, in which o n c e m o r e J i m m y a n d I a p p e a r e d toge the r , t a k i n g h o n o u r s M . A . 
in M a t h e m a t i c s a n d Physics . A m o n g those w h o were g r a n t e d H o n o r a r y 
Degrees of L L . D . t h a t d a y was A . S. E d d i n g t o n . " 

After g r a d u a t i n g , M r P a t o n w o r k e d for a yea r wi th the Me teo ro log ica l 
Office before r e t u r n i n g to E d i n b u r g h to t each in t he Univers i ty N a t u r a l 
P h i l o s o p h y D e p a r t m e n t . H e b e c a m e H e a d of the M e t e o r o l o g y D e p a r t m e n t 
in 1964 a n d he ld t h a t pos i t ion till his d e a t h . H e en joyed o u t d o o r life a n d the 
a p p e a r a n c e of the sky, by day a n d by n ight , no t on ly gave h im grea t p l easu re 
b u t s t imu la t ed his c o n c e r n to u n d e r s t a n d the diverse p h e n o m e n a of t h e 
a t m o s p h e r e . 

H e assis ted wi th the r educ t ion of a u r o r a l obse rva t i ons m a d e by a Bri t ish 
exped i t ion t o C a n a d a d u r i n g the I n t e r n a t i o n a l P o l a r Y e a r of 1932-33 . T h e 
N o r w e g i a n a u r o r a l c a m e r a s used on t h a t exped i t ion t o o b t a i n pa ra l l ac t i c 
m e a s u r e m e n t s of a u r o r a l he ights were la ter used in S c o t l a n d ; a smal l n e t w o r k 
of c a m e r a s t a t ions l inked by t e l ephone was con t ro l l ed by h i m f rom his h o m e in 
t he smal l t o w n of A b e r n e t h y in Pe r thsh i r e . T o enab l e h i m to k e e p a wa tch 
on t h e sky he h a d a n a t t ic r o o m conve r t ed in to a s tudy , w i th a large w i n d o w 
which faced n o r t h a n d c o m m a n d e d a magnif icent view of t he F i r t h of T a y a n d 
of t he m o u n t a i n s b e y o n d . 

W h e n the obse rva t i ons of t he A u r o r a Sect ion began to reach h im he real ized 
the po ten t i a l i ty of a n e t w o r k of visual observers a n d used his me teo ro log ica l 
c o n n e x i o n s t o i m p r o v e the cove rage of a u r o r a l obse rva t ion b e y o n d w h a t t he 
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vo lun tee r s of t he B A A cou ld p r o v i d e : s o m e Meteo ro log ica l Office s t a t ions 
were p e r s u a d e d to supply hour ly r epo r t s of t he presence o r absence of a u r o r a ; 
w e a t h e r observers o n ships were e n c o u r a g e d t o m a k e de ta i led o b s e r v a t i o n s of 
a n y d isp lays they s a w ; civil a i rc rews were i n f o r m e d of the va lue of the i r r epor t s . 
(I w a s a p o s t - g r a d u a t e s tuden t in E d i n b u r g h Univers i ty a t t h a t t ime , a n d M r 
P a t o n w a s m y research supe rv i so r ; since m y w o r k c o n c e r n e d the co r r e l a t i ons 
be tween m a g n e t i c d i s t u r b a n c e s a n d a u r o r a l d isp lays I b e c a m e m u c h involved 
in th is Bri t ish A u r o r a Survey, as it was cal led.) W h e n the I n t e r n a t i o n a l G e o 
physica l Y e a r of 1957-58 c a m e a long , the re was a l r eady in exis tence a m e a n s 
of o b t a i n i n g the visual a u r o r a l obse rva t i ons t h a t were seen to be a necessary 
p a r t of t h a t g rea t i n t e r n a t i o n a l col lec t ion of geophys ica l d a t a . T h e British 
A u r o r a Survey b e c a m e the m o d e l for s imi lar n e t w o r k s of observers in o t h e r 
E u r o p e a n coun t r i e s a n d o n e of t he th ree W o r l d D a t a C e n t r e s for Visual 
A u r o r a l O b s e r v a t i o n s was set u p a t E d i n b u r g h . T h e Univers i ty p r o v i d e d special 
a c c o m m o d a t i o n , which was n a m e d the Bal four S tewar t A u r o r a l L a b o r a t o r y . 
( In 19561 was in the A r m y , d o i n g N a t i o n a l Service. T o the g rea t a s t o n i s h m e n t of 
m y uni t , I was g r a n t e d a n early demob i l i za t i on in o r d e r t o t a k e u p a n I G Y 
Fe l lowsh ip in t he L a b o r a t o r y . Th i s was eng ineered by M r P a t o n , w h o s e p o w e r s 
of pe r sua s ion were of n o m e a n o rde r ! ) 

