
3 8 6 Obituary 

O B I T U A R Y 

J. Brit. astr.  Ass. 

W I L L I A M H E R B E R T S T E A V E N S O N , 1 8 9 4 - 1 9 7 5 

BY THE DEATH  ON 1 9 7 5 SEPTEMBER  2 3 OF DR W . H . STEAVENSON ASTRONOMY  HAS 
LOST ONE OF THE FOREMOST AMATEUR OBSERVERS  OF THE 20TH CENTURY. STEAVENSON, 
KNOWN THROUGHOUT THE WORLD AS 'STEAVE', WAS BORN 1 8 9 4 APRIL  2 6 , THE YOUNGEST 
CHILD  OF THE  REV. F . R . STEAVENSON, RECTOR  OF QUENINGTON, GLOUCESTERSHIRE. 
ABOUT  1 9 0 4 , OWING  TO THE SEVERE ILLNESS  OF HIS FATHER,  THE FAMILY MOVED  TO 
CHELTENHAM AND STEAVE WENT TO CHELTENHAM COLLEGE, STARTING IN THE PREPARATORY 
SCHOOL. HERE  HE WON  A CLASSICAL SCHOLARSHIP.  HIS INTEREST  IN ASTRONOMY STARTED 
WHILE  HE WAS STILL AT SCHOOL, AND  IN ONE OF HIS OBSERVATION BOOKS  HE NOTED  ON 
1 9 1 7 DECEMBER  2 5 THAT THIS  WAS 'THE TENTH ANNIVERSARY  OF MY ASTRONOMICAL 
BIRTHDAY' WHEN,  IN 1 9 0 7 , HE WAS GIVEN  A SMALL TELESCOPE OF 4 5  M M APERTURE WITH 
WHICH HE CASUALLY OBSERVED THE MOON, AND SUDDENLY REALIZED HOW MUCH EVEN  A 
SMALL INSTRUMENT COULD SHOW HIM.  O N 1 9 0 8 JANUARY  1 HE WAS GIVEN  A 7 5 M M 
REFRACTOR MOUNTED ON  A SIMPLE EQUATORIAL HEAD ON  A WOODEN TRIPOD, AND STARTED 
REGULAR OBSERVATIONS OF THE MOON, PLANETS ESPECIALLY JUPITER AND SATURN WITH 
THEIR SATELLITES, AND ANY NOVAE OR COMETS THAT WERE WITHIN HIS REACH. 

A S EARLY  AS 1 9 1 0 OCTOBER  1 4 A LETTER FROM  HIM APPEARED  IN THE English 
Mechanic (HIS FIRST PUBLICATION?)  IN WHICH  HE ENTERED INTO DISCUSSION WITH 
LONG-STANDING CONTRIBUTORS SUCH  AS JOHN MCHARG (VISIBILITY  OF HYPERION  IN A 
7 5  M M TELESCOPE; POSSIBILITY OF ITS VARIABILITY) AND  F . BURNERD (DETAIL VISIBLE ON 
SATURN ON A GOOD NIGHT). FURTHER SUCH CONTRIBUTIONS APPEARED ON 1 9 1 0 DECEMBER 
1 6 (POSSIBLE MINUTE CRATER  ON THE WALL  OF ARISTARCHUS)  AND 1 9 1 1 JANUARY  1 7 
(ENCKE'S DIVISION  IN SATURN'S RING).  A YEAR LATER ( 1 9 1 2 MARCH) HE WAS DISCUSSING 
NOVA GEMINORUM AND REPORTING  A METEOR SHOWING  AN INTERESTING TRAIL WHICH 
HE HAD PICKED  UP ON THE PLATE WHILE PHOTOGRAPHING THE REGION  OF THE NOVA. 
CLEARLY THE GIFT OF A TELESCOPE AT THE AGE OF 1 3 WAS BEARING FRUIT. 

