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Abstract. This chapter illustrates rare appearances in the regional press
of Strasbourg Observatory around the beginning of the 20th century. The
particular cases discussed are the Observatory inauguration in 1881, a fire-
ball triggering some 150 letters addressed to the Observatory in 1904, and
bright comets around 1910.

1. Introduction

The discovery in Strasbourg Observatory archives of a voluminous file deal-
ing with a bright meteor in the Alsatian sky on 21 March 1904 led us to
look for mentions of the event in the local press and more particularly in
the Straßburger Neueste Nachrichten (SNN) [Strasbourg Latest News] that
became subsequently in French the Dernieres Nouvelles d’Alsace (DNA)`
[Latest News from Alsace]1.

1Alsace is the smallest region of France made of two Départements´ (Bas-Rhin and
Haut-Rhin) hosting a population of about 1,750,000 inhabitants over 8280 square kilo-
meters (Year 2000 numbers), but the Dernières Nouvelles d’Alsace (DNA) is one of the
most important regional daily newspapers in France (more than 200,000 copies) with 26
local editions including one largely in German.
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Starting from that celestial phenomenon that struck people’s minds, we
attempted to find traces of other astronomical events such as the appear-
ances of bright comets at the beginning of the 20th century or, a bit earlier,
the inauguration of the Imperial Observatory in 1881.

2. The 1904 Meteor File

The stack of old yellowed letters is really impressive. Most of them were in
German Gothic handwriting [Kurrentschrift] and addressed to the then Di-
rector of the Imperial Observatory Ernest Becker (1843-1912) and/or to his
Assistant Karl Schiller (1882-1979). The file, held for a century in the Ob-
servatory archives, survived the conflicts that rocked the area subsequently.
Its 150 pieces are dealing with a bright meteor, very likely a fireball, over
the Rhine valley on 21 March 1904.

What triggered such a massive correspondence? Was the reputation of
the place so big, while it had been inaugurated only some twenty years
earlier? The considerable quantity of documents was certainly the result,
at least partially, of a call published by the Observatory in the SNN on
24 March (Fig. 1), three days after the event that took place on 21 March
around 20:30. The Observatory invited witnesses of the phenomenon to
communicate details such as the exact time, the direction, the course in
the sky, the appearance, and so on. The same call appeared also the same
day in another daily newspaper of the city, the Straßburger Post (Fig. 2).
We suspect, from the contents of the letters, that it was also echoed in
other regional newspapers, possibly via press agencies.

A first mention of the fireball was however printed already on 22 March
in the SNN: a few lines speaking of a “a big blue ball, leaving behind a
wavy trail.” No report of the phenomenon appeared in the issue dated 23
March, but, the following day, two small notes related observations made at
Pisdorf and at Zeinheim, two villages near Saverne, some 40km Northwest
of Strasbourg. The meteor was again mentioned a last time on 28 March
and then disappeared from the newspaper.

Those few, rather brief, references in the press are in contrast with
the numerous letters sent to the Observatory between 24 March and 4
April 1904. Two features from these are striking. First, precise observa-
tions with numerous details were frequently accompanied by sketches or
carefully drawn illustrations. About a century ago (no television!), people
were probably paying more attention to celestial phenomena which were
better watched than today. The light pollution over our cities nowadays
and the everyday flood of images are certainly playing some rôle in this.

Samples of letters are illustrated in Figs. 3 to 6. They show the variety
of input (mostly in German, but also a few in French) from shop owners,
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Figure 1. The call published by Strasbourg Imperial Observatory in the Straßburger
Neueste Nachrichten (SNN) on 24 March 1904 following the bright meteor of 21 March.
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Figure 2. The call as published in another city newspaper, the Straßburger Post on 24
March 1904.
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Figure 3. Examples of letters received at Strasbourg Observatory about the 1904 fireball.
Note they address either Becker (Director) or Schiller (Assistant). The letter on the
middle left is in French.
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Figure 4. More examples of letters on the 1904 fireball. Nowadays only few people can
decipher handwritten German Gothic such as in the top left letter. The typewriter used
for the top right letter was missing the eszet (ß replaced by ss – see Footnote 2).
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Figure 5. More examples of letters on the 1904 fireball. The top left letter, structured
as a real police report, came indeed from a state police post.
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Figure 6. More examples of letters on the 1904 fireball. Admire the top left drawing.
The top right letter is in French.
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police officers, parish priests, commoners and peasants. Note the typed
letters2 at a time when etiquette required people to write letters with the
neatest hand and liquid ink.

