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To present to the public the life and work of a man
    who powerfully influenced the progress of astronomy a
    century ago, and stamped on his own age as well as
    ours a loftier view of Creation and its Author than was
    ever before entertained, may be best done by allowing
    him and his contemporaries to tell their own story,
    and to relate their own impressions. We all prefer to
    hear them speaking, to see them playing their parts in
    life, and to watch the drama of surprise, wonder, and
    criticism unfolding itself in their written or printed
    pages. If I have succeeded in my endeavour to tell
    the story on these lines, I shall have attained the end
    which I had in view when I undertook this work.

William Herschel was not a mathematician of the
    order of Newton, Laplace, or even of his own son. He
    made no pretence to that high honour. His fields of
    research were much simpler, though not less laborious,
    and the harvests he reaped were enjoyed by mankind
    without a strain on the understanding which very few
    in any age are capable of. A popular exposition of
    his career and his discoveries in the light of more recent triumphs may be as easy to follow now, and as
    welcome as it was in his own day.

What Sir William and Lady Huggins recently said
    of their own labours with the spectroscope, Herschel
    could have said a century before of the difficulties
    his sister and he encountered and overcame with the
    telescope: “It is scarcely possible at the present day,
    when all these points are as familiar as household
    words, for any astronomer to realise the large amount
    of time and labour which had to be devoted to the
    construction of the first star spectroscope.”[1]
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THE FAMILY

Cicero in his exquisite little book, written two
    thousand years ago in the infancy of astronomy, and
    called Scipio’s Dream, delighted the Roman world of
    his day with stories of the stars, which were a mixture
    of romance and truth. He formed some idea of their
    movements from a rough approach that had been made
    even then to a globe of the heavens, and he filled his
    readers with awe at the music which was believed
    to accompany their passage through space. The music
    of the spheres has passed into our language and our
    thoughts at the present day. But it would have been
    the greatest wonder of all could Cicero have foreseen
    that, more than nineteen centuries after his day, the
    true music of the spheres and the truest means of
    hearing it sung would be discovered by the genius,
    the almost unaided genius, of “a philosopher without
    the rules,” a musician in the town of Bath, then a
    haunt of savages or wild beasts. He was organist
    in the Octagon Chapel of that city, the director of concerts and balls in a “rendezvous of the diseased,”
    where “ministers of state, judges, generals, bishops,
    projectors, philosophers, wits, poets, players, fiddlers,
    and buffoons” met and trifled, amid “dressing, and
    fiddling, and dancing, and gadding, and courting, and
    plotting.” But so it was; and never were men and
    pursuits so unlike brought face to face, or placed side
    by side in the business of life.

When “the music and entertainments of Bath were
    over for the season,” and “when not a soul was seen
    in the place but a few broken-winded parsons, waddling
    like so many crows along the North Parade, great
    overgrown dignitaries and rectors, with rubicund
    noses and gouty ankles, or broad bloated faces, dragging
    along great swag bellies, the emblems of sloth and
    indigestion,” this pleasant-faced director of concerts
    and oratorios, this man of smiling look and noble
    bearing, wearied out with the music of the season,
    sought rest and refreshment in a constant and devoted
    study of the higher music of the heavens. He had
    none to help him but a younger sister, who was unwillingly
    dragged from the concert-room and the
    theatre to less congenial pursuits, and for some time a
    younger brother, who was believed to play the violoncello
    divinely, and who certainly could apply himself
    with credit to mechanical pursuits. With untiring
    energy he worked out this ancient music of the spheres,
    till the world was astonished at his success, learning
    confessed her debts to his genius, and a new era
    dawned in the history of science. He sprang into fame
    almost at one bound, passed from theatre and music-room
    to the Hall of the Royal Society, and was saluted by
    organs of public opinion as an “extraordinary man.”



