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Astronomers in Travel: Eighteenth Century's Science and the
British Explorations in the Pacific
Yuto Ishibashi

The purpose of this article is to examine the hitherto little-studied
scientific practices of astronomers in the voyages of discovery
toward the Pacific Ocean in the late Eighteenth century. During this
period, the British Government, especially the Admiralty, sponsored
a number of explorations to obtain information for establishing new
colonies or to take commercial advantages in the region. For that
purpose, the Admiralty constructed cooperation with the Board of
Longitude, which promoted to invent new technologies and sciences
regarding navigation. In doing so, the board sent several astrono-
mers in the voyages for making some astronomical and mathemati-
cal observations on board HMS ships and in the fields. This thesis
explores the careers of those astronomers to explain their motives
for participating in the adventurous seafaring. It was an important
opportunity for them to improve their social conditions. For instance,
the astronomer’s duties were taking charge of chronometers,
observing variations of compass, daily weather, and ocean currents,
and teaching the method for discovering the longitude to the navy
officers. In addition, they particularly worked at determining
latitudes and longitudes of the ship’s locations and many islands. The
methods for finding the longitude at sea by lunar distance
observations and chronometers were just constructed in the 1760s.
By using these two navigational aids, the astronomers, who
collaborated with navy officers, made some maps of the “unknown
world.” Their scientific activities show that—in the age of imperial
expansion—the Royal Navy emphasized astronomy, geography,

map-making, and navigation. In conclusion, this paper raises a new

166



ISHHAT S 12 & 2 AT & Rh

perspective that, in the context of making a tradition which was the
close relationship between the Royal Navy and scientific researches,
these astronomers had very important roles. The Admiralty officials
found them useful for the service of the Navy and continued to utilize
scientific activities not only in this period, but throughout nineteenth

century Britain.
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