
IN SEARCH OF LANCASTER'S LOST OBSERVATORY 
Peter Wade 

INTRODUCTION 

On a heavily wooded hilltop on the south-western side of Lancaster's Williamson 
Park are the enigmatic foundations of a lost building (Fig 1). This is the site of the 
Greg Observatory, a Victorian astronomical observatory, with, nearby, Lancaster's 
weather station. Once a popular park attraction alongside the bandstand and Temple 
of the Winds, the observatory also provided a memorial to a lesser known part of 
Lancaster's industrial past and its connection with one of the North West's cotton 
empires - Samuel Greg and Company - the centre of which was Quarry Bank Mill at 
Styal in Cheshire (Rose 1978). 
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Figure 1: The layout of the Greg Observatory, Williamson Park, Lancaster (by Peter 
Wade) 

The author's own interest in the site began some 30 years ago, following the 
researches of Dr Keith Robinson, a fellow member of Lancaster and Morecambe 
Astronomical Society. Dr Robinson had traced the story up to 1939, which is recorded 
in an unpublished document in the possession of the author (Robinson nd). This 
article attempts to complete the tale, and, later, explore something of the observatory's 
prehistory. 

THEGREGS 

As Lancaster's participation in the slave trade declined towards the end of the 
eighteenth century, those who had profited sought fresh investment opportunities. 
Some saw cotton spinning as a logical next step, setting up water-powered mills in the 
villages around Lancaster and, later, steam-powered mills in the town itself. One such 
was Isaac Hodgson, who established Low Mill at Caton in 1784 (Price 1983). The 
Hodgson family was linked by marriage to the Gregs, a debt between the two being 
settled by the transfer of Low Mill to Greg ownership in 1817 (Rose 1978, 10). 
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In common with the practice at other Greg mills, one of Samuel's sons, in this case 
John, was put in place as manager. He set up home at Escowbeck Cottage, developing 
it into a substantial, secluded country house. Rows of cottages were built in Caton 
itself for Greg's workers and the business thrived, expanding into Lancaster with the 
development, as mills, of buildings on either side of Moor Lane. Meanwhile, Low 
Mill was modernised with the introduction of steam-powered machinery (Price 1983). 

PRIVATE AND PUBLIC 

In common with other members of the Greg family, John had an interest in 
astronomy, buying a seven and a half inch refracting telescope made by Thomas 
Cooke & Sons of York (Fig 2). This was installed in a purpose-built observatory sited 
in the grounds ofEscowbeck House (Rose 1978). 

Figure 2: John Greg's Cooke refractor on its equatorial mounting in the Greg 
Observatory, Lancaster (by Peter Wade based on a picture postcard) 

John Greg's interest in astronomy was not shared to the same extent by his son Albert, 
who, following his father's death in 1882, was faced with the problem of how best to 
dispose of a large and expensive piece of astronomical equipment. One solution was 
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to give the instrument away for the benefit of the general public, and so the telescope 
was offered to The Lancaster Corporation. They can hardly be said to have leapt at the 
chance, for ten years were to pass before the grand opening of the Greg Observatory 
on 27 July 1892. The procession from the Grammar School included civic dignitaries, 
Albert Greg, John Cook (the town surveyor who had designed the observatory 
building), the Reverend John Bone (a keen local amateur astronomer) and the guest of 
honour for the day, Dr Ralph Copeland, the Astronomer Royal for Scotland, but a 
Lancashire man born in Woodplumpton (Gavine 2004). 

Casual visitors to the observatory (Fig 3) would have paid a penny admission to the 
curator, originally George Ingall (Lancaster Reference Library nd). In return, they 
might have been shown Venus in the daytime sky through the main telescope housed 
under its dome, or else used smaller terrestrial telescopes to view the surrounding 
landscape. Evening lectures at the telescope were delivered by the Rev Bone and, for 
suitably qualified individuals, there was the possibility of borrowing keys overnight to 
both the observatory and the park gates. The observatory also housed a smaller transit 
telescope and an astronomical clock, both from Escowbeck. 

Figure 3: The Greg Observatory from the south (by Peter Wade) 

In 1905, George Ingall was succeeded as curator by James Dowbiggin, who was to 
serve right through to his retirement in 1939. Dowbiggin had already been taking 
weather readings from the instruments of the weather station and, indeed, was best 
known for this activity because part of this duty involved posting the day's weather 
readings on a noticeboard in town. As a result, Dowbiggin acquired the nickname 
'weather' and would have been a well-known local character (Lancaster Reference 
Library nd). 

The weather station was termed 'third order', with some of its instruments outdoors in 
a railed enclosure, still to be made out by the path to the remains of the observatory. 
An anemometer stood on a nearby elevation. The weather station underwent an 
annual inspection by a representative of the Meteorological Office, who had to check 
in particular that the records were being properly kept and that any vegetation which 
might overshadow any of the instruments was being cut back. In 1939, the station 
failed its inspection (Lancaster Reference Library 1895-1939). 

