


































John Isaac Plummer, 

Colonel Tomline’s Astronomer 

Part 1 

 
As one of OASI’s activities during 2007 to mark the fortieth anniversary of the Society, I 

set out to compile a history of John Isaac Plummer and his work as an astronomer. As is 

often the nature of such things, my original estimate of the time and effort required turned 

out to be hopelessly optimistic, and it has taken until well into 2008 to complete the work! 

The work is now complete, and Eric will be publishing the history in the form of an 

appendix to the Newsletter, starting with this edition and continuing over the next ten. 

There is a copy of the complete history in the OASI library for anyone who cannot wait to 

receive all the instalments in the Newsletter! 

 

James Appleton, 10 March 2008 

 

 

John Isaac Plummer. The photograph is believed to have been 

taken around the year 1900 while he was at Hong Kong. 
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1 Introduction 
John Isaac Plummer was born in 1845. He began his astronomical career as an assistant 

observer at Glasgow Observatory, publishing his first paper [1867b] in 1867. By 1868 he 

had left Glasgow and moved to Durham Observatory, publishing his first paper [1868a] 

there in 1868. 

In 1873 or 1874 Colonel George Tomline completed construction of his private 

astronomical observatory at Orwell Park, in the village of Nacton near Ipswich, Suffolk. 

The observatory was sited atop a 20 metre high brick tower on the east wing of his 

mansion on the north bank of the River Orwell. It was equipped with a 258mm (10.2"), 

f15.1 equatorially mounted refracting telescope and a 75mm (3") transit instrument. The 

mount of the equatorial instrument was of an innovative design which allowed easy 

operation and unobstructed views of the entire hemisphere of the sky. Tomline’s 

observatory was one of the finest private observatories in the country. 

In June 1874, Tomline engaged the services of Plummer as his professional astronomer. 

Plummer worked for Tomline at Orwell Park for 16 years, undertaking a variety of 

astronomical investigations, concentrating particularly on positional estimates of comets. 

Tomline died in 1889, following which his heirs terminated Plummer’s employment. After 

this, Plummer moved briefly to Ipswich and then to Hong Kong Observatory, where he 

worked until his retirement in 1911. He died in 1925 in Oxshott, Surrey. 

We know only the basic facts of Plummer’s life. However, during his time as an 

astronomer at Glasgow, Durham and Orwell Park Observatories, his astronomical 

publications amounted to 68 papers and short communications and one textbook. He 

published three further papers (two on astronomical subjects) while at Ipswich after 

leaving Orwell Park. At Hong Kong, he contributed to four astronomical publications and 

published a pamphlet on typhoons. (At the time, the director of Hong Kong Observatory 

was changing the emphasis of the work of the institution from astronomy to meteorology.) 

Plummer’s publications provide a fascinating insight into the state of Victorian 

astronomical science and the situation of a privately-employed professional astronomer of 

the era. 

This booklet provides a compilation of the known facts about Plummer’s life and a 

summary and appraisal of his publications. The remainder of section 1 details the 

background to the production of the booklet. Section 2 provides a summary of Plummer’s 

life and work and a commentary on his abilities as an astronomer. There are many aspects 

of Plummer’s life about which we know nothing and section 3 provides a list of suggested 

areas for further research. Section 4 lists references. Appendices 1 – 15 examine 

Plummer’s astronomical publications in detail. Appendix 16 provides a brief summary of 

his two non-astronomical publications. Appendix 17 contains the text of press reports of 

Plummer’s lectures in Ipswich. Appendix 18 provides a brief overview of the types of 

micrometer used by Plummer. Appendix 19 outlines the approach taken to calculating the 

circumstances of some astronomical phenomena observed by Plummer. Appendix 20 

provides brief biographical details of two of Plummer’s relatives who enjoyed 
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distinguished careers in astronomy and finally Appendix 21 details the visit by Plummer’s 

great-grandson, Richard Bellamy-Brown, to Orwell Park Observatory in 2004. 

 

1.1 Genesis Of This Document 

At the date of writing this document (March 2008) the Orwell Astronomical Society 

Ipswich (OASI) is custodian of Orwell Park Observatory. OASI formed in 1967 and 

production of this document was one of several activities undertaken to mark the 40th 

anniversary of the Society. 