Of the early life of this musician not much is known
    beyond the brief record by his sister and fellow-worker,
    Caroline Lucretia Herschel, written when
    she was past eighty years of age, and twenty years
    after his death. It was, as she styled it, “a little
    history of her own life, 1772-1778,” not intended for
    the eyes of an admiring world, but prepared for her
    distinguished nephew, Sir John, the only son of her
    brother, Sir William Herschel. It is also a most interesting
    story of difficulties overcome in the pursuit of
    knowledge,—difficulties that were then almost insuperable,—of
    the devoted love with which she helped to
    smooth his path to fame, and of the moral beauty
    which ennobled her brother’s life. An affection so
    touching between brother and sister is far from an
    uncommon thing in the records of mankind, but it
    never produced richer fruit or shone with brighter
    lustre than in the lives of William Herschel and his
    sister Caroline.

Frederick William Herschel,—although he dropped
    the name Frederick in England after 1758, till it
    reappeared in his son’s name in 1792,—the fourth of a
    family of ten children, was born on November 15,
    1738. His sister, Caroline Lucretia, the eighth of the
    family, was born on March 16, 1750. She was thus
    nearly twelve years his junior, an interval sufficient to
    surround the elder of the two with the haze of romance
    in the eyes of the younger. Between them there was
    a strong attachment, from the time the little sister
    could show or express her feelings. From infancy to
    old age he was “the best and dearest of brothers”;
    his son was her pet, her dearest nephew; and both
    were worthy of her affection. The dependence of a weaker nature on a stronger was not the bond that
    united brother and sister in a lifelong devotion to
    science and to each other. There was something more
    noble. They were the two members of the family in
    whom genius and perseverance united to overcome
    difficulties. None of the others possessed equal genius;
    none of them were gifted with the same perseverance.
    What these two undertook they did with intense
    affection for each other, and with a determination not
    to be baffled, where others could not be blamed had
    they submitted to defeat. The other members of the
    family that enter into the story of the lives of these
    two were, the elder brother, Jacob, and the younger,
    Alexander; the one nearly four years older than
    William, and the other seven years younger. Flighty,
    vain, selfish, and uncertain, Jacob was a specimen of
    what the eldest brother in a family should not be, but
    is frequently allowed to become by indulgent and
    foolish parents. Of such inferior capacity to William
    that the latter mastered their French lessons in half
    the time taken by Jacob, he had the power of
    creating unhappiness by starting difficulties at everything
    that was done for him; by selfishly insisting on
    travelling comfortably by post, while his father, with
    an impaired constitution, and his brother William,
    a fast-growing and delicate lad, were content, for
    economy’s sake, to trudge the weary miles homeward
    on foot; by whipping his little sister, sixteen years
    younger than himself, because, in her awkwardness,
    she did not come up to his lordly ideas of what a
    table-maid should be to a man of his standing; by his
    bad humour when his beefsteak was hard, or because
    Caroline could not use brick-dust in cleaning the little cutlery they possessed. There was no love lost between
    a brother of twenty, who could thus bully a
    sister of four or five, and make himself disagreeable
    all round. It would have been odd had he not sown
    in the girl’s mind a plentiful crop of dislike or hatred.
    Alexander, so much nearer herself in age, was less
    disliked, but does not seem to have been, at first, much
    more loved. At one time it seemed as if he thought
    himself entitled to imitate the lordly ways of Jacob,
    and his contempt of the little sister, shy, small for her
    age, and uneducated even in the family inheritance,
    music. William, on the other hand, was a family
    idol to the girl and her parents. When she failed to
    find him and her father on the parade-ground after a
    year’s absence from home, and returned to the house
    to see them all seated at table, “my dear brother
    William threw down his knife and fork, and ran to
    welcome, and crouched down to me, which made me
    forget all my grievances.” The young soldier, the
    hero of her romance, was then eighteen years of age;
    the girl was six. Could a more charming picture of
    brotherly love have been drawn, or a firmer foundation
    laid for the sisterly affection that continued unimpaired
    through half a century of toilsome and absorbing
    work? With much difficulty the girl was allowed
    to receive some sewing lessons at a school where
    girls of higher rank were taught. It was the means
    of introducing her to a young lady who, as Mrs.
    Beckedorff, became a lifelong friend and companion
    at Windsor, and, sixty years later, at Hanover.
    Caroline was, as she says herself, the Cinderella of
    the family. “I could never find time,” she wrote in
    1838, “for improving myself in many things I knew, and which, after all, proved of no use to me afterwards,
    except what little I knew of music, being just able to
    play the second violin of an overture or easy quartette,
    which my father took a pleasure in teaching
    me. N.B.—When my mother was not at home.
    Amen.”[2]