T h e c o n s t r u c t i o n of synop t i c c h a r t s of a u r o r a l act ivi ty h a d been begun before 
t he I G Y . T h e L a b o r a t o r y was m a d e respons ib le for a v o l u m e of t he A n n a l s 
of t he I G Y c o n t a i n i n g such c h a r t s for t he w h o l e of t he n o r t h e r n h e m i s p h e r e 
for the p e r i o d of t he I G Y . T h e c o n s t r u c t i o n of such c h a r t s for t he E u r o p e a n 
sector h a s been c o n t i n u e d a t the L a b o r a t o r y n o w t h r o u g h t w o m a x i m a of so la r 
act ivi ty. In add i t i on t o his w o r k o n the a u r o r a , M r P a t o n m a d e a n u m b e r of 
i m p o r t a n t c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o the s tudy of noc t i lucen t c louds . T h i s p h e n o m e n o n 
is of cons ide rab le in teres t a t the p resen t t ime because of t he clues it gives t o 
c o n d i t i o n s in t he a t m o s p h e r e a t t he he igh t of these c louds , wh ich is a r o u n d 
80 k i lomet res . 

Whi le m e m b e r s of t he B A A knew J a m e s P a t o n because of his r e sea rch w o r k 
( a n d as a n indefa t igable wr i te r of let ters) , m a n y of his fr iends r e m e m b e r m o s t 
vividly his abil i t ies as a teacher . H e h a d a n u n u s u a l gift for m a k i n g w h a t 
w o u l d n o r m a l l y be r e g a r d e d as du l l subjects b o t h in teres t ing a n d ins t ruc t ive , 
a n d for insp i r ing e n t h u s i a s m in his s tuden t s . ( M y t h i r d yea r a t E d i n b u r g h 
Unive r s i ty i nc luded a cour se of lec tures by M r P a t o n on H e a t a n d T h e r m o 
d y n a m i c s . So in teres t ing were these t h a t in t he fou r th yea r several m e m b e r s of 
t he class dec ided t o a t t e n d aga in , a long wi th t he th i rd yea r s tuden t s . W e d i d 
no t p a y m a n y of o u r lec turers t h a t k ind of c o m p l i m e n t ! I t t u r n e d ou t , however , 
t h a t t he lectures h a d n o t on ly been in te res t ing : they h a d been p u t over so well 
t h a t we f o u n d ourselves r e m e m b e r i n g t h e m a l m o s t w o r d for w o r d ! I t w a s a n 
o d d a n d un fo rge t t ab le exper ience. ) 

H i s wife, w h o h a d been in i l l -heal th for m a n y m o n t h s , d ied ear ly this year . 
T h e m e m b e r s of h is family have o u r s y m p a t h y in th is d o u b l e loss. T h e y m a y 
t a k e c o m f o r t f rom the k n o w l e d g e t h a t m a n y p e o p l e have very h a p p y m e m o r i e s 
of J a m e s P a t o n . 
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