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One of the pitfalls of looking through the excellent wncaster Guardian microfilm 
archives in our city library is allowing oneself to be sidetracked by interesting items. 
Seasoned researchers will have steeled themselves against such red herrings, but I 
have not yet developed the necessary discipline. 

So it was that I found, in the issue dated 18th January 1965, an article headed When 
wncaster took to the skies, it was a Mirage. Intrigued, I read on. Part of a series 
entitled Old wncaster Memories and subtitled Memory of an old-time summer, the 
story was contributed by former City water polo champion Mr J Owen Duke. 

'If you stood at the Pointer at mid-day during one week of that summer you could see 
a picture of Lancaster reflected in the sky', said Mr Duke. This was 1965, so the 
phenomenon, 'which interested Lancastrians some sixty summers ago', must have 
occurred somewhere around 1905. I have spent several hours searching the Guardian 
archives for the years between 1900 and 1910, but I have not yet found a 
contemporary reference to the mirage. During the process, however, I discovered an 
equally spectacular event. 

Seeing an article in the Lancaster Guardian and Observer for 19th July 1913 headed 
Extraordinary mist at wncaster, I thought I had found what I was looking for. In fact 
I had not but this new- or rather far older- phenomenon was possibly even more 
interesting than the 'City in the Sky'. Sharing a page with news about Mrs Pankhurst, 
the article features a report submitted by a Lancaster man to the Royal Society in 
1786. 

Mr William Cockin observes: 

'Betwixt nine and ten in the morning of January 13, 1768, being on an 
eminence that overlooked some low meadow ground, I observed in a direction 
opposite to that of the sun, which shone very bright, and in a mist which 
covered the said inclosures, an unusual meteor which, without attempting to 
name it, I shall attempt to describe as well as I can by the following figure. At 
about the distance of half a mile and incurvated towards each other, like the 
ends of a common rainbow, there appeared in the mist two places of peculiar 
brightness as described in the plate'. 

The 'plate' is a drawing, attributed to one 'Eastgate', which accompanied the account in 
both the Guardian and the New London Magazine for April 1786 (fig 1). It is difficult 
to place the viewpoint reliably. The picture looks like on eof the hills overlooking the 
town, but the text suggests an area near the river. 
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Figure 1. Illustration accompanying Extraordinary Mist at Lancaster (attributed 
'Eastgate') 

Mr Cocldn continues: 

'They seemed (as is common) to rest upon the ground, were continued as high 
as the mist, and in breadth, perhaps near half as much more as that of the iris. 
In the middle, between these two places, on the same horizontal line, was a 
beautiful coloured appearance, whose base could not most subtend an angle of 
above ten or twelve degrees, and whose interior parts were thus variegated. 
The centre was dark and irregularly terminated, as if made by the shadow of 
some object not bigger than an ordinary sheaf of corn. 

'Next this centre was a curved space of a yellowish flame colour. To this 
succeeded another curved space of nearly the same dark cast as the centre, 
seemingly tinged with a faint hue of green, and very evenly bounded on each 
side, as is shown in the plate. After these came on the terminating ring, which 
was coloured much in the manner of the common rainbow, except that the 
tints were not quite so vivid (as if owing to the effect of a yellowish tinge, 
which seemingly entered into the competition of all the colours) nor their 
boundaries so well defined. 

'The centre of the images appeared to be exactly in the line of aspect (as it is 
called) or one conceived to be drawn from the sun through the eye of the 
spectator; and it may be observed from the figure, that these curve spaces were 
not segments of perfect circles, but formed like the ends of concentric eclipses, 
whose transverse axises [sic] were perpendicular to the horizon. 

'The mist was very thick near the surface of the meadows, though rarer 
upwards, and chiefly, if not solely, on the side of the hill opposite to the sun. 
The place where I stood was just on its confines; and I found as I advanced 
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into it that the object became gradually fainter and fainter. As the sun 
dispersed the vapour, the appearance faded proportionally, and about half an 
hour after I saw it, it was scarce visible. 

I quote Mr Cocldn at length because, firstly, he describes the phenomenon objectively 
and clearly in enough detail to give us the best possible second-hand impression of the 
event. Secondly, his account gives us a glimpse into an age of gracious language 
when scientific thought was burgeoning. There is no superstition in this observation. 
Its clarity- and the patience the observer must have exercised- give us an inkling of 
the quality of though and discipline of the minds that gave us the basis of the science 
we now enjoy. 

Not content with recording the phenomenon, our correspondent suggests a reason for 
its appearance: 

'The evening before was wet; but the drops on the hedges were congealed by 
frost. Where the sun shone the bushes were ever invested with a mist, as if 
owing to the vapours exhaled from them by the sun's warmth; and on a nearer 
inspection (for there was something singular in their appearance), I was rather 
surprised to find I could clearly discern the little humid particles which 
occasioned it, and which were floating around the bushes at about half an inch 
distance from one another'. 

A singular event - but even more remarkable is the nature of the person who recorded 
it, for 20 years 'writing master at the Free School in Lancaster'. According to the 
inscription on his gravestone in Burton-in-Kendal churchyard, William Cockin was: 

'A man of Strong Power of Mind, of Singular Modesty, and general benevolence of 
Heart, a dutiful Son, a kind brother, and a sincere Friend. A self-taught Philosopher, 
and a Christian .. .' 

An account of this quality suggests that we owe our scientific knowledge today not 
only to the great names but also to many ordinary folk. 
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