The family, though poorly provided with worldly
    goods, was richly endowed with mental gifts, which
    had only to be well laid out to lead to wealth and
    fortune. The father, Isaac Herschel, came of a sturdy
    Protestant stock, which, about a century before his
    birth on January 14, 1707, escaped persecution in
    Moravia by emigrating to Saxony. Isaac’s father was
    there employed in the Royal gardens at Dresden, and
    earned a name for himself as a skilful landscape
    gardener. A passionate love of music, however, compelled
    the son to forsake his father’s business of
    gardening, and betake him to his favourite study
    under a hautboy player in the Royal band. After
    pursuing the study at Berlin and Potsdam, he journeyed
    in 1731 to Hanover, where he became a hautboy player
    in the band of the Elector’s Guards, and where he
    married in the year following. George II. was then
    Elector of Hanover. To that connection with Britain
    was sometimes due our entanglement in the politics
    and wars of the Continent, and the bringing across
    of Hanoverian soldiers, perhaps of Hessians also, to
    defend this country when threatened with invasion
    by France. War brought its troubles to the Herschel
    family. From these troubles arose singular compensations
    for the advancement of science, the honour
    of the family, and the welfare of mankind. On the night after the battle of Dettingen (June 16, 1743)
    the bandmaster of the Guards, as the father had then
    become, lay in a wet furrow, which sowed in him the
    seeds of an illness that never left him during the rest
    of his life. It spread a cloud of gloom over the family
    circle for nearly twenty years.

Isaac Herschel was a man of intelligence, qualified
    to talk on higher matters than flute-playing or band
    music. But he was not head of his own house. Like
    many foolish fathers, he allowed the eldest son to
    usurp his place, nor did he shield the younger children
    from the eldest’s bullying. Apparently the mother,
    a woman of small intelligence, had also a favourite in
    her eldest daughter, Sophia, who lived away from
    home, and whom Caroline did not see till she came
    back to be married to Griesbach, a musician of commonplace
    ability in the Guards’ band. Sophia was
    then about twenty-one, Caroline four or five. Caroline
    liked neither her sister nor her sister’s husband. But
    the married daughter did not remain long away from
    the family she left. War broke out, one of the interminable
    wars of Frederick the Great, which drove her
    back to her father’s house. There the impatience of
    her temper and her dislike of children drove Caroline
    from little warmth or affection within the house to
    cold and neglect outside. What neither father nor
    mother would have allowed in a well-regulated family,
    the child was forced to endure, with sullen and natural
    resentment. An elder brother and an elder sister considered
    the position of household drudge good enough
    for Caroline, without schooling, and even without
    sewing. While the father and sons showed unusual
    knowledge, and even developed somewhat of genius for music, this neglected girl was neither taught nor
    allowed to sing a note. Her anchor of safety lay in
    the simple devotion with which, even then, she worshipped
    “her best and dearest of brothers, William.”
    She herself called it the affection of “a well-trained
    puppy-dog” for its master. In after life she showed
    more regard for her sister’s son, George Griesbach,
    one of the musicians of George III.’s court, than she
    ever entertained for his father or mother. But her
    affection for him was lukewarm compared with the
    intensity of its glow towards another nephew, the son
    of her brother William, the distinguished mathematician
    and philosopher, Sir John F. Herschel. Of the
    latter she can never speak enough, nor in terms of
    praise sufficiently high: and deservedly.