IN 1 9 1 1 SEPTEMBER HE TOOK A SERIES OF PHOTOGRAPHS OF BROOKS' COMET ( 1 9 1 1 B ) , 
AND  ON A PLATE TAKEN  ON SEPTEMBER  2 4 HE NOTICED  AN OBJECT, PROBABLY ANOTHER 
COMET. THIS  HE CONFIRMED  ON SEPTEMBER  2 6 , AND  IT WAS RECOGNIZED THAT  HE HAD 
MADE AN INDEPENDANT DISCOVERY OF COMET 1 9 1 LC, TO WHICH THE NAMES OF QUENISSET 
AND BELJAWSKY WERE ALREADY ATTACHED. THIS DISCOVERY BY  A SCHOOLBOY ATTRACTED 
A CERTAIN AMOUNT  OF PUBLICITY, WHICH  WAS NOTICED  BY F . W . DYSON,  THE 
ASTRONOMER ROYAL, WHO WAS AT THAT TIME PRESIDENT OF THE ROYAL ASTRONOMICAL 
SOCIETY. DYSON PROPOSED STEAVE AS  A CANDIDATE FOR THE FELLOWSHIP OF THE R A S , 
AND  HE WAS ELECTED  ON 1 9 1 2 JANUARY  12. THIS ALSO RECEIVED SOME PUBLICITY, AND 
BY THIS TIME STEAVE WAS RECOGNIZED  AS A VERY ACTIVE AND PERSEVERING AMATEUR 
ASTRONOMER. H O W PERSEVERING WE REALIZE FROM HIS OBSERVATION BOOK, WHERE  WE 
FIND THAT THE FAMOUS PHOTOGRAPH OF BROOKS' COMET WAS TAKEN WITH  A 2 HOUR-
EXPOSURE, WITH  A CAMERA MOUNTED  ON A 7 6 M M TELESCOPE GUIDED  BY HAND  ON A 
SIMPLE EQUATORIAL MOUNT. THERE WAS  A SIMPLE SLOW-MOTION  IN R A BUT NONE  IN 
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W. Η. Steavenson at the polar axis of the 40-inch Yerkes refractor in 1927. 
On the platform (lower left) is the small telescope he always took with him 
when away from home which, after this photograph was taken, he called his 
"Great Yerkes 1-inch refractor". (From an original print and with notes 

kindly supplied by Dr D. W. Dewhirst.) 

declination so that, when guiding on a comet, it was only possible to follow in 
declination by the use of an awkwardly placed adjusting screw at the foot of the 
northern leg of the wooden tripod. In his observation book no. 2, in 1913 
December, he lists eight 'chief drawbacks' of his photographic apparatus, 
yet he was prepared to guide by hand for 2 hours, and again two nights later for 
1^ hours to confirm a suspicious object on the first photograph. 

Early in 1914 he got a much better mounting for his telescope, and in 1915 
he started observing with a 380 mm equatorial reflector, the mirror of which 
(by Parish) was "good, if not very good". He continued observation during the 
war while a medical student at Guy's hospital, and during most of 1918-19 
he was a civil surgeon at the R A M C Hospital at Millbank. In 1919 he became a 
Captain in the R A M C and went to Egypt for about 6 months in 1920. Here he 
made many observations with the simplest of instruments, and set up an excellent 
transit instrument consisting of two vertical threads set on the meridian. With 
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THIS HE WAS ABLE TO MAINTAIN FAIRLY ACCURATE TIME KEEPING. H E LEFT THE ARMY IN 
1 9 2 0 , AND EARLY IN 1 9 2 1 STARTED TO ERECT A 1 5 0 M M WRAY EQUATORIAL REFRACTOR, 
THE GIFT OF J . E . DROWER, IN HIS GARDEN AT WEST NORWOOD. THIS TELESCOPE WAS 
DISMOUNTED AGAIN IN 1 9 2 1 OCTOBER, AS HE AND HIS FAMILY MOVED TEMPORARILY TO 
STREATHAM HILL, BUT THEY RETURNED TO ANOTHER, PERMANENT, HOUSE AT WEST NOR
WOOD IN 1 9 2 2 APRIL AND THE WRAY WAS ERECTED AGAIN ON MAY 1. HERE HE HAD 
1 7 YEARS OBSERVING, UP TO THE START OF THE SECOND WAR, BROKEN ONLY BY HIS VISIT TO 
SOUTH AFRICA IN 1 9 3 0 JANUARY, WHERE HE SPENT SIX MONTHS SURVEYING THE SEEING 
CONDITIONS AT THE POSSIBLE SITE FOR THE NEW RADCLIFFE OBSERVATORY. 