From 1979 onwards, members of OASI have investigated the history of Orwell Park 

Observatory and the astronomers who used it. This document provides a compilation of 

research by the following members of OASI and adds to it a detailed appraisal of 

Plummer’s publications: 

 Mike Barriskill and Charles Radley in 1979 researched the archives of the RAS and 

discovered that Plummer was the first astronomer to use Orwell Park Observatory. 

 Roy Gooding in the mid-1980s compiled an account of the known facts about 

Plummer’s life and key aspects of his work as an astronomer. 

 Ken Goward in the late 1990s, through contacts in Hong Kong, uncovered the key 

aspects of Plummer’s professional career at Hong Kong Observatory. 

 Paul Whiting in the early 2000s compiled a detailed appraisal of Plummer’s work at 

Orwell Park and uncovered the publications to which he contributed while at Hong 

Kong. 

 

1.2 Acknowledgements 

This booklet builds upon the work of the members of OASI mentioned above. Special 

thanks are due as follows for assistance in the preparation of this booklet: 

1. Mark Hurn, Departmental Librarian at the Institute of Astronomy, University of 

Cambridge for supplying many of Plummer’s papers. 

2. Greig Tulloch for translating papers by Döllen from German into English. 

3. Richard Bellamy-Brown, great grandson of J I Plummer, for providing photographs 

of J I Plummer, J I Plummer and his family, and the photograph thought to be of W 

E Plummer, and for granting permission to publish the photographs. 

4. Professor P Kevin MacKeown, University of Hong Kong, for information on the 

relationship between Plummer and Doberck. 

5. Mike Whybray and Paul Whiting for reviewing the text. 

 

This research has made use of NASA's Astrophysics Data System. 



- JIP - page 3 - 

 

2 Plummer’s Life And Work 
John Isaac Plummer was born in 1845 in Deptford in London. His family lived in Kent 

Street. We know nothing else of his early life. As an adult, he pursued a career as an 

astronomer, but we do not know how or why he came to do so. 

Plummer began his astronomical career at Glasgow Observatory, and he published his first 

known paper [1867b] in the Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society (MNRAS) 

on observations made at Glasgow Observatory of the Leonid meteor shower of 13-14 

November 1866. Plummer enjoyed only a brief stay at Glasgow Observatory, and he 

published no other papers on work undertaken there. 

By the end of 1867 Plummer had moved to Durham Observatory, where he was a protégé 

of the colourful Victorian astronomer, the Revd Dr Temple Chevallier. At Durham, 

Plummer pursued a wide variety of astronomical interests. During 1868, in his first year at 

Durham, he published reports on observations of the transit of Mercury [1868a], minor 

planets and a comet [1869a] and lunar occultations [1869c]. In fact, Plummer was to spend 

much time observing minor planets and comets while at Durham Observatory and in total 

published reports on 34 minor planets and four comets observed during his stay there. In 

1869, he undertook innovative spectroscopic observations by comparing the spectrum of 

two bright aurorae with that of Betelguese and the Sun [1869e]. At the time, spectroscopy 

was a new science, and Plummer’s work attracted the attention of Huggins, one of the 

pioneers of spectroscopy in the UK. Plummer had a very productive final year at Durham 

Observatory (1873), during which he published the following: 

 A textbook on astronomy for use in schools [1873a]. 

 A new theory to explain the supposed phenomenon of projection upon the limb 

during lunar occultations [1873c, 1873e]. (Astronomers of the era sometimes 

reported that a star about to be occulted by the Moon would appear to hang upon the 

limb for several seconds before finally disappearing. Occasionally, astronomers 

reported the analogous effect during an occultation reappearance.) 

 A discussion of how best to measure the diameter of Venus during the transit of the 

planet in 1874 [1873g] and a report on attempts to measure the diameter of Venus in 

practice [1873h] (but not during the transit).  

Colonel George Tomline (1813 – 1889) purchased Orwell Park Mansion in 1848. In the 

late 1860s, he resolved to expand the accommodation for his many guests at the mansion 

by the addition of self-contained apartments and a fashionable Turkish bath suite. He also 

aimed to add a muniment room for his papers and other valuables and a private 

astronomical observatory. Tomline employed John MacVicar Anderson (1835 - 1915) as 

architect for the building work and Wilfrid Airy (1836 – 1925) as design engineer for the 

astronomical observatory and associated equipment. Wilfrid was the son of Sir George 

Biddell Airy, the seventh Astronomer Royal – thus providing an obvious link between 

Airy and Tomline. Geography provided another potential link between the two: in 1848 
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Airy completed renovation and extension of a cottage in Church Lane, Playford, near 

Ipswich, which he treated as a country retreat - it is entirely plausible that Tomline knew 

Airy socially. 