Such was the household William Herschel was
    brought up in. It was, or might have been, a home
    of genius. The father had much in him of music
    and of knowledge generally to fit him for the training
    and encouragement of his sons. But they were not
    all equally worthy of his regard. Ill health, while
    they were still children, the eldest not more than ten,
    may have weakened his vital power at the time when
    it was most indispensable for him firmly to hold the
    household helm and keep every member in his own
    place. His wife was badly fitted to rule or guide
    their little community of boys and girls. She had to
    fight a battle with privation and a small income; she
    had to face the hostile occupation of the country,
    and the unscrupulous exactions of invaders. Driven
    from pillar to post, she pampered some of her sons,
    she petted a favoured daughter, and turned another
    daughter, more deserving of affection, into a household slave. It was a poor home, badly governed, but rich
    in promise. She nearly wrecked everything by her
    folly; but that folly was strangely overruled for the
    welfare of humanity and the honour of her own
    children.

The Memoirs of Caroline Herschel furnish the only
    trustworthy account of the means, by which genius
    and hard work combined laid the foundation, on which
    her brother’s fame was built. At the same time they
    have left room for myths or legends to supplement
    facts or to fill up gaps in the story of the first half of
    his life. This is unfortunate; but it was known to
    his sister, who was unwilling or unable to apply a
    remedy. It is thus not always easy to present the
    truth of these early years. So busy was she kept that
    in 1786 she writes, “For these last three years I have
    not had as many hours to look in the telescope.”
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THE EDUCATION

The education of a child is commonly supposed to
    begin and end at school. It neither begins there nor
    ends there. Reading, writing, and arithmetic may,
    and should, be taught in every school, as the indispensable
    equipment of a boy or girl for the battle
    of life. But the real school is the world of life,
    however wide or however narrow its boundaries may
    be. Surroundings of one kind or another encompass
    child and man alike, forming the outer and larger
    school, in which all are entered as pupils for self-control,
    for truthfulness, for honour, and other often
    neglected but necessary virtues. In the elementary
    school for reading, writing, and arithmetic, Caroline
    Herschel can scarcely be said ever to have been entered.
    She was a neglected child in these respects. To a
    woman of her quickness of parts and calculating
    power the multiplication table continued to be a
    puzzle throughout life. Elementary learning was considered
    to be of little or no use to a girl who was to
    attend her brother’s whims, cook his dinner, and brush
    his clothes. The mother, proud of her sons, took no
    thought of her little daughter, except to reckon up
    that the girl might save her a servant’s wages. Other
    mothers have committed the same blunder since her days with equally evil results. The ill health of the
    father, and their straitened means, may help to explain
    this neglect of the little girl, without excusing it.
    Up to the close of a long life she never ceased to
    regret and reprobate the treatment to which she was
    subjected in childhood. But, unlike her youngest
    brother, Dietrich, she laid no part of the blame for
    this neglect on their invalid father. “Dietrich,” she
    says, “never recollected the eight years’ care and
    attention he had received from his father, but for ever
    murmured at having received too scanty an education,
    though he had the same schooling we all of us had
    had before him.”

It was different with her brother William. In
    Hanover there was at that time a garrison school,
    taught by a capable teacher. Master and pupil, finding
    in each other what the other wanted, were a credit
    to their fellowship in learning. All the children were
    in the habit of attending this school, from the age of
    two to fourteen; but Caroline seems to have got little
    good from it, and at two or even four years of age
    she would have been much better at home under a
    mother’s care. The teacher had some knowledge of
    Latin and arithmetic. Out of school hours he imparted
    to William Herschel all he knew of these
    branches. French the boy also learned, as the polite
    language of the world of civilised men, and the tongue
    of the enemies of his King and country. English is
    not mentioned among his acquirements, although the
    Elector of Hanover was then George II. of England;
    but a King who spoke indifferent English at Windsor,
    or none at all, would not encourage the study of it
    in the garrison school at Hanover. Even the German language did not then rank high in the estimation
    of kings and princelings who made a pretence to
    literature. It was the tongue of rude and ignorant
    boors. Among them French was the language of
    learning, literature, and politeness. William Herschel
    was too quick-witted to neglect the language of the
    country he was destined to look forward to for preferment.
    He became a proficient in English, though at
    the best it was sometimes dictionary English, with
    its long Latin words, that cropped up in his written
    pages. Towards the end of his life, his mother tongue,
    the rude language of Germany, as it was then deemed,
    became somewhat unfamiliar to him. His sister Caroline,
    after fifty years’ residence in this country, had to
    consult an English dictionary to find or recover words
    sufficiently strong to describe the objects of her dislike.
    Her brother, after a longer residence in England,
    found difficulty in carrying on a conversation in
    German with the Chancellor of the University of
    Halle, who paid him a visit at Slough shortly before
    the close of his life: “All accounts from his native
    country seemed to please him, although the German
    language had become somewhat less familiar to his
    ear.” So the visitor wrote. Both brother and sister
    appear to have felt as Caroline felt when she wrote
    in her eighty-sixth year that she was a countrywoman
    of the Duke of Cambridge and would not be a
    Hanoverian.