SOON AFTER HIS RETURN FROM SOUTH AFRICA THE WRAY WAS SUPPLANTED BY A 5 0 0 M M 
REFLECTOR PRESENTED TO HIM BY THE MAKER, MR J . H . HINDLE. MANY YEARS AGO 
STEAVE TOLD ME THAT THIS WAS THE RESULT OF AN ARGUMENT BETWEEN HIM AND HINDLE 
ABOUT THE POSSIBILITY OF MAKING A SATISFACTORY MIRROR WITH A FOCAL RATIO OF F/4. 
HINDLE MAINTAINED THAT IT WAS POSSIBLE, AND MADE THE MIRROR AS PROOF. H E 
THEN SAID IT WAS A PITY NOT TO MOUNT IT, AND MADE THE TUBE AND MOUNTING IN 
HIS ENGINEERING WORKS, AND PRESENTED THE WHOLE INSTRUMENT TO STEAVE. WITH 
THIS NEW INSTRUMENT HE WAS WELL EQUIPPED FOR HIS OBSERVATIONS OF OLD AND NEW 
NOVAE, COMETS, AND THE SATELLITES OF URANUS WHICH HE HAD STARTED OBSERVING WITH 
THE WRAY. IT IS CLEAR FROM HIS OBSERVATION BOOKS THAT VERY FEW FINE NIGHTS WERE 
WASTED. WITH THE PROBLEM OF HANDLING SUCH A LARGE MIRROR FOR SILVERING, STEAVE 
QUICKLY ORGANIZED A 'SILVERING GANG' AMONGST HIS FRIENDS, CONSISTING OF ONE 
FOREMAN (STEAVE), TWO LIFTERS (WILL HAY AND F . M . HOLBORN) AND ONE 'SCREWBOY' 
( G . E . PATSTON). LATER I JOINED AS A LIFTER IN PLACE OF WILL HAY WHO RETIRED. 
MINUTES WERE KEPT OF EACH MEETING, IN THE HOPE THAT ANY FAULTS MIGHT BE COR
RECTED NEXT TIME. 

IN THE MID-THIRTIES HINDLE PROPOSED TO MAKE A 7 6 0 M M MIRROR AND MOUNT IT 
FOR STEAVE; THIS WAS STARTED, AND THE FIRST TESTS OF THE MIRROR WERE MADE IN 1 9 3 6 . 
BY THIS TIME THE LIGHTS OF LONDON WERE BECOMING SO BRIGHT THAT STEAVE FELT 
THAT A 7 6 0 M M WOULD BE WASTED THERE, AND HE OBTAINED PERMISSION TO INSTALL THE 
NEW TELESCOPE IN THE GROUNDS OF THE UNIVERSITY OBSERVATORY AT CAMBRIDGE. 
A DOME WAS BUILT AND THE HINDLE 7 6 0 M M REFLECTOR WAS MOUNTED IN CAMBRIDGE 
IN THE SUMMER OF 1 9 3 9 , BUT WITH THE OUTBREAK OF WAR IN SEPTEMBER STEAVE MOVED 
TO CHELTENHAM WHERE HE STAYED UNTIL THE END OF THE WAR, HELPING SOME DOCTOR 
FRIENDS WHO WERE VERY SHORT-HANDED IN THEIR PRACTICE. IN THE SUMMER OF 1 9 4 5 
HE MOVED TO CAMBRIDGE AND STARTED OBSERVING WITH THE NEW TELESCOPE ON AUGUST 
10 . THOUGH HE HAD TO CYCLE ABOUT 2\ KM TO THE OBSERVATORY HE MISSED VERY FEW 
OPPORTUNITIES OF OBSERVING DURING THE NEXT TEN YEARS. H E CONTINUED HIS OBSERVA
TIONS OF NOVAE WITH UNABATED VIGOUR; HE ALSO WENT BACK TO THE SATELLITES OF 
URANUS AND, WITH THE GREATER LIGHT-GRASP AVAILABLE, STARTED MAKING OBSERVATIONS 
OF POSITION AS WELL AS BRIGHTNESS. H I S HOME-MADE POSITION ANGLE MICROMETER, 
DESCRIBED IN WHAT WAS PROBABLY HIS LAST MAJOR PUBLICATION ( / . Brit. astr. Ass., 7 4 , 
5 4 ) WAS A MODEL OF SIMPLICITY WITH THE ADDED ADVANTAGE THAT (TO QUOTE HIS OWN 
WORDS) "IT COST NO POUNDS NO SHILLINGS AND NUPPENCE". 

IN 1 9 5 6 , AT THE AGE OF 6 2 , HE DECIDED TO GIVE UP OBSERVING AND GO BACK TO 

CHELTENHAM. THERE SEEMED NO ADEQUATE REASON FOR THIS BUT, LOOKING BACK, 
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one wonders if his left eye (he lost the right eye in boyhood through an accident) 
was beginning to feel the strain, and he felt that he was no longer able to observe 
as well as before. We shall never know but, whatever the reason, he gave his 
telescope to the Cape Observatory and went back to the Cotswold country of 
his origin. There he stayed, leading a rather lonely life, until 1971 when he went 
to live with a nephew and niece in South Marston, Wilts, where he spent the 
rest of his life. 

Steave was elected a member of the British Astronomical Association on 
1913 May 28. He was acting Director of the Saturn Section 1917-1919, Director 
of the Mars Section 1922-1930 and Director of the Instruments and Observing 
Methods Section 1932-1961. Thus for 44 years he was almost continuously on 
the Council of the Association. This last post, with the Instruments and Observ
ing Methods Section, was one for which he was ideally suited, with his immense 
practical experience and his knack of giving simple lucid explanations. I am 
told that he used to answer 200 or more letters every year—a total of more than 
6,000 during his term of office. There must be many members who will remember 
him with gratitude. 