While the weather-recording activities are well documented, little detail is known 
about astronomical work at the observatory at this time. The one exception is the total 
eclipse of the sun on 29 June 1927. Lancaster lay on the north-western edge of the 
track of totality which crossed northern Wales and then northern England and whose 
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central line ran from Southport to Hartlepool. While checking the visibility of the 
eclipse the year before, James Dowbiggin discovered that at the critical time the 
observatory would lie in the shadow of the Ashton Memorial and the eclipsed Sun 
would be invisible (effectively the eclipse would itself be eclipsed). Instead, on 
eclipse day, some of the portable terrestrial telescopes had to be carried to the eastern 
part of the park, where the eight seconds of rather hazy totality were viewed by some 
80 people (Lancaster Reference Library nd). 

THE GRAMMAR SCHOOL 

The years 1939 and 1940 were critical for the Greg Observatory. Apart from the 
weather station failing its inspection in 1939, and the death of its Honorary Director, 
Lancaster's Coroner, Neville Holden, in 1940, the most important event was the 
retirement of James Dowbiggin in 1939, by then 80 years old and in poor health 
(Lancaster Reference Library nd). 

Despite advertising for a replacement curator, The Lancaster Corporation was perhaps 
unsurprisingly unable to find anyone prepared to take on the role for the ten shillings 
a week, plus the penny admissions that Dowbiggin was used to. Instead, an agreement 
was reached with Lancaster Royal Grammar School whereby the school would run 
the observatory while the Corporation would maintain the building. With teaching 
staff leaving to join the armed forces following the outbreak of war, the school 
astronomical society was left in the hands of senior boys rather than the teaching staff, 
as was the original plan. However, this period is the best documented in the 
observatory's history (Burrows nd). 

Minute books (Lancaster Royal Grammar School nd) record the observatory's day-to
day running, but highlight the boys' concentration on superficial matters such as 
keeping the building tidy. More serious matters beyond their control, such as the 
advance of damp and rotting woodwork, mechanical problems with the dome and its 
supporting rail, as well as episodes involving intruders and petty vandalism, remained 
largely unaddressed. Still more illuminating are various surviving observing books 
(some in the archive of Lancaster Royal Grammar School, others in private 
collections) which record observations made with the main telescope. While not 
showing its full potential, the books do demonstrate the enthusiasm and commitment 
of the boys. In particular, the opportunity to watch special events, such as lunar 
eclipses late at night or in the early hours, was clearly a particular attraction. 

Although the telescope was well used, the mechanism of its mounting was becoming 
increasingly troublesome and restricted in its coverage of the sky. The boys delayed 
reporting these difficulties, probably fearing that they might be blamed for any 
damage, but eventually passed on their concerns. A visit in 1944 from a representative 
of Howard Grubb Parsons, which had taken on Thomas Cooke & Sons' business, 
talked about things being in a 'terrible state of repair' and quoted £200 as the cost of 
repairing the main telescope (Lancaster Royal Grammar School nd). The whole future 
of the observatory now hinged upon its contribution to the war effort and the state of 
the weather station. Had this still been contributing data to the Meteorological Office 
(part of the Air Ministry) then the money might have been found and the observatory 
saved. However, given the failure of its 1939 inspection, this was no longer the case 
and in September 1944 the observatory was closed. It was then abandoned. The trees 
seen today began to grow at this time and the building fell into decay. Eventually, 
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probably around 1960, the equipment was dismantled (subsequently to be sold for 
scrap) and the remains of the observatory demolished, to leave the site as it is now 
(Wade 1992). 

LATER DEVELOPMENTS 

The story of the observatory does not quite stop there. In 1992, the centenary of its 
opening was marked by an article, Lancaster's Lost Observatory, in the Journal of the 
British Astronomical Association (Wade 1992). Following this, a Dr Willmott wrote, 
recalling how he had been evacuated to Lancaster from Regent Street Polytechnic in 
1940 and had tried using the telescope early in 1941, by which time he noted it was 
already 'in a terrible condition'. In 2000, a booklet was published (Wade 2000), also 
called Lancaster's Lost Observatory, to complement a guided walk. This later formed 
part of a chapter in Robert Williams and Jack Aylward-Williams's book, Thesaurus 
Scienta Lancastriae (Wade 2006). 

Various individuals have made contact over the years, including relatives of James 
Dowbiggin. Also among these was one of the boys who had used the observatory in 
the 1940s (JR Burrows, as he appears in the notebooks of the 1940s), who forwarded 
further notes and documents about the school astronomical society. The worldwide 
web has cast the Greg Observatory net wider still. A letter from Ashburn, Virginia, 
asked for a plan of the observatory, thought ideal for the housing of an antique 
telescope. So, while Lancaster has lost the Greg Observatory, another has, in a sense, 
been found half a world away. 
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