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John Birmingham (Astronomer, Polymath) 
 

John Birmingham was an Irish astronomer who compiled two star catalogues, 

discovered the 1866 nova, made cometary, lunar and planetary studies, and wrote 

published essays on all these topics for the educated public. He also engaged in 

meteorological and geological researches, railway surveying, poetry, apologetics, 

humour and satire, animal rights and social justice. He was known locally as An Fear 

Mór (The Big Man) on account of his strong physique and athleticism, paradoxically 

allied to a sensitive and compassionate personality. Always a dutiful landlord, he 

remained at his home base and refrained from seeking scientific preferment away in 

Dublin, London or Berlin. It has been said that he did not come from Ireland, he was 

and remained of the West of Irelandi. He died in poverty in the modest house in which 

he had been born. 

 

Youth 

John Birmingham was descended from the Lord Barons of Athenry, Norman settlers in 

the west of Ireland during the 12th centuryii. The De Berminghams suffered massive 

confiscations of their estates during Penal Times. John’s grandfather, John Seán Rua (Red 

Headed) unsuccessfully claimed the title of 23rd Lord Baron from the House of Lords, in 

so doing incurring huge debts that came down to his three sons, all illegitimate. The 

youngest, Edward Birmingham (1780-1835) married Elly Bell (1796-1833), eldest 

daughter of Arthur Bell of Hollymount, Co. Mayo. Their wedding grant was a modest new 

house at Millbrook, Milltown near Tuam. Their only child, John Birmingham, was born 

2 May 1816. He became orphaned at the age of nineteen, from when the title to his house 

and nearby tenanted estates would be subject to constant legal challenge. His financial 

insecurity further increased during the collapse of the mid-19th century landlord-tenant 

society in Ireland with threats from Land League activists. In the words of one of his 

tenants, John Birmingham in old age was ‘all spent up and starved with the hunger’. 

 

John Birmingham began his education at home with private tutors in classics and 

English grammar and literature. Tradition has it that in his teens he then became a 

student at St. Jarlath’s College in Tuam. In 1832 he was apprenticed to an attorney at 

the Kings’ Inns in Dublin, but one year later, following the death of his mother, his 

father withdrew him. His father died shortly after. 

 

His first appearance on the public scene came at a huge anti-tithe meeting near Milltown 

in 1838iii. At this meeting he moved the third resolution, an angry denunciation of the 

‘monstrous injustice’ of the system of tithes in Ireland. 

The spread of the Great Famine across Ireland in 1846 found John Birmingham, now a 

magistrate, chairing meetings in Milltown that sought relief for tenants in the region. In 

1857, at the height of the Great Famine, ‘J.B.’ published a satirical poem worthy of 

Alexander Pope that savagely ridiculed the British government’s parsimonious relief 

effortsiv. After the Famine he commenced his many visits to the continent to further his 

scientific education, in so doing becoming fluent in German. 

 

Geologist 

Sir Richard John Griffith (1784-1878) was a public servant and mining engineer 

renowned for organising the Valuation Survey of Ireland. He produced an acclaimed 

large-scale geological map of Ireland in 1839v, with several revised editions until 1855. 



On his advice, John Birmingham made a geological examination of the Ice-Age 

sedimentary deposits in counties Galway and Mayo. The results of this work were 

spoken by James Beete Jukes, Director of the Geological Survey of Ireland, to the 

annual meeting of the British Association in 1857 in Dublinvi, and twice in 1860 to the 

Geological Society of Dublin in 1960. John Birmingham vigorously defended his thesis 

that the Ice-Age sedimentary deposits of the West of Ireland were related to changes in 

sea-level. 

 

Anglicania 

John Birmingham was an avid reader of the poets, in particular of John Milton, Samuel 

Butler, Alexander Pope and Nicholas Boileau. He would find occasion to quote from 

them even in some of his scientific articles. On New Year’s day 1863 he published his 

long four-part poem ‘Anglicania’, replete with footnotes and commentaryvii. It was 

prompted in response to a militant campaign by evangelical Protestant missionaries in 

the West of Ireland. The reader can be surprised to find its penetrating and deeply 

researched apologetics is interleaved with lyrical passages invoking the scenery and 

legends of the Connemara hills. Glowing reviews in the anti-establishment newspapers 

and journals across Ireland were countered by silence in Dublin and England. 