The schooldays of William Herschel ended at the
    age of fourteen; his real education then began. Under
    the careful instruction of his father, he had become
    an excellent performer on the oboe and violin. But
    the father had higher views for a young man of his ability than to see him enrolled as an oboist in the
    band of George II.’s Hanover Guards. That was easy
    of attainment: it was merely the lowest round of the
    ladder, and did not lead to any height. The eldest
    brother, Jacob, became organist, at the age of nineteen,
    in the garrison chapel: he cannot be said to have
    risen higher. Even then the younger brother was
    cherishing wider, loftier flights for his ambition than
    would satisfy a father’s eagerest wish in the way of
    musical success. What these flights were we can
    dimly see in a few glimpses of mental progress made
    by the young bandsman during the next few years.

The two brothers, it seems, were often introduced
    to take part as solo performers in concerts at the
    Electoral court. Keen criticism of the music followed
    on their return home. But the criticism was varied
    by philosophical and scientific talk, which frequently
    lasted all night. What was the cause of this unusual
    interlude in a musician’s life we are not informed.
    But among the subjects of discussion were astronomy
    and mechanics, whether the taste for these studies was
    awakened or not by what they saw and heard at the
    court festivities. William Herschel himself showed a
    decided turn towards the invention and making of
    mechanical appliances, simple things it might be, but
    the first appearance above ground of what was destined
    to be a rich harvest. Encouraged by his father, he
    persevered in exercising his skill. Long years afterwards,
    the elements of mechanical skill which were
    thus fostered, developed into the works which enabled
    him to search the depths of space for its innumerable
    worlds.

Another subject which Isaac Herschel was not ignorant of, and seems to have taught some of his
    children, was a knowledge of the starry heavens.
    Caroline, who enjoyed little of her infirm father’s
    instruction and guidance, was sometimes taught by
    him to recognise stars and constellations in the cloudless
    nights; but the teaching then given was not seed
    that fell on a good soil. With William it was different.
    He was of an age and a disposition to be fascinated
    by the subject, and the golden hopes which the science
    at that time held out to astronomers must have
    coloured the dreams of many a youthful star-gazer.
    The British Government offered a great reward for
    the best means of finding the longitude of a ship’s
    place at sea. A clockmaker might solve the problem
    by ingenious contrivances, and win the reward; or
    an astronomer, by more refined and more subtle
    methods, might furnish the sailor with knowledge
    and safety, and carry off the prize. William Herschel
    was a boy of thirteen when a young mathematician,
    almost self-taught, was appointed to a chair
    in the Hanoverian University of Göttingen, not
    forty miles from the town of Hanover.[3] It was John
    Tobias Mayer, who taught there from 1751 till his
    death in 1762, and whose widow got three thousand
    pounds of the reward for the solution he left behind
    him of the problem of the longitude. It is probable
    enough that the name of this famous astronomer,
    with whose writings Herschel became familiar in after years, was of common occurrence in the talks
    of father and son. Nothing is more likely, for other
    great names are known to have been discussed between
    them. Another astronomer, afterwards a friend
    of Herschel, made himself a name in the scientific
    world, Schroeter, of the Observatory at Lilienthal, in
    the Duchy of Bremen, about twenty miles from Hanover.
    Olbers and Harding, two of the astronomers who
    afterwards undertook to rival Herschel in the discovery
    of planets, belonged to the same neighbourhood.
    There was at that time something in the air of
    Hanover and its neighbourhood that turned the eyes
    of young men of genius to the stars. It is therefore
    not surprising that students of the sciences so eminent
    as Newton, Leibnitz, and Euler entered freely into
    the talks between the father and his two eldest boys.
    Jacob preferred sleep to talk. William never grew
    tired of talk on men and subjects so attractive. He was
    surrounded by living and famous astronomers. Their
    works and fame served, probably, to nurse in him the
    spark of science that his father thus lighted or cherished.

