143
M49s

F

m

UC-NR

i

sB 520 042





























































who by his will dated in 1727 founded
the Chair. Michell did not hold the office
for quite two years, having to vacate it
on his marriage in 1764. There appears
to be no evidence that during his short
.tenure of theoffice heever gave geological
lectures’. But the intimate acquaintance
with geological phenomena shown in his
essay on Earthquakes, communicated to
the Royal Society in the spring of 1760,
provesthat he was well qualified to lecture
on a subject which he had pursued with
zeal in the field. It is difficult to believe
that he did not impart to his under-
graduate friends some of the knowledge
which he had gained in many traverses
across the southern counties, if indeed he
did not take them with him in some of
his rambles. '

A brief description of Michell’s per-
sonal appearance in his College days,
penned by a contemporary diarist and
preserved among the manuscripts of the

1 Life of Adam Sedgwick, vol. 1, p. 192.
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be made on a later page. As he was fond
of constructing his own apparatus, his
rooms at Queens’ with all his implements
and machinery would sometimes wear the
look of a workshop, and were no doubt
the theme of much amused wonderment
among both Fellows and undergraduates.

But these mechanical operations and
experiments indoors were only a part of
the scientific occupations with which he
employed his leisure. As above stated,
there can be no doubt that he was in the
habit of making what would now be
called geological excursions, in which he
interested himself in noting the distri-
bution-and sequence of the rock-forma-
tionsin the southern counties of England.
It was only by such practical field-work
that he could gain the remarkably accu-
rate conception of the structure of the
stratified portion of the earth’s crust em-
bodied in his Earthquake paper of 1760.
This epoch-making essay was read to the
Royal Society in sections at five successive
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Society, Dr Thomas Birch, and of Mi-
" chell’s contemporary at Queens’ College,
the active and broad-minded Sir George
Savile, Bart., who, after serving in his
youth against the Jacobite rebels in 17435,
spent a busy and useful life in Parliament
as member for Yorkshire. Next comes
the name of Dr Gowin Knight, Copley
Medallist, and first Principal Librarian
of the British Museum, whose researches
in magnetism would especially draw him
towards Michell. The other signatures
include those of Dr Matthew Maty,
afterwards Secretary of the Royal Society
and Principal Librarian of the British
Museum ; Daniel Wray, the antiquary;
and John Hadley, another of the Fellows
of Queens’ College, who a few years
before had been appointed Professor of
Chemistry at Cambridge, and with whom
Michell would doubtless have much dis-
cussion of scientific matters. Michell
was duly elected a Fellow of the Royal

Society on 12th June 1760. It is worthy
I






Rector of Havant, Hants. The prospect
of a happy married life at this home was
rudely dissipated in the autumn of that
same year, when his young wife died at
Newark!. Two years later, on 3rd Oc-
tober 1767, he was instituted Rector of
Thornhill, near Dewsbury in Yorkshire,
and remained in this office as long as he
lived. He subsequently married again®.
He appears to have had only one child,
a daughter, probably by his first wife.
This daughter married and is said to have
died at an advanced age somewhere about
the year 1840.

In the summer of 1871 there appeared
in the journal called the Eng/ish Mechanic®
a communication which gave some pre-
viously unpublished information about
John Michell. As the writer of the letter
stated that he was the great-grandson of

1 Cambridge Chronicle, 12th October 1765.

* In the church at Thornhill, the bural register
records that Ann Michell, relict of the late Rev.

J. Michell, Rector, died 6th November 1818.
3 Vol. xii1, p. 310 (16th June 1871).
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his day, and his soirées—where not only the
first musical talent, but also the first scientific
men of the day, such as Cavendish, Black
and Priestley used to meet occasionally—were
well known in the West Riding of Yorkshire,
and to which Wm Herschel used to come to
perform on the violin. At the period of
these visits Michell was and had long been
engaged in making what was at that time a
large telescope—a ten-foot reflector. The
perfect combination for a perfect reflector,
and the grinding the same, had long occupied
Michell’s attention, in which he at last suc-
ceeded, and I believe I am correct in saying
that Herschel there became a willing and able
pupil, and obtained the germs of his great
astronomical renown. At the death of John
Michell, all his scientific apparatus were sent
to Queens’ College, Cambridge, save and ex-
cept his large reﬂcctmg telescope, which by
purchase or gift came into the possession of

Wm Herschel. I have been told by the only

the College that Mr Etheridge was paid f21 for
the design and model of the bridge. The construc-
tion was not completed until September of the fol-
lowing year when the cook was paid 17s. 9d. for a
supper to the workmen on finishing their work.
Michell could not fail to be interested in the opera-
tions, and may quite possibly have been able to give
useful help to the designer, as well as to James Essex,
the builder of the bridge.
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learn from him what may be useful to
myself, than he to learn anything from
me'.” A brief correspondence followed
between the two astronomers, but they
probably met occasionally at the Royal
Society’s rooms, the table of the Royal
Society Club, or other meeting places in
London.

