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I first encountered George Alcock’s name in 1967, when I read of his discovery of Nova Delphini. At about the same time, I met Roy Panther, who lived
(and still lives) not far from me in Northampton. Roy had known George since
the 1940s, and it was through him that I became
acquainted with George. Roy carried out a
considerable amount of observational and
analytical work for the Meteor Section, and in
the early 1950s he began sweeping for comets,
eventually being rewarded with the discovery
of comet 1980u, on Christmas Day. In 2001,
George’s brother John presented me with a
few of George’s notebooks and awards, though
of course, all his astronomical records and
drawings, his architectural and natural history
drawings and paintings, and his other awards,
such as his MBE, were retained by his family.
At the meeting of The Astronomer in Basingstoke in October 2012 I presented a short talk
about the items that I had received. The 7-minute video clip is available at:
http://www.britastro.org/iandi/alcock.htm
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‘After sweeping upwards from the Galactic Centre through OPH, AQL to CYGNUS,
a possible 5th magnitude nova was discovered in Delphinus at 2235 UT.’

‘Excitement. Waiting for news of nova. Confirmed!!’
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An invitation to appear on The Sky at Night.

Familiar names from different generations.
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Four of the awards, from 1967 to 1991.
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Pages from the meteorological journals.
Two maps drawn every day for several years.

Wind, temperature, and cloud recorded up to a dozen times each day over many years.
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George Alcock was, above all, an observer. His interests extended to all aspects of the natural world,
and his phenological journals are comparable with those of Gilbert White of Selborne in the eighteenth
century: ‘17 July 1790. A nightingale continues to sing, but his notes are short and interrupted. A flycatcher has a nest in my vines. Young swallows settle on the grass-plots to catch insects.’ Living at
the edge of the fens, George may well have empathised with the writings of J. A. Baker, the enigmatic
author of The Peregrine and The Hill of Summer, who spent many years walking and cycling alone in
East Anglia. Baker wrote: ‘I do not believe that honest observation is enough. The emotions and behaviour of the watcher are also facts, and they must be truthfully recorded.’
Sunset kindles in the shallow water; the herons leave the shore, and rise to where the sun still
shines. It is already dusk in the green field between the sea-wall and the lane. High clouds redden
in the west. A little owl calls from an oak. A flock of migrating greenshank circles slowly in the
deep blue autumnal sky, moving steadily and rising over the estuary and the inland fields. Their
beautiful, flat, monotonous four-note calls recede and return for ten minutes, till ultimately they die
away to the south. Flocks of starlings fly west toward their roosting-place; mallard go inland to feed
in the stubble. There is an inevitable stillness here, like the calm solitude of still water. A meadow
pipit calls. The green of the grass intensifies, then fades to grey. All shapes recede, then seem to
come slowly nearer, as dusk deepens and day ends. Deep in the afterglow, the gently imploring
calls of partridges breathe upwards, like smoke-curls of autumn dusk. A hare runs into the dark
corn. The empty land reaches out beyond the dusk, into the dews of night, into the fields of stars.
J. A. Baker, The Hill of Summer (1969), p. 140
‘On the idle hill of summer, sleepy with the flow of streams’: A. E. Housman, A Shropshire Lad (1896), Poem XXXV
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