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Science News a Century Ago 
The Aurora Borealis 

The Times of October 25, 1837, quoted from the 
Leamington Chronicle the following description of an 
aurora borealis. "Nearly the whole population of 
Leamington appeared, with ourselves, wonder-struck, 
last evening, by the appearance which is seldom 
witnessed in this locality-viz., the aurora borealis. 
This gorgeous and most sublime spectacle was visible 
from 6 until half-past 7 o'clock. The clouds in the 
north-east appeared as if suffused with the reflection 
of a vast mass of crimson flame. The st a rs seen 
through this brilliant medium had an extraordinary 
appearance, for the brilliancy seemed to be heightened 
by the surrounding glory. A gentleman who stood 
near us on the bridge, and who has resided in countries 
where the aurora borealis is a frequent visitor, 
directed our attention to a singular novelty in the 
effect of this striking atmospherical spectacle as it 
appeared about half-past 6 o'clock. At that period 
den se lines and dark clouds in parallel p erspective 
lines spread from the far south-east, narrowing by 
regular gradations, and converging towards that 
flood of splendid light which 'pavillioned with its 
thousand glorious dyes' the whole northem horizon." 

Arthur Woolf, 1766-1837 

ON October 26, 1837, the famous Comish engineer, 
Arthur Woolf, died at The Strand, Guernsey, to 
which he had retired four years previously. A 
mechanical engineer of the first rank, whose engines 
were noted for their fine finish, he was one of the last 
of the contemporaries of Watt, who made the Boulton 
and Watt steam pumping engine the admiration of the 
world. The Hornblowers, Bull, Trevithick, Harvey 
and others all had a share in the improvement of 
the Comish pumping engine, which by about the 
time of Woolf's death had a 'duty' of more than 
100 million ft. lb. per cwt. of fuel as compared with 
the 30 millions for engines at the beginning of the 
century. Some of the engines constructed by Woolf 
himself had cylinders of 90 in. diameter with a 10ft. 
stroke, and at one time he had more mining engines 
under his charge than any other engineer in Cornwall. 

Bom at Cambome in 1766, Woolf served an 
apprenticeship as a carpenter, and then moved to 
London where he was fortunate enough to find em
ployment in the shop of the famous m echanician 
Joseph Bramah, in Pimlico, having for one of his 
fellow workmen Henry Maudslay. When nearly 
thirty years of age he left Bramah to erect some 
engines for Hornblower, in Durham, and on his 
retum to London secured the post of engineer to 
:'deux's Brewery, having charge of the machinery 
and apparatus. Here he installed plant for heating 
water by waste steam, invented a cast-iron tubular 
boiler and made his first engine in which the steam 
was expanded successively in a high-pressure and a 
low-pressure cylinder ; an important type of engine 
to which long afterwards the name of a 'compound' 
engine was given. At first he placed his cylinders 
side by side at the end of the overhead beam, but 
lat er on placed the high-pressure cylinder nearer the 
centre of the beam, an arrangem ent adopted later 
on by McNaught. 

Afte1· spending the y ears 1797-1806 at the Brewery, 
Woolf joined Humphrey Edwards in partner
ship as an engine maker in Lambeth. The partner
ship lasted only five years, when Woolf returned to 

Cornwall, where he erected at least six compound 
pumping engines. By 1824 the single-cylinder, how
ever, h ad been greatly improved, and it was shown 
that with the steam pressures then in use-20-30 Ib. 
per sq. in.-ther e was no advantage in compounding, 
and it was therefore with the development of the 
single-cylinder engine that Woolf's last work was 
done. He was engineer to the important groups of 
mines known as the Consolidated Mines and United 
Mines, and was also associated with the Rayle 
engine works of Harvey. Working in the dark, as 
they were, as to the theory of heat engines, Woolf 
and his fellows yet made a great contribution to 
steam engineering. 

John Mackintosh ( ? -1837) 

DR. JOHN MACKINTOSH, an eminent Edinburgh 
physician, the date of whose birth is not recorded, 
was born at sea on return of his mother .from America, 
whither she had accompanied his father, Captain 
Mackintosh, on service. He studied medicine at 
Edinburgh, where he qualified in 1808, and was then 
appointed medical officer in the Royal Artillery. 
After serving in the West Indies, South Africa and 
France with the army of occupation after the battle 
of Waterloo, h e settled in practice in Edinburgh, 
where he became physician to the General Brown 
Square Dispensary and later professor of obstetrics 
and practical m edicine in the School of Medicine and 
Surgery. In 1822 he published a work entitled "A 
Treatise on the Disease Termed Puerperal Fever, 
Illustrated by numerous Cases and Dissections" , the 
disease at that time being very prevalent in Edin· 
burgh and Leith. In the following year he began a 
course of lectures on midwifery and diseases of women 
and children, and proved a very successful lecturer. 
In 1825, in compliance with a request from the 
Edinburgh students, he delivered a course of lectures 
on the "Principles of Pathology and Practice of 
Physic". His chief work, which had the same title, 
was first published in 1828 and was extremely 
popular among students and general practitionel'!l 
both in England and America, so that it went through 
four editions. He devoted a good deal of his time to 
the investigation of cholera and made some im· 
portant additions to the knowledge of its morbid 
anatomy. His death, which was due to typhoid 
fever, took place on October 28, 1837. 

Subterranean Forest 
THE Gentleman's Magazine of October 1837 con. 

tains an account of the following interesting dis. 
covery : "The labourers who are excavating the 
common sewer in High St., St. Giles, Westminster, 
lately discovered just opposite the church two ehn 
trees, in a high state of preservation at a depth of 
about 15 feet under the surface of the ground, lying 
completely across the part undergoing excavation, 
and being parallel to each other, though at a distance 
of several yards. They were obliged to be sawn 
through, and the pieces which were removed to the 
surface were each about nine feet long and five in 
circumference. These trees were supposed to have 
belonged to a forest which once covered this and the 
surrounding district. On examination the exhumed 
timber was found to be as sound as if it had been 
felled only a few months. The superincumbent strata 
were composed of common rubble, clay and sand, 
the whole of which was remarkably dry to the above 
depth." 
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