The prospect of war with France in 1755 gave
    Herschel an opportunity of visiting the country of his
    dreams, England. Discontent was rife in our large
    towns; incapacity was still more rife in the army and
    navy. It was the age of Admiral Byng, of Lord
    George Sackville, and of the Duke of Cumberland.
    The French king was known to be planning, and was
    likely to carry into effect, a descent on the English
    coast. In April it was supposed the storm would
    burst on Ireland, for that island was so defenceless
    that ten thousand troops might walk from one end of
    it to the other. In October it was reported that a flotilla of flat-bottomed boats was assembled at Dunkirk
    to transport an army to the English coast. The speculations
    of politicians were prefaced with, “If no French
    come.” The situation was pronounced by some of them
    comical, and the nation droll. In March of the following
    year “the King notified the invasion to both
    Houses, and his having sent for Hessians. There were
    some dislikes expressed to the latter; but, in general,
    fear preponderated so much that the cry was for
    Hanoverians too.” Hanoverian officers were even preferred
    to the native born. But the cynics of London
    laughed, invented, and lied. “They said that the
    night the Hanover troops were voted, George II. sent
    for his German cook, and said, ‘Get me a very good
    supper; get me all de varieties: I don’t mind expense.’”
    Exquisites, like Walpole, were wondering
    where their foreign defenders would be encamped. If
    the Hanoverians should be stationed at Hounslow,
    “Strawberry Hill would become an inn, and all the
    misses would breakfast there, to go and see the
    camp!”[4] Even in George Townshend’s “admirable”
    cartoon, “which so diverted the town,” “the Hanoverian
    drummer, Ellis,” “though the least like, was a
    leading feature.” Instead of fighting, Englishmen were
    sneering or laughing.

It was in these days of fear and threatened invasion
    that the King’s Hanoverian Guards were ordered to
    England.[5] Isaac Herschel and his two sons, Jacob and William, were in the band of the regiment. Whether
    they encamped on Hounslow Heath and annoyed
    Strawberry Hill or not is unknown; but for a whole
    year they remained in England, till apparently the
    invasion of Hanover by the French rendered their
    presence necessary at home. There was no invasion
    of England except by a flute-player, who saw the comforts
    of the land, and came back a year later to make
    it and himself famous in the arts of peace, and to give
    Walpole a chance of handing down to posterity in his Letters the wonder excited, even among idlers and
    diners-out, by the earnest labours of William Herschel.
    The only spoil the musician carried home with him
    to Hanover was a copy of Locke’s Essay concerning
    Human Understanding, on which he spent
    as much of his pay as he could spare. His brother
    Jacob took back some English goods and some fine
    clothes.

Caroline Herschel is of opinion that had it not been
    for the war troubles, in which Hanover was now
    involved, and had peace allowed these scenes of happy
    discussion between father and son to continue till their
    natural application to practice, her brother would have
    given proof of his inventive genius long before it
    revealed itself, in the thirty-sixth year of his age.
    Prophecies of this kind after the event are not uncommon,
    but they may be as groundless as they are
    uncertain. Seed was sown in Herschel’s mind by an
    enlightened father, who “was a great admirer of
    astronomy, and had some knowledge of that science.”
    The boy of sixteen was also encouraged by him to try
    his hand on mechanical contrivances, of which one took
    an especial hold on his sister’s childish mind, “a neatly turned 4-inch globe, upon which the equator and ecliptic
    were engraved.” But it was from a passionate devotion
    to music that the father looked for fame and money
    for his two sons. He seems just to have missed that
    aim with the flighty Jacob;[6] it is pardonable to doubt
    that he could ever have attained it with the staid and
    persevering William. Neither of them had in him the
    making of a Handel, who was then, and had long been,
    the ornament of the English and Hanoverian court,
    and of whom the aspiring father could not fail to be
    always thinking.