Construction of Tomline's Observatory at Orwell Park was completed towards the end of 

1873 or beginning of 1874. Tomline then began making inquires about the appointment of 

a professional astronomer to operate his Observatory. We do not know with certainty the 

details of how he came to employ Plummer; however, it is plausible that Airy provided the 

link between the two. In 1872 Plummer applied to Airy for a vacant observer's post at the 

Royal Observatory, Greenwich (ROG) [1872a]. Plummer’s application was unsuccessful; 

however it does indicate that at this time he was looking for a change in employment. It is 

plausible therefore that Tomline’s links with Airy resulted in the latter suggesting 

Plummer as a candidate for the vacancy at Orwell Park. Whatever the details of the 

appointment, Plummer left Durham Observatory and commenced work at Orwell Park 

Observatory in June 1874. Upon leaving Durham the University awarded him an honorary 

M.A. 

Figure 1 shows the rear of Orwell Park Mansion with the Observatory Tower dominating 

the East Wing, the Observatory Tower itself in close-up and the main astronomical 

instruments housed in the Observatory Tower in Plummer’s era: the 258mm (10.2") 

equatorial refracting telescope and the 75mm (3") transit telescope. 

In his first annual report to the RAS from Orwell Park, Plummer [1875e] commented on 

the quality of the equatorial refractor of the Observatory: The principal instrument is an 

equatorially mounted refractor of large aperture, furnished with all the appliances 

necessary to render it in every respect a really useful instrument. The object-glass by 

Messrs Merz, of Munich, is of 10 inches aperture. Its definition is excellent, the beauty and 

regularity of the diffraction rings around the stars’ images being the best possible proof of 

the excellence of its figure. The form of mounting renders this instrument one of the most 

easily worked of its size yet erected. Plummer went on to define his anticipated main field 

of astronomical observation at Orwell Park: it has been determined to employ this fine 

instrument chiefly for the observation of comets, both periodical and occasional,… 

Tomline had a house built for Plummer within sight of Orwell Park Observatory, across 

the valley from the Observatory on Levington Road, Nacton. The house still stands; it was 

originally named Astronomer's House but at the time of writing is named Orwell Dene. 

The minute book of the Ipswich Science & Gossip Society records the first known local 

reference to Plummer at Orwell Park. (In 1875 the Society changed its name to the 

Ipswich Science Society.) Members of the Society visited Orwell Park on 11 July 1874. 

They were guided round the mansion and the grounds and were introduced to Plummer, 

then newly installed, who showed them round the Observatory. Plummer must have given 

a good account of himself as this meeting proved to be the start of a long association with 

the Society which, in 1880, made him an honorary member. 
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Figure 1. Top to bottom, left to right: the rear of Orwell Park Mansion with the 

Observatory Tower on the East Wing, the Observatory Tower in close 

up, the 258mm (10.2") equatorial refractor and the 75mm (3") transit 

telescope. (Photographs by James Appleton.) 

 

While at Orwell Park Plummer gave several public lectures on astronomy in Ipswich. The 

reports in local newspapers (Suffolk Chronicle and the East Anglian Daily Times) of 

Plummer’s lectures make interesting reading. Table 1 lists Plummer's lectures in Ipswich 

and Appendix A17 contains the text of the press reports.   

