
W H E N  A N  E C L IP S E  P R E V E N T E D  A  W A R .

B y  W IL L IA M  F . R IG G E .

It is an historical fact that once, at least, a total eclipse of the Sun 
really prevented a war. Of course, the threatened war was not of the 
magnitude that shocked the world a few years ago, nor would it prob
ably have equalled the wars that so-called civilized nations are ac
customed to wage. It was only an American Indian war, which might 
have been finished with the year. Still, there is no telling, as history 
shows in regard to the origins of so many other w ars; and the map of 
a large part of North America might have been essentially modified if 
the incipient war had not been nipped in the bud. I am sure that the 
whole world would have most sincerely wished that the total eclipse 
o f the Sun, which was visible in Norway, Sweden, Russia, and Persia 
on August 21, 1914, would have as effectually frightened the com
batants from further participation in the great war that had just begun 
three weeks before, as it drove the untutored children of the plains in 
disorderly flight back to their peaceful homes.

A total eclipse of the Sun is always an awe-inspiring sight to those 
that have never viewed it before, even when the event has been fore
told and explained to them. But when it is not understood and not 
expected, the gradual disappearance from view in a clear sky of the 
glorious orb of day, upon which our light and heat and our very lives 
depend, and the unmasterable dread that this new and unknown phe
nomenon may forebode its absolute and final extinction forever, must 
surely fill even the stoutest heart with nameless terror and the imagina
tion with unutterable anguish. No wonder then that some people that 
we call savage, think that a great dragon is eating up the Sun, and then 
try to frighten it away by making their loudest and most prolonged 
noises until the dragon goes away again. No wonder, too, that a tribe 
just starting out on a war path, with perhaps a none too firm convic
tion of the justice of their cause, should take such a total eclipse of 
the Sun as a sure sign of the wrath o f the Great Spirit and as a pre
monition of still greater harm to come, unless they buried the hatchet 
and desisted from their murderous designs.

As is generally the case with the historical facts of ancient or un
civilized nations, the expression o f these facts in writing or in tradi
tion is so vague that the desired precision in the date of their occur
rence can seldom be secured. But when these facts are connected with 
eclipses, it is sometimes possible to determine with all the necessary ac
curacy the very day and hour and even minute when they happened. 
As examples we may refer to the celebrated solar eclipse of Thales that
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interrupted a battle in Asia Minor on May 28 in the year 584 B. C.,* 
and to the lunar eclipse which occurred on the night of Herod’s death 
and which proved that our present year 1920 is probably the 1925thf 
after the Birth of Christ. In like manner, and even to a more success
ful degree, the total eclipse that prevented an American Indian war, 
has served to fix an historical date. A brief history of the problem may 
therefore be of interest and may lend considerable aid to those under
taking a similar work.

It was on July 23, 1915. that I received the following letter from 
Rev. Michael A. Shine of Plattsmouth, Neb., who is probably the great
est authority on the early history of Nebraska and adjoining states: 
“I am sending you an astronomical problem, the solution of which will 
be of great assistance to me in having a definite date in relation to an 
Indian tribe. Here are the data, all that I have. The Cheyenne In
dians migrated from the St. Peter’s or Minnesota River, Minn., to 
North Dakota about the year 1700. They located and built their vil
lages on the Cheyenne River, or as it is sometimes called, the Cheyenne 
Fork of the Red River. While located here a great war party set out 
from the village one day. After they had been out fo r a short time, the 
sun was blotted out in full day and the party became sD terrified that 
they fled precipitately back to the village.

“This no doubt was an eclipse of the sun, either total or nearly so. 
A list of eclipses for this section of the country would be very valuable, 
as the Indians were great observers o f nature, and many definite dates 
could be assigned to their statements. I realize that the data I give are 
very indefinite, but knowing your liking for difficult problems of this 
sort, I take the liberty of sending you this one, in order to see if this 
kind of data can help me in my investigations.”

And in a postscript he adds: “About 1730 the Cheyennes, in terror 
from the Sioux and others, it is said, moved further westward toward 
the Black Hills. Hence the date required would be between the years 
1700 and 1730.”

In a week after the receipt of this letter I started off on a trip to 
California to attend the meeting of the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science and of the American Astronomical Society in 
San Francisco. It was on August 6, 1915, when the Astronomical So
ciety was about to begin its closing session in the library of the Lick 
Observatory, that Prof. G. D. Swezey of Lincoln, Neb., whom I had 
consulted on the matter, pulled out Oppolzer’s Canon der Finsternisse 
from the shelves and said, “Here is the book you want.” The few 
minutes I could give to its examination told me my eclipse was on chart 
139 or 140. These two were kindly photographed for me by W. H. 
Wright, assistant astronomer, and sent to me on October 11.

