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Abstract.
In 2013–2014, Albion College, an undergraduate liberal arts college in
Albion, Michigan, will celebrate the 130th anniversary of its 800 Alvan Clark refracting telescope and observatory building. Dedicated in 1883 and completed in 1884,
the observatory is one of two surviving examples of a nineteenth-century astronomical
building in Michigan. Its instruments also include a Fauth and Company sidereal clock
and transit telescope. Several times each year the telescope is open to the public and
to the campus community for public observing events. Here we describe the history of
our Alvan Clark telescope and the events that will take place in 2013–2014.

A little girl and her mother were walking up Cass Street the other day, when the
little one exclaimed—referring to the observatory—“Oh, mamma, see that bald-headed
house” (The Albion College Pleiad 1884).

1. If You Build It, They Will Come
Construction of observatories on college campuses began in 1837 at Williams College
in Massachusetts with the construction of the Hopkins Observatory, and soon became
a trend across America. During the late nineteenth century, colleges and universities
built astronomical observatories to demonstrate their schools’ progressive science departments and commitment to improving students’ mental and moral faculties (Turner
1984). Many colleges were struggling with enrollment, and administrations hoped to
increase student populations with the draw of new scientific facilities. Since the telescope was often the most costly scientific instrument on campus, it was also the most
visible symbol of a commitment to the newly emphasized subject of science (Warner
& Ariail 1996). By the end of the nineteenth century, almost every campus in America
boasted an observatory.
The religious connection of studying the heavens helped to justify the great expense of building an observatory, as observatories elevated students’ thoughts “toward
that fathomless fountain and author of being” (Turner 1984). In the 1883 Michigan
Methodist Conference Report of the Committee on Education, the chairman who visited Albion stated, “The increased number of students, the success attending the observatory enterprise, and the increasing favor of the people indicate the fidelity of our
trustees and faculty, and show that divine favor has so far rested upon our college”
(Michigan Annual Conference Minutes 1883).
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Although the historical record at the college does not mention the push for new
students, it was surely on the administration’s mind. Enrollment jumped sharply after the installation of the observatory—from 64 students in the 1881–1882 academic
year to 375 students ten years later. Though not meant for cutting-edge astronomical
research, the telescope served (and still does) as a magnet for drawing students to campus. The observatory ushered in a prosperous era of high enrollment and new buildings
on campus. The gymnasium was built in 1891, and a new laboratory followed shortly
after. Enrollment continued to climb until the panic (depression) of 1893.
1.1. An Observatory at Albion College
In 1882, Dr. Samuel Dickie, professor of mathematics and astronomy, and later president of the college, approached the Board of Trustees for funding for an observatory at
Albion College. On December 21, 1882, his letter was read before the board:
“Gentlemen,
Believing that the erection and equipment of an astronomical observatory. . . would be of great value to us (1) by materially increasing our facilities for instruction and (2) by adding dignity and reputation to the College. . . I desire to submit to the Board the following propositions. First, I
ask you. . . to clothe me with authority to solicit. . . a sum of not less than
$10,000 from not more than one hundred persons or firms. . . Second: On
my part I engage that. . . the work will be done with no expense to the Board
other than the actual outlay for traveling, printing, postage, and incidentals.
Respectfully,
Samuel Dickie”
(Fennimore 1985)
The Board approved his plan and he raised the funds within a year; on September 8,
1883, the cornerstone was laid. A brick structure with a large white dome (see Fig. 1),
the building was completed and dedicated in the summer of 1884. It is the only College
building in the Victorian architectural style, and it was the first building on campus with
a red brick exterior (all others were stucco at the time). The red brick was influential
in campus planning, as all future buildings and renovations of buildings copied the red
brick exterior (Annett 1974). The building houses a classroom, offices, an astronomical
observation room on the second floor, and a telescope beneath the retractable dome
on the third floor. Other instruments in the building include a transit telescope, an
astronomical clock, and a chronograph.
1.2. The Instruments
In the 1884 Report of the Superintendent of Public Instruction of the State of Michigan,
Albion College President Lewis R. Fiske mentions the building’s completion but not the
instruments. It was not until 1885 that President Fiske gave a more detailed account of
the observatory:
“Since my last report the instruments for the Observatory have been mounted.
They consist of the following:
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Figure 1. Image of the Albion College observatory. The dome houses the 800
refractor, and the slit for the transit telescope can be seen on the right. Photo by N.
E. B. Zellner.

