
©JSR  Sic transit 

 1/2

Sic transit  

 
Awoke at 4.45 am, just before the alarm went off.  Light filled the bedroom, not from  
sunbeams but early post-dawn brightness.  I was still half-an-hour too late for the sunrise.  
The forecasters’ satellite images, isobaric charts and meteograms had all predicted 100% 
cloud cover, with rain spreading in the morning.  They were right.  Grey stratus covered the 
sky from horizon to horizon, with artistic streaks and a dappled texture that might appeal to 
the water colourist but was bad news for the astronomer.  Not a breath of wind offered the 
prospect of change. 
 
I started the journey to the observatory just before 5.30 am.  Driving along the narrow road 
between green fields that leads out of our village I slowed past a lady walking three spaniels.  
She drew them into the side of the road in a line to let me pass.  In times past I might have 
taken the dogs as an omen for the Sun, Venus and Earth lined up for the astronomer’s passing 
view.  In truth, they were simply three dogs on a very early walk with their owner.  I paused 
down the road to look out to sea through the raindrop covered driver’s window.  A couple 
fishing boats sat like painted blobs on the lightly rippled water.  An orange tinge to the 
horizon clouds towards the NE confirmed that the sun was certainly there, but well hidden.  It 
wasn’t promising transit weather. 
 
There seemed no hurry but the roads were clear and sooner than usual I parked near the 
security office, took my camera, umbrella and keys to climb the stone steps of our historic 
observatory tower.  The umbrella was a symbol of resignation, really, that weather would 
triumph over astronomy.  It always has at a local level, which of course was one of the factors 
that made the Hubble Space Telescope such a powerful tool and symbol of progress. 
 



©JSR  Sic transit 

 2/2

Gary joined me as the King’s College clock struck 6 am. The clouds might break and we’d 
better be prepared.  We got out the solar filter, secured the camera to the prime focus of the 
telescope and set up the second telescope to observe the sun by projection.  The sun was 
nowhere to be seen.  I hadn’t made a plot of the changing azimuth of the sun with time, 
arguing that if the clouds were so thick you couldn’t see where the sun was, it didn’t matter.  
We talked of astronomy and physics and research and more besides.  Gary abandoned the 
cause for work at 8.30 and I watched the crystal clear images from the sunny South of 
England broadcast briefly by the BBC.  Just after 9 O’clock the first rain shower began and it 
was clear that we’d not see the transit in Aberdeen, nor I suspect anywhere in Scotland.  
Prospective visitors didn’t need a phone call to tell them nothing was visible.  I remembered 
the textbook clear sunny weather for the transit of Mercury last May.  Astronomy 1; weather 
1.   You can see what it was like from the accompanying picture taken through the 
observatory dome looking out to sea in the direction of the Sun.  Time to close up and say 
‘hello’ to the in-tray in my office.  At least the transit did happen, exactly on time and thanks 
to web-casts and TV, millions saw that it was so.  Maybe I’ll fly East in 8 years’ time and 
give it a final chance. 
 
John S. Reid 
 