Fig. 7 reproduces over two pages an especially interesting communica-
tion sent by a locomotive stoker on a large sheet of drawing paper3.

The second surprise came from the extent of the area from which origi-
nated the letters: from Strasbourg and the Alsatian countryside of course,
but also from Lorraine, from the Palatinate and the Saar, from Luxembourg
and Mainz, and so on. Why did those senders address their observations to
Strasbourg rather than to Heidelberg or Berlin? The attraction of Stras-
bourg, the ‘new’, attractive and bursting city of the time was perhaps part
of the explanation, as well as possible additional appearances of the Obser-
vatory call, echoed in other newspapers thanks to press agencies.

Apparently the Observatory never published in the newspapers a syn-
thesis of all the mail received and we failed to find anything in the Obser-
vatory annual reports and in the Annalen. But an interesting series of short
notes appeared in the Astronomische Nahrichten.

H. Rosenberg (1905a) first described a method for determining the tra-
jectory of meteors and subsequently applied it to the 21 March 1904 one
(Rosenberg 1905b). This triggered some comments from P. Moschick (1905)
of Heidelberg Observatory, answered in turn by Rosenberg (1905c).

According to Rosenberg (1905b), the meteor lit up around Weil-der-
Stadt (Kepler’s birthplace) near Stuttgart at about 57km of altitude. The

2Typewriters were then in infancy. Remington started producing their first typewriter
on 1 March 1873 in Ilion, NY. Another early typewriter manufacturer was Underwood.
One could guess the typewriters used here had been imported from the US since the
typical German character ß was missing and had to be typed as ss.

3The framed text appearing on the righ-hand side of Fig. 7 can be translated as
follows:
“Right Honorable Sir,
Hereby I am sending you a sketch of the trajectory and of the observation of the meteor
that I happened to be able to observe by chance. As I guessed that a call would appear
in the newspaper, I took note precisely of everything. Perhaps you will be able to use my
data.
From the train station clock, it was 8:25 [pm] when the meteor showed up, from a-b on
the drawing, illuminating with full light, brighter than the moonshine. It was a white
light mixed with blue rays. In b, it went out and splitted up until e into red-glowing
pieces that scattered in all directions. I perceived also a slight hissing and a noise of
crackling. The whole event lasted 22-25 seconds. My position of observation was the road
to Mittelhausbergen in Cronenbourg.

With respectful greetings from
Franz Brockow
Qualified (Locomotive) Stoker.”

This text was deciphered from German Gothic and translated into French by Louis Ludes
who discovered in the process he was currently living in a house next to the one occupied
then by the Brockow family!
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Figure 7. An especially interesting and detailed drawing received from a locomotive
stoker called Franz Brockow living near Strasbourg. See Footnote 3 for a translation of
the framed text appearing on the right-hand page as well as for an interesting anecdote.
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object was moving roughly Westwards at an average speed of about 41km/h
until splitting up some 20’ North of Rheims (the crowning city of French
Kings) at a final altitude of about 126km. This would mean that the me-
teorite was not falling towards the ground, but in fact going up, after ap-
parently rebounding on the densest atmospheric layers in a ricochet effect.

Moschick offered different values obtained with a different method and
argued about the influence of uncertainties. But he basically confirmed the
ascending movement.

