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HE wonderful diversity of genius that is shown by-

writers in scientific journals, is at times intensely

astonishing. While one astronomer, for example,

not proficient in the higher mathematics, will

measure the positions of newly discovered heavenly

bodies with scrupulous care, or even simply fix them
on his photographic plates, an expert mathematician

will take hold of the data thus offered and compute

orbits for the bodies, taking into account even the

endless disturbances produced in their motions by neighbor-

ing bodies. A third astronomer may then investigate the

stability of the orbits for all times to come, while a fourth may
occupy himself with their physical origin and future.

The idea just expressed forced itself vividly upon the

writer when he took up the Literarisches Beiblatt zu den

Astronomischen Nachrichten of last December, which came to

hand only towards the close of February, and read therein of

the investigations of Chant and Davidson. Let me first speak

of Chant's contribution.

On the 9th of February, 1913, a very unusual and interest-

ing meteoric display took place in Canada and the eastern part

of the United States. A number estimated by most observers

to be about fifteen or twenty, while some say sixty or one

hundred or even more, of brilliant fire balls were seen to move
with slow majestic motion, along perfectly parallel lines, like

a fleet of battleships attended by cruisers, or like a brilliantly

lighted passenger train seen at night at the distance of several

miles.

The first suggestion which occurred to many, was that

some one had set off a great sky-rocket. But this idea was
quickly dispelled because the meteors showed no indication
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of dropping to the earth. In appearance it seemed to be one

large meteor broken into fragments, its color was fiery red,

and it grew larger as it came nearer, and was followed by a

long tail, which seemed like the glare from the open door of a

furnace. While shooting stars and meteors generally appear

and disappear in a few seconds, this one was visible for the

extraordinary long time of perhaps three minutes and twenty

seconds.

Prof. C. A. Chant, secretary of the Royal Astronomical

Society of Canada, was in Toronto at the time, but unfortun-

ately did not see the meteor himself. When telephone calls

began to come in, and the newspapers published reports for

several days, he became intensely interested in the meteor.

He called for and soon obtained direct accounts from many
observers, who had seen the display. He collected all his

results in a well-written article from which all of my present

information is obtained.

He says that the path of the meteors was the longest ever

recorded. As far as accounts go it was first seen in Mortlach

in Saskatchewan, about a hundred miles north of the northern

boundary of Montana. It then passed over the west end of

Lake Superior, directly over Buffalo, and almost over New
York City, and was last seen a hundred miles or so from
Bermuda. The total length of the path was 2,500 miles, one-

tenth of the earth's circumference.

The accounts that Prof. Chant could collect, were of course

somewhat conflicting, and it required considerable judgment

and skill to sift the evidence. His conclusion was that the

meteor or group of meteors travelled at approximately the

uniform height of about 34 miles all along the path, and that

the speed was somewhere between five and ten miles a second.

We come now to the second part of my paper, the work

of Prof. M. Davidson, in the Journal of the British Astronomical

Association. Mr. Davidson, it seems, was struck at once by

the theoretical nature of Chant's data, and the idea occurred

to him to investigate their very possibility. Is it at all

possible, he said to himself, that a meteor should travel at an

absolutely uniform speed against the resistance of the air for a

distance of 2,500 miles and in addition keep at about the same
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height about the ground and thus follow the curvature of the

earth for 35 degrees, a distance very nearly equal to that

between New York and San Francisco?

He began his research with the facts furnished him by
the ordnance department of the British army, in relation -to

the connection between the resistance of the air and the size

and velocity of projectiles. After subjecting all his collected

facts to the rigor of mathematical analysis, he reached the

conclusion that a height of thirty-two miles was necessary,

where the air was about one-twenty-thousandth as dense as at

the sea level, that a meteor entering our atmosphere with the

maximum speed that the earth could generate, that is, a trifle

less than seven miles a second, would begin to move horizontally

at a height of thirty-four miles with a speed of 5.15 miles a

second, then, after travelling 1,200 miles, rise slowly to 42.5

miles above the ground, when it would have a velocity of 4.93

miles a second, and finally after another 1,200 miles of its

course, fall slowly to the height of 33 miles, when its speed and

direction might rapidly change until it fell to the ground.

Prof. Davidson's theoretical analysis thus wonderfully con-

firmed Chant's observational data. It is another proof of the

time-worn adage, that when one has honestly done his work
and speaks the truth to the best of his knowledge, he need not

fear any comment or analysis.