Plummer’s main work at Orwell Park Observatory was indeed the observation of comets, 

and during his time there he published reports of observations or attempted observations of 

49 comets. His observing reports of comets concentrate almost exclusively on positional 

estimates. During his initial years at Orwell Park, he also pursued a wide range of other 

astronomical activities, reflecting no doubt the diverse interests which he developed at 

Glasgow and Durham Observatories. Up to the end of 1881, Plummer published papers on 

the following range of subjects: aurorae, the zodiacal light, comets, efforts to determine 

the longitude of Orwell Park Observatory, stars with supposedly irregular proper motions, 

meteors, Venus, the transit of Mercury in 1878, photometry of the lunar eclipse of 1877, 

observations of the solar eclipse of 1880 and lunar occultations. 
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Lecture Date Report Published 

The Cometary System 02 December 1874 Suffolk Chronicle, 05 December 1874 

The Aurora Borealis 05 June 1878 East Anglian Daily Times, 06 June 1878 

Suffolk Chronicle, 08 June 1878 

Meteors 03 March 1880 East Anglian Daily Times, 04 March 

1880 

Stars 03 December 1890 East Anglian Daily Times, 04 December 

1890 

Table 1. Plummer’s lectures in Ipswich. 

 

Tomline gave permission for Plummer to participate in the ROG expedition to Bermuda 

[1882b] to observe the transit of Venus on 06 December 1882; the expedition took 

Plummer away from Orwell Park for some four months. Unfortunately, there appears to be 

no surviving record of observations by Plummer in Bermuda (or indeed of observations by 

astronomers on the other ROG expeditions to observe the transit). On Plummer’s return 

home in 1883 he gave a lecture at Harwich on the transit of Venus. 

Plummer’s trip to Bermuda appears to have been cathartic in terms of his astronomical 

interests, as from 1883 until he left Orwell Park he concentrated almost exclusively on the 

observation of comets. (In fact, he intended to participate in an international project to 

observe occultations during lunar eclipses in 1884 and 1888, but cloud prevented him from 

doing so.) 

The gradual narrowing of Plummer’s field of interest during his time at Orwell Park 

perhaps reflects his increasing isolation from the mainstream of astronomical activity. 

When he left Durham Observatory to take up his post as Tomline’s professional 

astronomer, he was undoubtedly familiar with the latest astronomical thinking of the day. 

At this time, he had published, or was in the process of preparing, scientific papers on a 

wide range of observational and theoretical aspects of astronomy, a textbook on 

astronomy, and had undertaken some innovative work in spectroscopic observations of 

aurorae. He had engaged in dialogue via the pages of MNRAS with some of the leading 

astronomers of the day. Initially at Orwell Park, Plummer looked forward to the use of a 

superb astronomical telescope and associated equipment. He anticipated that spectroscopic 

instruments would be made available for his use [1874d], enabling him to continue some 

of the innovative work that he had undertaken at Durham Observatory. He had access to 

the mainstream of developments in astronomy via the Cambridge University Library, 

which, in 1875, Professor J C Adams1, placed at his disposal [1875a]. 

However, it seems that some of the initial promise of Orwell Park did not fully materialise. 

The anticipated spectroscopic instruments appear not to have been provided, as Plummer 

                                                      

1 Credited jointly with le Verrier of predicting the position of Neptune at the time of its discovery. 
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made no mention of spectroscopic observations in his publications from Orwell Park. In 

1875, the most recent copy of the Greenwich Observations which Plummer could readily 

access was dated 1864 – not indicative of an up-to-date observatory!  His access to 

Cambridge Observatory library appears to have ceased within two years of it being 

provided [1878c, 1880e]. Plummer also experienced considerable operational difficulty 

with the transit telescope at Orwell Park Observatory. Initially he found a peculiar 

periodicity in the errors of the transit instrument [1878c] and four years later he wrote 

[1882b] that the instrument was not suitable for the observation of comparison stars (for 

estimating the positions of comets). As much of Plummer’s work at Orwell Park was 

associated with positional astronomy, it is likely that he found the difficulties with the 

transit instrument especially frustrating. Additionally, it is likely that Plummer found life 

in East Anglia isolated from the mainstream of astronomical activity in the UK. These 

factors perhaps contributed towards a sense of disenchantment betrayed by some of his 

later papers at Orwell Park. 

We do not know the extent of Tomline’s interest in astronomy. Clearly, in the early 1870s, 

in order to commission and equip one of the finest private observatories in the land and to 

recruit a professional astronomer to operate it, Tomline’s interest in the science must have 

been exceedingly great. However, there is no evidence that he participated actively in the 

work of his Observatory once it became operational. It may be that Tomline’s interest in 

astronomy waned and that his lack of interest manifested itself in a lack of funding and 

support for Plummer’s work: this would explain Plummer’s inability to access the latest 

astronomical literature and the apparent non-arrival of the spectroscopic instruments. It is 

likely that Tomline regarded Plummer merely as a servant, albeit one who was highly 

educated, and Tomline would have had no qualms directing his personal energy and 

funding towards projects other than his observatory if his personal interests changed. 