Amazingly enough, at the time of concluding this chapter, a fireball
appeared in the Alsatian sky, following a ground trajectory similar to the
1904 one, but this time with a usual descending movement, triggering hun-
dreds of testimonies – both spontaneous and answering calls from local
associations and planetariums (Bodenmuller 2005). On 18 February 2005
towards 22:30, the meteorite was seen as coming from Germany, crossing
Westwards the Alsatian plain at an altitude of about 50km, passing a few
kilometers North of Vittel and likely hitting the ground around the border
between the départements´ of Vosges and Haute-Marne where the impact is
currently being searched.

3. Other Astronomy-Related Events

From the wealth of observations of the March 1904 fireball and the vast area
covered by the letters, we wondered whether there would be more mentions,
in the SNN, of the Observatory activities or of other astronomical events.

Since it would take ages to flip through all pages of the tens of volumes
in the newspaper archives4, we chose to tackle first a few specific slots such
as the Observatory inauguration in September 1881 and the appearance of
bright comets: Comet Morehouse (1908c/1908 III) in October/November
1908, the “Great Comet” (1910a/1910 I) of January 19105, Halley’s Comet
in May 1910 and Comet Brooks (1911c/1911 V) in October/November
1911.

3.1. THE OBSERVATORY INAUGURATION

The edification of Strasbourg Imperial Observatory was initiated in 1877,
leading to an official inauguration by a General Assembly of the As-
tronomische Gesellschaft (AG) from 22 to 24 September 1881.

“It was then the largest and the most modern observatory in Europe”,
say the DNA on 17 May 1947 in a long article devoted to the difficulties of
the Observatory after World War II. As recalled elsewhere in this volume

4All issues have been microfilmed since the newspaper foundation in 1877.
5Also called Johannesburg Comet as it had been discovered in South Africa.
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Figure 8. The seven lines reporting the General Assembly of the Astronomische
Gesellschaft inaugurating Strasbourg Imperial Observatory in the Straßburger Neueste
Nachrichten (SNN) on 25 September 1881. Note the mention of the socio-cultural event,
attending the Nozze di Figaro [Figaro’s Hochzeit] and the subheader in French. (©c DNA)
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(Seggewiss 2005), the AG held another General Assembly at the Observa-
tory in 1982 to celebrate its centenary, an event that was also reported in
the DNA (21 & 22 February 1982).

Well, in 1881, the inauguration of the largest and most modern Euro-
pean observatory went almost unnoticed, at least in the SNN. Seven modest
lines on the first page of the 25 September issue (Fig. 8) informed that the
yearly assembly of the Astronomische Gesellschaft was held at the new ob-
servatory “with a large number of participants, many of which came from
abroad” and that these attended in the evening a performance: Mozart’s
Nozze di Figaro.

Meanwhile, the newspapers from 20 to 27 September 1881 reported at
length on an agricultural exhibition in Strasbourg, on the Kaiser’s visit in
Karlsruhe where he was attending a princely wedding, as well as on the
re-opening of the schools taking place that Monday 26 September 1881!

3.2. COMETS

Jumping a quarter of century ahead in time, to Fall 1908, four years and
half after the 1904 fireball, we would expect the region was enjoying the
celestial display of Comet Morehouse (1908c/1908 III). Camille Flammar-
ion’s Astronomie Populaire re-edited in 1955 by André Danjon´ 6 displays
magnificent pictures of that comet taken in October 1908 at Meudon Ob-
servatory.

From 14 to 26 October 1908, there was no mention of that hairy object
in the SNN, but we learn that five professors of Strasbourg University had
been invited to attend Prince August Wilhelm’s wedding in Berlin, that
dramatic rescue operations took place at a race of montgolfiers, and that
the Zeppelin airship had carried out two splendid flights.

Also the seismic station7, located at a stone throw from the Observatory,
is frequently mentioned as it recorded earthquakes in Turkmenistan, some
6,000 km away from Strasbourg, on 14 and 16 October 1908. A week later,
another quake struck Plauen’s area in Southwest Saxony.

