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John Birmingham owned 711 acres in 
county Mayo and 359 acres in 
county Galway.



Outside this house he used a
powerful 4.5 inch refractor telescope
made by Thomas Cooke of York.
Purchased for £120 at the time and
to fit it with a lens made by Grubb of
Dublin, at a cost of £70.

His telescope was smaller than those
used by other Irish amateur
astronomers of the period
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• He was a meticulous celestial observer and had a gift for communicating science in layman’s terms.

• He Enthusiastically spoke on comets, lunar craters, and a host of planetary topics.

• He published almost 100 articles in astronomical journals (the Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society, the 
society's journal the Astronomical Register and its successor the Observatory, the German Astronomische Nachrichten, 
and the London journal Nature. In the following pages you will see some of these submissions.



From 1852 Birmingham began to publish notes on astronomy in local 
papers, principally the Tuam Herald and Galway Vindicator.

• Letter on the Aurora Borealis in the Tuam Herald, February 21st 1852. 

This report was referring to a magnificent display of the “Northern Lights”
which occurred on the 19th of February 1852. Few, if  any, Auroral displays 
on record were as remarkable as was this one for brilliancy or for 
geographical extent throughout the northern portion of our continent. 

• Letter on Donati’s Comet in the  Galway Vindicator, October 6th 1858. 

Donati's Comet, formally designated C/1858 L1 and 1858 VI, is a long-
period comet named after the Italian astronomer Giovanni Battista Donati. 
He first observed it on June 2nd 1858. After the Great Comet of 1811, it 
was the most brilliant comet that appeared in the 19th century. It was also 
the first comet to be photographed.

• Letter on the Donate Great Comet of 1861 in the Tuam Herald,  July 9th

186.1

The Great Comet of 1861, formally designated C/1861 J1 and 1861 II, is a 
long-period comet that was visible to the naked eye for approximately 3 
months.[3] It was categorized as a great comet—one of the eight greatest 
comets of the 19th century with a tail over ninety degrees in length. It was 
not visible in the northern hemisphere until June 29, but it arrived before 
word of the comet's discovery. 

Letter about the Sun in Tuam Herald, July 13th 1861.

Painting of 
Donati's Comet 
from Oxford on 
the  5th of 
October 1858 
by William Turner

Drawing of the 
Great Comet of 
1861 by the 
Austrian amateur 
astronomer; 
Edmund Weiss



But after some recent research it was found that his first 
submission to a newspaper was actually on the 18th of June 
1845 in the Limerick Chronicle when he was mentioned as the 
first person in the British Isles to have noticed the bright Colla’s
Comet. 

While two days later in the same newspaper a Limerick 
observer by the name of James Joseph Fisher contradicted 
Birmingham's original assessment. He was a quaker and 
amateur astronomer who eventually moved to New Zealand 
where he died in 1860.  



His first major contribution to astronomy 
came on 12 May 1866, when he 
discovered the variable star T Coronae in 
the constellation Corona Borealis



T Coronae Borealis (T CrB), informally 
nicknamed the Blaze Star and is one of 10 
galactic recurrent nova 

It has been seen to outburst twice, reaching 
magnitude 2.0 on May 12, 1866 and 
magnitude 3.0 on February 9, 1946

1866 - 1946  80 yrs

1946 – 2020  74 yrs



Brightening since February 2015 from magnitude 10.5 to about 9.2. A similar 
event was reported in 1938, shortly before the 1946 outburst.





John Birmingham account of the legendary Leonid meteor 
shower on its peak night of the 13/14 November 1866 from 
Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society, Vol. 27, p.49. 















Night sky for August 15th 1868









John Birmingham died aged 58 on the 7th September 1884 at 
Millbrook House of heart disease accompanied by dropsy and jaundice; 
his estate amounted to £532 3s. 11d. 

His papers and effects were lost, stolen or destroyed after his death, but 
his telescope was bought as a memento by Dr Kilkenny of Saint 
Jarlath's College, Tuam where it was preserved, until being moved to its 
permanent home at Milltown Community Museum. 





Red star catalogue from 
1877 entitled 
'Transactions' 
contained 658 stars.  
Here is an updated 
version collated by the 
British amateur 
astronomer Henry 
Epsin. You can view the 
original copy at the 
James Hardiman Library 
at NUI Galway. Birmingham crater on the Moon

The 4.5 inch Cooke 
refractor once owned 
by John Birmingham, 
seen here in Saint 
Jarlath’s College, 
Tuam during a visit in 
2002 by Galway 
Astronomy Club



A special event in May 2016 commemorating 
the 150th anniversary since the discovery in 
Milltown of T Corona Borealis 


