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BY DAVID J. EICHER

A Dark War
and a Bright Sky

FROM GREAT LEADERS TO GREAT COMETS,
ASTRONOMY PLAYED A CRUCIAL ROLE IN THE
AMERICAN CIVIL WAR.

n the summer of 1863, the U.S. was in the middle of

its greatest-ever crisis. A bloody civil war between the

Southern Confederacy and the federal government

had created hundreds of thousands of casualties, and

to many, no end appeared to be in sight. By July of that
year, however, things finally seemed to be brightening slightly
for the hopes of a united country. Decisive victories for the
Union at Gettysburg and Vicksburg gave the first glimmers
of foresight that the war would eventually cease and that
healing would begin.

Seven weeks after the Battle of Gettysburg, the nation’s
leader, Abraham Lincoln, accompanied by his young private
secretary John Hay, made an unannounced journey to the
U.S. Naval Observatory to indulge the president’s interest in
astronomy and to seek a brief reprieve from the war. In those
days, the observatory was located at 23rd and E streets, about
three blocks north of what is now the Lincoln Memorial site.
(This area, called Foggy Bottom due to the frequent haze
and fog that rolled off the Potomac, wasn't the best site for a
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FREDERIC

CHURCH'S
painting of

an aurora is
reminiscent of
the descriptions
of an auroral
show noted after
the Battle of
Fredericksburg

in Virginia in 1862.

As the cries of
wounded men
filled the icy
air, an aurora
filled the sky,
visible to many
thousands of
soldiers on
both sides.

telescope, and eventually the observa-
tory would move.)

On that night of Aug. 22, 1863, the
observatory was manned by a young
astronomer, Asaph Hall. Fourteen
years later, Hall would discover the two
moons of Mars, but on that evening, he
was an unknown 33-year-old researcher.
The group climbed up a wooden ladder
to the dome where the observatory’s
9.6-inch refractor was located. There
they observed the Moon and the star
Arcturus.

In the 1980s, I was privileged to
visit the historic site of the Old Naval
Observatory, courtesy of Jan Herman,
the observatory’s former historian.
Climbing up the same wooden steps
Lincoln had used to enter the dome gave
me an ethereal feeling of the past, the
present, and the universe, all meeting
at one point.

NOT ALL participants of the Civil War
sought to contemplate the meaning of
the cosmos as Abraham Lincoln did, but
some viewed certain events as a beacon
of hope — or demise.
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