1. A refractor of eight inches clear aperture, manufactured by Alvan
Clark & Sons, and supplied with circles, driving-clock micrometer,
etc., etc.
2. A transit circle, with four-inch telescope, and circles of 16 inches
diameter, read by two micrometer-microscopes to single seconds.
3. An astronomical clock, with battery connections and break circuit
attachment.
4. A chronograph of latest style, supplied with Saegmuller’s maintaining power.”
(Forty-ninth Annual Report of the Superintendent 1885)
By December, 1883, the Albion College Pleiad, reported on its cost:
“The erection of the Observatory is rapidly progressing. Already the walls
of the building are nearly completed. . . The building, when completed, is
to cost $3,650. Alvan Clark & Sons, of Cambridgeport, Mass., are the
makers of the principal telescope. . . The entire cost of the telescope placed
in the observatory and ready for use, is to be $2,700. The other instruments
are to be made by Fauth & Co., of Washington, D.C. They are to consist of
a transit circle and telescope, $1,650, a Chronograph, $350, and a Sidereal
clock, $450.”
For the primary telescope in the observatory building, the College selected a telescope from Alvan Clark & Sons of Cambridgeport (now Cambridge), Massachusetts.

334

Garrett Smeltekop and Zellner

Their work was the first significant American contribution to astronomical instrument
making and was unparalleled by other companies of the time.
In the observatory, the Alvan Clark & Sons 800 refracting telescope (Fig. 2) is
located in the domed tower. The base for the telescope is independent of the observatory
building and stretches down into the bedrock three stories below. According to the 1892
college catalog, “The Equatorial. . . [has] eight inches clear aperture and provided with
circles, driving clocks, filar micrometer, and a full out-fit [sic] of eyepieces,” which
give a range from low-power to 800×. Categorized as an f/15, the telescope has a 12000
focal length.

Figure 2.
Image of the Alvan Clark telescope in the dome of the Observatory.
Photo by N. E. B. Zellner.

A transit telescope, an astronomical clock, and a chronograph (Fig. 3) sit on the
second floor of the building. All built by Fauth & Co. of Washington, D.C., the transit
telescope is a 400 refractor mounted on a single axis, so that it may be pointed only
along the meridian (Annett 1974). In the eyepiece are several horizontal and vertical
spider wires to record the passage of stars over the meridian. The astronomical clock
and chronograph are electrically connected to the telescope and allow for the observation of true sidereal time—a time-keeping system astronomers use to record how long
they have observed a particular point by measuring the track of a given star across the
sky. Unfortunately, the observation slit in the roof over the room in which the transit
telescope sits has been permanently covered over (see Fig. 1).
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Figure 3. Images of the sidereal clock, transit telescope, and chronograph. Photos
courtesy of the Albion College Archives and Special Collections.