*Astronomical Papers prepared for the use of the American Ephemeris and 
Nautical Almanac. Vol. I, p. 55.

fThe number varies from the 1924th to the 1928th, not on account of the 
eclipse, but on account of the difficulty of interpreting historical documents.



William F. Rigge 3

It took then but a few minutes to see that the tracks of the annular 
eclipse of 1717 October 4 and of the total eclipse of 1724 May 22 
passed close enough to the place to produce an obscuration that was 
not far from being total. The 1724 eclipse was accepted by Fr. Shine 
as the one he was looking for. The next step was then to investigate 
the magnitude of the eclipse as seen by the Indians.

The place in which these Indians were at the time had been accurate
ly located by George F. Will in his article on “The Cheyenne Indians 
in North America,” which appeared in the Proceedings of the Missis
sippi Valley Historical Association 1913-1914, Vol. VII, in which on 
page 70 he gives the narrative as italicised above, and locates the place 
a-' 6 or 7 miles southeast of Lisbon, North Dakota, on the southeast 
side of the big bend of the Cheyenne River, in latitude 46°.38 N and 
longitude 97°. 53 W.

It was a rather long and difficult problem, even to one accustomed to 
plot eclipse maps, to lay down the track of totality of this eclipse of 
1724 May 22 on an enlarged scale for the state of North Dakota from 
no other data than Oppolzer’s map No. 140. A comparison of this 
Dakota central line and its extension with Oppolzer’s is shown in the 
annexed map, in which the broken line is Oppolzer’s, and the full line, 
marked off in modern central times, is my own, slightly modified how
ever by later corrections. The divergence is too large to be tolerated. 
It put me in a great dilemma. While I dared not distrust a man that 
had plotted about eight thousand solar eclipses, much less arrogate to 
myself a knowledge superior to his, I was equally convinced that I had 
made no mistake.

The opportune receipt of the American Ephemeris for 1918 began to 
break the deadlock in that it suggested to me to compare the track of 
totality of the eclipse of June 8 there given with that on Oppolzer’s 
map No. 149 as published in Comstock’s Astronomy, page 114. As 
these two plots disagreed as much as those of the 1724 eclipse, the true 
solution of the difficulty began to dawn upon me, that, according to 
Young’s Manual of Astronomy, page 272, Oppolzer’s plots were only 
approximate. Indeed, they could not be more, because the plotting of 
so many eclipses could allow him to give only the points of sunrise, 
noon, and sunset for each eclipse, and to connect these by an estimated 
line.

This knowledge, however, did not inspire me with the sufficient re
liance upon my own plot. Even Oppolzer s numerical data for the 
1724 eclipse, then sent me by Prof. Wright, proved to be of little help 
because I did not have the key to his notation. It was thoroughly evi
dent therefore that the only thing to do was to get a copy of Oppolzer’s 
Canon der Finsternisse. This was accordingly ordered of a New York 
importer. After some time I was informed that the book was very 
scarce and in great demand, that there was not a single copy to be had 
in England, and that the copy ordered in Germany was on account of
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the war held back at Rotterdam. I was advised that it might possibly 
be released through the influence of the British Ambassador at Wash
ington. A letter to him on the subject, however, had no effect. Finally, 
ten months after the Great War was over, on September 8, 1919, I re
ceived the priceless treasure, the want of which I had felt for many 
years. Needless to say, it gave me all I wanted.

A study of Oppolzer’s book showed that no completely total 
eclipse of the Sun had ever occurred at the place in question within at 
least three centuries. The obscuration was a maximum, 98.8 per cent, 
in 1679 April 10; the next, 96.4, was in 1724 May 22, and the third in 
order of magnitude, 91.0 per cent, was in 1717 October 4. Of these 
Fr. Shine selected his previous one. the eclipse of 1724 May 22, as 
agreeing best with his requirements.

The appearance of the Sun in mid-eclipse is shown in the insert of 
the accompanying figure, while the map gives the totality belt for ten 
minutes near the place at which the Indians were, and which is marked 
with a cross in a small circle. The upper small circle similarly marked, 
which is beyond the border of the map, is the place where mid-totality 
occurred at local apparent noon. The times indicated are modern cen
tral times. Accordingly, the eclipse reached its maximum obscuration, 
96.4 per cent, at l l h 4,n.2 central time, 10u37m.l local mean time, and 
10h 37m.9 sun dial time. Fixations like these by means of eclipses of 
unknown or doubtful historical dates are some o f the great practical 
uses o f astronomy.