Obituaries of Tomline provide some clues. The Lincolnshire Chronicle [1889f] mentioned 

Tomline’s interest in astronomy only in passing, noting that “he kept an astronomer” 

because he conscientiously believed it to be his duty to employ his money in every 

direction which human activity demanded recognition and the cooperation of men of 

wealth. His obituary in the Ipswich Journal [1889g] did not mention an interest in 

astronomy at all. His obituary in the East Anglian Daily Times [1889h] stated that his love 

and knowledge of astronomy were very great; and his observatory at Nacton (well and 

widely known in astronomical circles) was anything but a folly. In the same edition of the 

paper, personal reminiscences by “one who knew him well” mentioned that with 

astronomers, I have heard him apparently holding his own. In summary, Tomline’s 

obituaries indicate a keen interest in and love of the science of astronomy, but do not 

indicate that he had any active involvement at all in the work of his observatory. 

Census records from 1881 detail the members of Plummer’s household at Nacton as 

follows: 

 John Isaac Plummer, born 1845 at St Pauls, Deptford. 

 Marion M Plummer (wife), born 1847 in Scotland. 

 Marion M Plummer (daughter), born 1871. 
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 Euphemia B Plummer (daughter), born 1877 in Nacton. 

 John A Plummer (son), born 1878 in Nacton. 

 Elizabeth M Silbyrn (servant), born 1856 in Henley, Suffolk. 

However, Nacton parish records, consulted by Roy Gooding, are not entirely consistent 

with this, and list Plummer’s children as: 

 Beatrice Mary, born 09 August 1876. 

 John Archibold, born 19 January 1878. 

A photograph of some of Plummer’s family, provided by Richard Bellamy-Brown, 

thought to have been taken after Plummer left Orwell Park and moved to Hong Kong, 

appears to show three daughters, whom we presume to be Marion M, Euphemia B and 

Beatrice Mary. Our assumption therefore is that Plummer sired three daughters and a son. 

Plummer was elected to the RAS on 11 February 1876. In 1894 the RAS removed his 

name from their list of Fellows, probably for not paying his subscription. 

Tomline died in 1889 and his heirs had no interest in retaining the services of a 

professional astronomer. Plummer left Orwell Park in late 1890 and for a time lived at 8 

Constitution Hill, Ipswich, where he wrote two brief contributions to Nature, one non-

astronomical [1890c] and one astronomical [1890d]. His last known engagement in 

Ipswich was on 03 December 1890 when he gave a talk entitled Stars to the Ipswich 

Scientific Society: more than 10 years had elapsed since his previous lecture, and it is 

possible that his last one was arranged in view of his imminent departure from the area. 

Plummer then moved to Hong Kong. Much of our knowledge of his time at Hong Kong 

comes from references [1983a, 2005a] and from a search of files in the Hong Kong Public 

Records Office2. On 01 May 1891, Plummer took up the post of Chief Assistant at the 

Hong Kong Observatory, reporting to the Director of the Observatory, Dr William 

Doberck (1852-1907). Plummer was appointed by the Governor of Hong Kong, and his 

appointment was in a position senior to that of the candidate preferred by Doberck, 

another British ex-patriot, Frederick Figg, who held the position of First Assistant. At the 

time, Doberck was transforming the primary role of the Observatory from astronomy to 

meteorology3, necessitated by the threat of typhoons to the ever-increasing maritime trade 

centred on Hong Kong. Figg was experienced in meteorological observations whereas 

Plummer was not. 

Doberck was the first Director of Hong Kong Observatory. He was irascible and difficult 

to deal with, but good at his job and highly regarded. However, the inevitable result of his 

personality was a high rate of turnover in locally-recruited staff. Doberck campaigned for 

several years to the Governor of Hong Kong for an increase in staffing levels, including 

the appointment of UK ex-patriots. In 1890 the Governor appointed a commission to 

                                                      

2 Leung Ming Wo of the Hong Kong Observatory undertook the search at the request of Ken Goward. 

3 Hong Kong Observatory today is the main meteorological centre for the Hong Kong Special 

Administrative Region, with minimal links to astronomy. 
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examine the working of the Observatory and Doberck's claims, which the commission 

concluded were justified. Plummer's recruitment was in line with the conclusion of the 

commission. 