A greater check to progress than war or poverty
    was the mother’s dislike of learning. She was
    resolved that, in spite of her husband’s wish to
    educate Caroline, nothing should be taught the girl
    but what might prove useful to her as a household
    drudge. She would not allow her to learn French;
    she relaxed so far as to send her for two or three
    months to a sewing school to be taught to make household
    linen, to which the girl added, out of her own
    ingenuity, the making of bags and sword-knots for her
    brothers’ splendour at concerts, before she knew how
    to make caps and furbelows. The mother made no
    concealment of her reason for this unjust and narrow-minded
    treatment of her daughter. Referring to later
    troubles in which her own folly involved the family,
    she laid the blame where it had no right to lie: “It
    was her certain belief that William would have returned
    to his country, and Jacob would not have
    looked so high, if they had had a little less learning.”
    “There is a great simplicity in the character of this
    nation,” the physician of George IV. wrote of the Hanoverians, when he accompanied that King on his
    visit to the Electorate in 1821. Perhaps Herschel’s
    mother was an example of this great simplicity, misplaced.
    At least it resulted in years and recollections
    of exceeding bitterness to William Herschel and his
    sister. There can be little doubt that both of them
    laid on her the blame of great mistakes committed,
    and grave responsibilities incurred, which darkened her
    son’s future life. Possibly it had something to do with
    the difficulty he had, as he approached his eightieth
    year, in drawing up an autobiography, as he wished to
    do. He found “himself much at a loss for the dates
    of the month, or even the year, when he first arrived
    in England with his brother Jacob.” The work was
    handed over to Caroline, who undertook it with the
    “proviso not to criticise on my telling my story in
    my own way.” Her youngest brother, Dietrich, the
    scapegrace of the family, was under three years
    of age when these sorrowful passages occurred in
    their household history. When past seventy he was
    as hard to deal with as in his teens. “Let me touch on
    what topic I would,” she writes, “he maintained the
    contrary, which I soon saw was done merely because
    he would allow no one to know anything but himself.”
    There were two strains in this large family, as
    there are in many others, one tending downwards,
    another soaring upwards, and the former is usually
    a grief to the latter. Jacob, Dietrich, and Sophia
    represented the one: William, Caroline, and, in a
    lesser degree, Alexander represented the other. The
    only one who made a fortune was William, and
    the one who got a larger share of it than any
    of the others, even than Caroline and Alexander, who helped him to make it, was the scapegrace,
    Dietrich.[7] Family histories are strange things! And
    yet Caroline at seventy-eight years of age says to
    her nephew, “Whoever says too much of me says too little of your father! and can only cause me
    uneasiness,” while Dietrich never believed he got
    even fair play for himself from parent, brother, or
    sister.
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IN ENGLAND