 

Astronomer 

John Birmingham’s early knowledge of astronomy emerges in his newspaper articles 

on the comet of 1845 and the appearance of Donati’s Comet in 1858. Fame arrived 

when on the night of 12 May 1866 he was the first to catch sight and report on the 

brightening of  the star T Corona Borealis, that waxed briefly from the 9th to the 2nd 

magnitude. He immediately sent a description to the London Times, but expecting their 

dismissal, he also mailed William (later Sir William) Huggins of Tulse Hill 

Observatory, London. He was aware that Huggins was then pioneering the application 

of the spectroscope to telescopic observing. Huggins found a spectrum new to 

astronomers showing that the star had exploded a shell of extremely hot hydrogen gas. 

This discovery brought John Birmingham into contact with professional astronomers 

worldwideviii, and led Birmingham to purchase a 4-½ inch refractor from Thomas 

Cooke of York. Julius Schmidt, director of the Athens Observatory, encouraged him to 

take up an intensive study of lunar craters.  

 

In the year after his discovery of brightened T Corona Borealis, Birmingham was 

publishing numerous letters and eloquent essays on a variety of astronomical topics, 

addressed to the general public through newspapers and popular journalsix. The simple 

title ‘A Crater in the Moon’ disguised a thorough and dispassionate review of a global 

controversy on active volcanism on the Moonx. 

 

In 1872, prompted by Rev. Thomas William Webb of Hardwick, Herefordxi, John 

Birmingham commenced work on a comprehensive catalogue of the red, variable stars, 

then considered to have an important part in the scheme of stellar evolution. It was a 

task already engaging several professional astronomers, including Hans Schjellerup at 

the Copenhagen Observatoryxii and Pietro Secchi, S.J. at the Vatican Observatoryxiii. 

Both generously handed over their data to John Birmingham who entered into a warm 

though not uncritical correspondence with Secchi, ending at the latter’s death that 

Birmingham deeply lamentedxiv. By 1876, following four years of intense labour and 

extensive travelling to European astronomers, he completed a compilation that listed 

658 red stars and all available spectra. The Catalogue was presented to the Royal Irish 



Academy in the same year, published in August 1877, and bound into the Transactions 

volume of 1879xv. In Dublin on 14 January 1884, in the last year of his life, John 

Birmingham was presented by the Academy with its Cunningham Gold Medal. 

The Catalogue received such widespread acclaim and usage that John Birmingham in 

his final years was impelled to update and enlarge it, adding new observations of his 

own and of others. On his deathbed in 1884 he arranged that his friend Thomas Webb 

would undertake completion of a 2nd edition of the Catalogue, and take care of his 

archive of notebooks and drawings. Webb however was to die only six months later, 

having agreed to hand the baton over to amateur astronomer Rev. Thomas Espinell 

Espin in County Durham. Espin meticulously edited and completed the 2nd edition 

which was published by the Royal Irish Academy in 1888xvi. Again it was acclaimed 

by both professional and amateur astronomers. When Espin died in 1934, a portion of 

the local populace took much of the contents out of his house and bonfired them: that 

included John Birmingham’s astronomical recordings, notes and correspondence. 

 

Death and Aftermath 

John Birmingham executed his last will and testament on 30 August 1884xvii. He died 

during the night of Sunday, 7 September 1884 at Millbrook House, the place of his 

birth. The official record stated that the cause was heart disease and debility ‘two 

months certified’xviii. An obituarist remarked, ‘By his will his body was put into a 

common deal coffin with no ornamentation, no flowers or hat bands or scarves. He was 

drawn to the grave on a common cart and buried without stone or monument to mark 

his grave.’xix. Two years later the contents of the house were put up for auction. At an 

unrecorded date, the house was unroofed and defenestrated. Local lore has it that the 

unsold books in his library of some 700 volumes were scattered and left to rot. The fate 

of his precious copy of Julius Schmidt’s 1856 2-metre-square lunar map is unknownxx. 

Fortunately, his telescope was subscribed to for £25 and is now preserved in the 

Milltown Heritage Centrexxi.  His name was placed on the map of the Moonxxii. 
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