The situation changed fifteen months later with the unexpected arrival
of a new bright comet (Great January Comet 1910a/1910 I) while people
were already preparing themselves for the return of Halley’s Comet, pre-
dicted for April/May 1910. In their issue of 29 January 1910, the SNN de-
voted a long article to the history of comets, reminding that the last bright
comet was visible in 1882. On 1 February 1910, the newspaper mentioned

6Danjon was then Director of Paris Observatory after having been in charge of Stras-
bourg Observatory from 1929 to 1945.

7See Duerbeck’s (2005) contribution to this volume for a section on the beginnings
of seismology in Strasbourg under the leadership of Ernst von Rebeur-Paschwitz (1861-
1895).
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Figure 9. Top part of one of the articles on comets run by the SNN around Halley’s
Comet return in 1910, here in the issue of 18 May 1910. (©c DNA)
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observations carried out at the Kehltor [gate to Kehl, the city across the
Rhine], at Pisdorf near Saverne8, in Sarralbe, as well as at the Archenhold
Observatory in Berlin-Treptow.

Strasbourg Observatory was mentioned nowhere, neither with comet
observations, nor with explanations. A similar situation occurred around
mid-May 1910 when the comet fever triggered by Halley’s Comet return
reached its climax: not a single day between 17 and 27 May passed without
a paper on Halley’s Comet or on the passage of the Earth through its tail,
something anxiously expected; observations were reported from Heidelberg,
Potsdam and Vienna; but no word was given from Strasbourg Observatory
where the Director was now Julius Bauschinger (1860-1934), having taken
over from Becker in 1909.

On 21 and 23 May 1910, an article’s author regretted that the comet
– perhaps hidden by the haze above the horizon – was still invisible from
Strasbourg. Finally, on 24 May, it was visible, but the observer was rather
disappointed and, on 27 May, the tail was reported as still not visible from
Mulhouse nor Strasbourg, in spite of the usage of instruments. As to the
astronomers from the Imperial Observatory, they seemed to be ... eclipsed
too from the press. On the contrary, the seismic station was present again
in the news with a remote earthquake in the Aleutian Islands and, on 27
May 1910, a much closer quake shaking the Sundgau (Southern Alsace).

After such a disappointing performance from Halley’s Comet (actually
much alike the 1985-86 return), what could be expected of the neverthe-
less beautiful Comet Brooks (1991c/1911 V) visiting us in October 1911?
Between 28 October and 3 November 1911, the hairy object remained unre-
ported in the newspaper that announced happily an aviation day in Stras-
bourg on 5 November with seven or eight montgolfiers ...

Strasbourg imperial astronomers were however not quite inactive as
testified by the Observatory reports. Thus Director Becker (1909) men-
tioned 27 observations of Comet 1908c (Morehouse), probably carried out
at the comet seeker illustrated in Fig. 10 reprinted from Krisch’s (1901)
Lexikon9. In the next report, the new Director Bauschinger (1910) men-
tioned modestly three observatorions of Comet 1909a, three more of 1909e
and amazingly only four observations of Halley’s Comet, but his following
report (Bauschinger 1911) is much more generous with 35 observations of
Halley’s Comet, eight of Comet 1910a (Great Comet), ten of Comet 1910b
and two of Comet 1910c. The subsequent annual reports are silent on comet
observations.

8A century ago, a sky aficionado was definitely living in Pisdorf since observations of
the 1904 fireball were already reported from that village (see above).

9See also Heck (2005) in this volume for a picture of the same instrument used in the
1920s by a French astronomer, possibly Rougier, on the Big Dome terrasse.
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Figure 10. Strasbourg Observatory comet seeker as illustrated in Krisch’s (1901) As-
tronomisches Lexikon. See also Footnote 9.
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4. Last Comments

From the above examples, one cannot conclude that Strasbourg Observa-
tory was totally absent from the media at the beginning of the 20th century,
but its silence is somehow astonishing if compared to our current standards.
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