2. A Part of the Liberal Arts Tradition
Once the instruments were installed, the College began offering courses in astronomy
for freshmen and seniors. The 1882–1883 College Catalog stated:
“While it is not expected that each student will become an amateur astronomer, it is thought that during the two terms that our freshmen spend
upon the elementary work, the student will not only acquire considerable
information but will catch something of the spirit of the methods of modern astronomy. His mind will be expanded by contemplating the vastness
of astronomical magnitudes, and included to the habits of painstaking accuracy by the nicety and precision of observation and computation.
“Our elective work in the senior year furnishes to those who would make
astronomy a specialty an opportunity for extended and thorough work.
Each student will be expected to make a number of observations and produce the necessary mathematical reductions.”
(Albion College Catalog 1882–1883).
In the 1886 Catalog, a note on the astronomical instruments states, “Access to
good astronomical instruments stimulates the students to vigorous and independent research, and at the same time gives him the opportunity of gaining in the profitable
way the information he seeks” (Yearbook of Albion College 1886–1887). Indeed, notable alumni who probably used the Alvan Clark telescope and other instruments during
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this time include Forest Ray Moulton (class of 1894), who co-authored (with Thomas
Chamberlain) a hypothesis related to the gravitational interactions between planetesimals (Osterbrock 1999) and for whom a lunar crater is named; Wil Carl Rufus (class
of 1902), who studied the atmospheres and compositions of stars (Brasch 1948); and
Charles M. Huffer (class of 1916). Both Moulton and Huffer served as secretaries of
the American Astronomical Society (Annett 1974).
The tradition of science and astronomy interest continues today, and many alumni
have found their astronomical calling and are either now pursuing, or have graduated
with, advanced degrees in astronomy or astrophysics from some of the top universities
in the nation.
3. Troubled Times
By 1919, the observatory had fallen into disrepair, and the college paper asked if it was
defunct. The article notes the observatory had not been used in two years and, with
simple cleaning, could be made functional again. Shortly after, the building was locked
and unused until a student, Marvin Vann, approached the college president, Dr. John
Seaton, in 1936 and offered to clean and repaint the building and repair and refurbish the
telescope and its mounting (Cook 2004). As a result of Vann’s efforts, President Seaton
re-instituted the astronomy curriculum. In 1965, a team from the Yerkes observatory
cleaned the telescope and updated the drive mechanism. In the early 1990s, due to
the interest of another student, Jim Ehlers, the observatory underwent a renovation that
included restoring the Alvan Clark lens. Later, a new motor was fitted in the telescope’s
mechanical gears, allowing the telescope to move with the rotation of the Earth and
to observe celestial objects without the objects leaving the telescope’s field of view
(Simanton 2009). Today the telescope is still used by astronomy students.
4. A Living History
Old Albion, a college history published in 1909, notes that Alvan Clark made the Albion
telescope himself, and it was the last telescope he made before his death. This claim
is unverified, but Clark’s health was deteriorating in the early 1880s and the amount of
work he accomplished in the years prior to his death in 1887 is unclear. The history of
his firm notes that he claimed to rework an object glass for Amherst College himself in
1884 and was testing instruments into 1886 (Warner & Ariail 1996). An 1887 article in
Scientific American stated that Clark had stopped making telescopes four years prior,
which would have been around the time Albion’s instrument was built by the company.
Just a few observatory buildings were constructed on Michigan college campuses
in the nineteenth century (Michigan Historical Marker 1985); two survive. The Detroit
Observatory at the University of Michigan was built in 1854 and remains intact. Another observatory at Eastern Michigan University was built in 1879 and also included
an Alvan Clark refractor lens. The building was destroyed by a tornado in 1893 and
the telescope withstood damage. It was repaired by Brandis & Co. of New York and
relocated to a new observatory building (Warner & Ariail 1996). The Albion College
observatory is thus one of the two oldest intact observatories in Michigan.
Since its completion, the observatory has served the college in various capacities.
Originally the room on the first floor was used a classroom for physics, mathematics,
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and astronomy courses. During World War I, the building served as barracks for soldiers
training on Albion’s campus. In the 1923–1924 school year, the building became home
to the cooperative bookstore that operated for a number of decades. In 1951, it was
the home of the Department of Education, and it housed the Albion College and West
Michigan Conference of the United Methodist Church archives until the Seeley Mudd
Learning Center was completed in 1980. It is now the home of the Prentiss M. Brown
Honors Institute and continues to elevate students’ thoughts “toward that fathomless
fountain and author of being” (Turner 1984). The building was dedicated as an official
historical site on May 3, 1985.
Activities that reach out to the general public in order to enhance science literacy
for all are valued by professional societies such as the American Astronomical Society (AAS) and the Astronomical Society of the Pacific (ASP), as well as by NASA
and the National Science Foundation. In fact, most scientists feel that it is important
to connect astronomy to people, no matter what “the classroom” looks like. To that
end, the Physics Department and the Astronomy Club at Albion College are planning
several public events during 2013–2014 to commemorate the 130th anniversary of the
Alvan Clark telescope. To kick off this celebratory year, Bart Fried, President of the
Antique Telescope Society, presented a talk about our telescope’s place in astronomical
observation history in September. The talk will be followed in October by the college’s
Homecoming weekend, themed “Albion and Beyond,” in homage to our students, our
alumni, and our telescope. Also planned are public observing nights throughout the
year, tours of the observatory, a steampunk ball for students, and another lecture in the
spring to celebrate the 210th anniversary of the birth of Alvan Clark himself.

5. Further Information
For more information about the Alvan Clark telescope and the Observatory, see
http://www.albion.edu/academics/departments/physics/observatory. For access to the
Albion College Archives, contact Nicole Garrett Smeltekop at ngarrett@albion.
edu. For more information about observing and other events, contact Nicolle Zellner
at nzellner@albion.edu.
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