Although Doberck lauded Plummer on several occasions for his observational skill, the 

relationship between the two was far from as smooth. Plummer, at 46 years old when he 

joined the Observatory, was eight years older than Doberck. To quote a later Colonial 

Office minute, it was evident that Dr Doberck did not hit it off with Mr Plummer. Within 

six months of Plummer's appointment, in October 1891 the Colonial Secretary wrote to 

Doberck, …and I am to inform you that His Excellency trusts that you, as Head of the 

Department in which you are both working, will find the means of placing your relations 

with Mr Plummer on… No doubt this was not unrelated to a letter that Plummer sent to 

Doberck on 06 October 1891 including the following: 

…in connection with cleaning the time ball apparatus… is a disgustingly 

dirty job even for a Chinese Coolie and in consequence I must decline to 

undertake the cleaning myself. Indeed I am surprised that you should have 

asked me to do such work … you ask me to undertake the testing of 

currents which is work I am unfamiliar with, as you are perfectly aware… 

A memo from Plummer to Doberck dated 29 December 1891 (see figure 2) conveys some 

of the insecurity that Plummer must have felt regarding his new position together with a 

sense for the strange events that could befall an ex-pat resident of Hong Kong. The text of 

the memo is as follows: 

Stanmore House 

Kowloon 

Dec 29th 1891 

Dr Doberck, 

I must ask you to excuse my early attendance at the observatory this 

morning. My cook and houseboy have been arrested this morning on a 

charge of attempted murder or something very like it and I have to appear 

before Mr Wise this morning at 10 o'clock. I will present myself at the obsy 

as soon as possible. 

Yours very truly 

John I Plummer 
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Figure 2.  Plummer’s memo to Doberck of 29 December 1891. 

 

Doberck had applied for a long leave of absence from the Observatory just before 

Plummer's arrival in 1891 but withdrew his application when his incompatibility with the 

new appointee became apparent! In 1893 Doberck once more prepared to go on a long 

leave of access, and drew up, in great detail, a roster of duties for the staff in his absence 

(it contained some very restrictive clauses) which Plummer and Figg signed. Doberck sent 

the roster for endorsement by the Governor, who declined to accept it: 

…the Officer Administering the Government declines to sign the document 

forwarded… or any document of a like nature. In the event of your being 

granted leave of absence at any future time the officer who may be 

appointed to act as your locum tenens will be responsible for the proper 

conduct of the department during your absence. 

Doberck also informed the Governor that he wished Figg, Plummer's junior, to act in his 

place during his leave of absence. However, the Governor, advised by the Colonial Office 

to use his discretion, appointed Plummer. Doberck, however, refused Plummer access to 
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the Observatory's correspondence file - not surprising as it contained, in a letter from 

Doberck to the Governor, the comments: Mr Plummer makes excellent astronomical 

observations and reduction, but he has no knowledge of electricity… and in a letter from 

Doberck to the Secretary of State for the Colonies the comments: …the Governor thinks 

that Mr Plummer ... is the proper person to act for me, although I declare him to be 

unfitted for such duty. 

Doberck went on leave at the end of May 1894, intending to be away for about a year. On 

leave in England, where he got married, in September 1894 he found a reprimand in the 

mail from the Colonial Office; Plummer had complained to the Governor about the non-

availability of the correspondence file, the Governor passed the complaint to London, and, 

seeing it as a serious matter, they wanted an explanation. In what is for Doberck an 

unusually obsequious letter, he offered some reasons for his procedures, which apparently 

satisfied the Colonial Office, though less so the Hong Kong Government, and he promised 

not to repeat the misdemeanour. After this Doberck curtailed his leave and returned to 

Hong Kong. Arriving back in Hong Kong on 27 December 1894, Doberck went straight to 

the Observatory, but the next day he was docked to half pay as though he were still on 

leave and asked to explain his behaviour, especially: 

What right had you to extract promises from an officer appointed by His 

Excellency to act during your absence? Were you not informed … that His 

Excellency had disapproved of the arrangement proposed by you, and that 

the officer appointed to act would be responsible for the proper conduct of 

the department? 