The search for further personal records
of the Rector of Thornhill has not been
successful. His life in the Yorkshirc
parish was doubtless quiet and uneventful,
full of pastoral duty, well discharged, but
with leisure for the prosecution of scien-
tific work. This work was undertaken
for its own sake, and much of it was pro-
bably never published, though it was

Y Scientific Papers of Sir IWilliam Herschel, vol. 1,
pp. xxxi, xxxii. The two astronomers never met -
nor exchanged letters before 12th April 1781, on
which date Michell addressed a letter to Herschel
dealing with mirrors, and the relative merits of dif-
ferent types for large and small apertures. (. cit.
p. xxxii. It is interesting to know, from the testi-
mony of Herschel himself, that after Michell’s death,
he purchased his large telescope. See postea, p. gb6.
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water contained in the fissures and
cavities of the part falling in would come
in contact with the fire and be almost
instantly raised into vapour. From the
first effort of this vapour, a cavity would
be formed (between the melted matter
and superincumbent earth) filled with
vapour only, before any motion would
be perceived at the surface of the earth:
this must necessarily happen, on account
of the compressibility of all kinds of earth
and stones, etc.; but as the compression
of the materials immediately over the
cavity would be more than sufficient to
make them bear the weight of the super-
incumbent matter, this compression must
be propagated on account of the elasticity
of the earth in the same manner as a pulse
is propagated through the air. And
again, the materials immediately over
the cavity, restoring themselves beyond
their natural bounds, a dilatation will
succeed to the compression; and these
two following each other alternately, for
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many of his “conjectures” and “guesses”
have been confirmed in later stages of the
progress of science is a striking proof of
his rare genius. He accepted the current
doctrineof theday regarding the existence
and nature of ¢ subterraneous fires.”
That doctrine has long been exploded.
The general high temperature of the
deeper parts of the earth’s crust has been
proved by abundant evidence, though the
problem of the cause of this internal heat
cannot yet be regarded as solved.

It seems not improbable that some of
the earthquakes in volcanic regions may
be produced, as Michell suggested, by
the sudden descent of quantities of sur-
face water upon the molten magma below.
Extinct craters are apt to become lakes or
tarns by gathering into their basins the
results of the atmospheric precipitation
of moisture. The sudden collapse of the
floor of one of these craters, filled in this
way, and the descent of a large body of

water upon molten lava below would
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so passing through them, as to cut off all
the part that had been raised ; let the
middle now be again raised a little, and
this will be a good general representation
of most, if not of all mountainous coun-
tries together with the parts adjacent,
throughout the whole world  (Art. 43).

This simple but ingeniously contrived
model indicates how clearly its author
had grasped some of the main facts which
modern geology has brought to light.
Thus he recognised that the sequence of
stratified formations has occasionally been
interrupted by upheavals whereby, along
certain lines of elevation, these formations
have been exposed to the action of the
various denuding forces of nature by
which, if the denudation continued long
enough, the upraised tract would be re-
duced approximately to a plane,on which
anysubsequent deposits would, in modern
phrase, lie unconformably.

From this arrangement of the stratified
part of the earth’s crust, as he points out,
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shire, and how much further I don’t for
certain know ; and in many places, if not
everywhere, the coal is found under our
yellow limestone, through which they
sink in many places in order to come at it.

Since I began to write this letter 1
received from M Beatson of Rotheram,
a parcel of the substance he was mention-
ing to you. He sent, by the person who
brought it to me, an apology for not
having sent it before, and saying at the
same time that it was not yet so good
a specimen as he had wished to have sent.
As it was directed to me, though it ought
perhaps rather to be consider’d as your
property, I have taken the liberty of °
reserving the half of it for myself, which,
however, if you want any more than
I have sent you, either to make experi-
ments upon, or for any other purpose,
I will send you whenever you please. It
seems to be in general a good deal harder
than the black lead used for pencils,
though some of the thin flakes seem to
mark pretty well ; probably the difference
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yellow limestone, and I believe the Chalk
is not free from them. A little to the
west of Dunstable considerable springs
of water break out on the N.W. side
of the Chalk hills, about the level of Dun-
stable.

I believe you must be right in sup-
posing your yellow limestone to be quite
distinct from the other. From what I
can learn, I believe the N.W. edge of
the other, after running from Gunnerby
Hill on the E. side of the Trent, crosses
the Humber and runsunder the Yorkshire
Chalk, and appears again about Castle
Howard, and so runs to Scarborough, the
Chalk in that place lapping over and ex-
tending further west than the limestonel.”

This letter furnishes an example of the
detailed manner in which Cavendish con-
ducted his* Journeys.” Itcontainsseveral

! The last page and a half of this draft-letter
consists of an account of a journey made by Dr
Blagden from Dieppe to Pans, with details of his

observations on the geological features of the region
through which he passed.
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continued to prosecute it with a breadth,
originality and success which show him
to have been the most accomplished Eng-
lish geologist of his time. He was in no
hurry to publish his observations though
ever willing to communicate them to his
friends, and they have come to light al-
most by accident since his death. He
well deserves to be ranked as one of the
founders of Geology in England.

But his scientific activities, extending
beyond the geological sphere, ranged
far and wide through the physical
sciences, and his leisure hours at Thorn-
hill were largely devoted to personal
research and experiment in that wide
domain. Prcbably a. good deal of his
original work was never published, but
his papers, which found an appropriate
place in the Philosophical Transactions,
have given hima title to high rank among
the natural philosophersof the eighteenth
century. To the consideration of this side
of his achievement I shall now turn.
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