The first public recognition of Steave's outstanding observational work came 
when he was elected President of the British Astronomical Association for the 
years 1926-28. In 1928 he was awarded the Jackson-Gwilt Medal of the Royal 
Astronomical Society. I think he regarded as his highest honour his election as 
President of the RAS for the years 1957-59. He told me once that he feared he 
had missed achieving this honour as he was getting too old. Fortunately others 
thought differently. In 1961 he was awarded the Goodacre Medal of the BAA. 
I am told that his name had been put forward for this award many times before, 
but Steave had always refused it as long as he was a Member of Council. 

He was Gresham Professor in Astronomy from 1946 to 1964, and was astro
nomical correspondent to The Times from 1938 to 1964. 

So much for Steave the astronomer—what about Steave the m a n ? When I 
first met him he was a young man, lately out of school, who seemed to have a 
gift for knowing everyone and making friends wherever he went. He had a 
highly developed sense of humour, entirely his own, which strangers often 
found puzzling. Though a purist in matters of speech, for others, he reserved the 
right to alter words himself to make a small pun. Thus, throughout his life, 
'anti-cyclone' was always "uncle-cyclone", and 'hygiene' became "lowgiene". 
On picking up an apple in the garden which had a hole in it, he would point to 
the hole saying "point one inch aperture by G r u b b " an allusion that puzzled 
non-astronomical friends. He must have had hundreds of such jokes, which 
lasted him throughout his life. 

Steave was a remarkable mimic, both in action and speech. In his younger days 
he had a small dark moustache, and his imitation of the early Charlie Chaplin's 
walk was nearly perfect. He was a great admirer of Walt Disney, and could 
imitate many of the 'voices' from those films, especially Mickey Mouse. One 
evening in 1946 I was sitting in his room in Cambridge while he sorted out 
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an immense box of letters collected over the past many years. It was uncanny to 
hear Τ. E. R. Phillips and A. C. D. Crommelin, both dead by then, come to life 
again in their letters read to me by Steave in their own voices. 

Dr R. L. Waterfield tells me that the Steavensons were a musical family and 
that Steave himself played the horn when young. I knew him as one who was 
fond of some music, chiefly that of Handel and Bach. I have however seldom 
heard him listen to music without contributing a musical background of his 
own. He had a good ear, and possessed a truly remarkable ability to whistle 
two notes at once, completely independently, so that he could whistle a tune in 
two parts. This I have heard many times, and it was done with perfect accuracy. 
I am told, again by Dr Waterfield, that one of his two brothers had the same 
facility, so that the two could whistle a tune in four parts. It is sad that there is 
no recording of this. Another way in which his musical talent appeared was in his 
search for 'boomoriums' (this is his own word). If he entered a building that 
was strange to him you might see him move over to some recess or corner 
where he would gently hum on a steadily rising pitch. If he had chosen his 
position well he would find the right note that would set up a reverberation 
audible through the whole building. I have heard him boom in many unlikely 
places, but he always maintained that the best boomorium was in the North 
Porch of Tewkesbury Abbey. 

For many years he did The Times crossword every day, and very good he was 
at it too. Even on railway journeys, with no books of reference, he would usually 
finish it between Cambridge and London. He always admitted that he was 
weak on words derived from quotations, as he had never read any poetry since 
school, but in such cases he had a knack of making an inspired guess, on the 
grounds that "poets may say anything". In my family making such a guess and 
writing it in is known as 'doing a Steave'; but we do look at the answer the next 
day, which he never did! In literature Steave was a great authority on Sherlock 
Holmes, and could hold his own with any other experts on this subject. Another 
book which he knew by heart and from which he would often quote was Vice 
Versa. In his later years he read large numbers of detective stories, but apart 
from these I think he was content with astronomical books, especially old ones. 

He had simple tastes in flowers, as indeed he had in most things. In his garden 
at West Norwood he always grew sunflowers, the bigger the better. He saved seed 
from these which he surreptitiously sprinkled about in the gardens of his friends. 
He loved to be driven out to look for the early purple orchis in Hardwick wood, 
or the oxlips in Knapwell wood, and in the early summer he would sometimes 
go back to Quenington to look for the butterfly orchis. But throughout his life, 
and especially in later years, his favourite was the common dandelion, which he 
loved to see in the fields and at the roadside. At his funeral last September 
there was a small bunch of dandelions on the coffin, put there by his niece who 
had looked after him for the last four years of his life. 

We shall not look upon his like again. 

R. M . F R Y 
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