In reply Doberck pointed out, with some exaggeration, the disastrous condition in which 

he found his beloved Observatory on his return, all, he claimed, due to the incompetence 

of Plummer, who had been appointed Acting Director against his advice. He was still 

reduced to half pay, but the Governor convened a two man committee to investigate 

Doberck's complaints against Plummer. 

The two men of the committee, the Captain Superintendent of Police and the Treasurer, 

spent a day at the Observatory interviewing Doberck, Plummer and Figg and wrote a 

report, which was not published. They looked into the several accusations that Doberck 

had made against Plummer, who, to take one example, responded to the accusation that the 

[telescope] wires had been allowed to get into such a state as to render fine observations 

impossible, with the reasonable remark that during the cool season it is impossible to find 

[spider's threads]… He has been looking for good spider's threads for some months to 

replace them with. The Committee members gave as their opinion that the principle cause 

of friction which led to the enquiry was the discontinuance of the astronomical 

observations which Dr Doberck considers so important and of such value to the shipping. 

They largely agreed with his accusations against Plummer, observed that it appears… 

somewhat fortunate that Dr Doberck should have curtailed his leave and forwarded his 

request that his salary be restored, being unaware of the reason which has led to his being 

thus punished. The report largely vindicated Doberck’s opinion of Plummer as being unfit 
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to manage the Observatory, and on all future occasions when Doberck was absent, 

notwithstanding Plummer's protestations, Figg was appointed Acting Director. 

Plummer's main duties at the Observatory were to make astronomical observations (in 

particular of transits) and magnetic observations, to regulate clocks, to attend to 

chronometers, the chronograph and the time ball and to copy ship's logs. Between 1898 

and 1907 he contributed to the creation of the Hong Kong Star Catalogue (epoch 1900.0) 

[1905a], making transit observations and performing the necessary data reduction. 

Figg concentrated on meteorological work, which was becoming ever more important as 

several typhoons had hit the rapidly-expanding colony with attendant great loss of life. 

Reflecting this, when Doberck died in 1907, Figg was promoted to replace him as Director 

of the Observatory, over Plummer. 

A search4 in the RAS library for references to Plummer during his time at Hong Kong 

Observatory discovered four publications associated with the preparation of the Hong 

Kong Star Catalogue [1900a, 1902a, 1905a, 1907a]. Two of the publications contain 

references by Doberck to Plummer as follows: 

[1900a] My thanks are due to Mr J I Plummer, and to Mr F G Figg for the willingness 

with which they have assisted me in carrying out this investigation. The former 

gentleman has devoted much time to calculations in connection with this work. 

This work on identifying and cataloguing this list of stars took place between 

1898 and 1900. 

[1902a] Mr J I Plummer took about 7000 transits. I took about 9000. Mr Plummer 

attended to the chronograph, and the reductions from apparent to mean places, 

and reduction to 1900.0. During the first six months I reduced the observations. 

Next year they were reduced under my supervision. During the remainder of the 

time Mr Plummer reduced them. The calculations were not done in duplicate, 

but Mr Plummer's skill is well known and the smallness of the probable errors 

prove that the work was accurately done. I attended to the construction of the 

catalogue and the determination of proper motions. 

Plummer retired from Hong Kong Observatory in January 1911. He died at Oxshott, 

Surrey, on 06 February 1925, aged 80. 

Figure 3 shows Plummer; it is thought to have been taken while he was employed at Hong 

Kong Observatory. 

 

                                                      

4 In 2003, OASI member Paul Whiting undertook a name reference search for Plummer during the latter’s 

time at Hong Kong Observatory. 
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Figure 3. John Isaac Plummer. The photograph is believed to 

have been taken around the year 1900 while he was at 

Hong Kong. 

 

 

Plummer’s younger brother William Edward and his nephew Henry Crozier Keating 

Plummer also enjoyed distinguished astronomical careers. John and William in many ways 

had similar careers - working in private and university observatories, obtaining honorary 

MAs from the latter. Both ended their careers in establishments taking on more work in 

meteorology than astronomy, albeit on opposite sides of the Earth! However, it was Henry 

who had the most distinguished astronomical career. Appendix 20 contains brief 

biographical details of William and Henry Plummer. 

 

--- To be continued --- 