From the brief and guarded indications given by his
    sister Caroline, then a child of seven, sitting on the
    outer doorstep and watching all that took place with
    the wondering eyes of childhood; from her picture of
    the mourning mother, and the parcel which she carried
    containing her son’s accoutrements; from her view
    of the disguised brother stealing past, and from the
    prohibition even to mention his name, it is plain that
    William Herschel was smuggled out of Hanover in
    the summer of 1757. What we might call the conscription
    was then in full force in town and country
    to supply the beaten army of Cumberland with
    recruits. But Herschel was a soldier, and was running
    away from the colours. He was of a weakly
    constitution, growing rapidly, and unfit for the hardships
    of a soldier’s life. So his mother said and,
    perhaps, also thought. For three months both
    Hanover and England had been expecting something
    to happen in the war with France. The Duke of
    Cumberland, of Culloden fame, found it necessary to
    go abroad to “take command of the army of observation.”
    But so ill was he liked in England that, though
    “the drum was beat, none would list.” The soldiers
    under his command in Hanover, and a motley crew they seem to have been, appear to have viewed his
    ability as cynically as it was viewed in England.
    “We hear,” Horace Walpole writes, “that the French
    have recalled their green troops, which had advanced
    for show, and have sent their oldest regiments against
    the Duke.” Twelve days later, he says: “This is not
    the sole uneasiness at Kensington; they know the
    proximity of the French to the Duke, and think that
    by this time there may have been an action: the
    suspense is not pleasant.” Five weeks later came the
    news, “We are in a piteous way! The French have
    passed the Weser, and a courier brought word yesterday
    that the Duke was marching towards them; and
    within five miles: by this time his fate is decided.”
    A few days more, and tidings came that “the French
    attacked the Duke for three days together, and at last
    defeated him: I find it is called at Kensington an
    encounter of fourteen squadrons.” It took place at
    Hastenbeck near Hameln, on the Weser, the scene of
    the Pied Piper’s exploit. Whether an encounter or a
    battle, it was fatal to the reputation of the Duke, and
    the English officers he had with him; and it was fatal
    to Hanover, which from first to last paid more than
    two millions sterling to the victors. Above all, it was
    fatal to William Herschel’s soldiering; for years also
    it was fatal to his prospects in life, and to his peace of
    mind as well as his sister’s; but, at last, it was the
    beginning of his endless fame. We can almost
    sympathise with a deserter from such a general,
    especially when he fled to his own King for protection,
    not to the enemies of his country.

An anxious and far from sensible mother took
    steps to save her delicate son. The French were about twenty miles to the south of the town; the
    roads were so bad that even a King’s coach, sixty
    years later, drawn by eight horses, could not make
    a longer stage than five miles; an invading army
    would move more slowly. The north road towards
    the sea was clear of the enemy: and the German
    outposts extended no farther than the palace at
    Herrenhausen, about a mile and a half from the
    town. William Herschel passed these without molestation,
    journeyed along the Bremen road, and at last
    found his way to Hamburg, to which his trunk was
    sent after him. In the following year he appears to
    have crossed the sea to England. Obscurity then
    covers the fugitive’s wanderings for nearly ten years.
    Five or six pages of sorrowful details are torn out of
    his sister’s journal at this point; and the way of the
    wanderer is lost in darkness. More is told by her of
    the eldest brother’s comings and goings, of his rude
    and ungenerous treatment of her, than of the brother
    whom she worshipped. We could have taken less of
    Jacob, and more of William,—“the best and dearest of
    brothers,”—as the circumstances manifestly required.

After the lapse of seventy years Caroline Herschel
    felt as keenly as she did at first the unpleasantness of
    her brother’s flight from Hanover. On his return as
    a King’s messenger in 1786, bearing a King’s present
    to the University of Göttingen, the editor of the
    Göttingen Magazine of Science and Literature got
    from him some particulars of his early life, which it
    would have been better if he had not furnished. “In
    my fifteenth year,” he wrote, “I enlisted in military
    service, only remaining in the army, however, until I
    reached my nineteenth year, when I resigned, and went over to England.”[8] Herschel’s friends did not
    know how to gloss over this unhappy passage in his
    life. What they said in England was as wide of the
    reality as what he unfortunately said of himself—“Unable,
    however, long to endure the drudgery of
    such a situation, and conscious of superior proficiency
    in his art, he determined on quitting the regiment,”
    and arrived in England in the end of 1757. This is
    not a barefaced statement of untruth, like the resignation
    of his position in the band.[9] But the mother’s
    foolishness was singularly overruled for good.

Of William Herschel’s wanderings after escaping from
    the beaten army of Cumberland the pages that are torn
    out of his sister’s journal would probably have given
    information, but it is not till two years have passed
    that we again hear of him. He was then in England,
    along with his eldest brother, Jacob. On Jacob’s return
    home in the end of 1759, William remained behind,
    studying apparently the theory of music. Many of
    his letters to Jacob on that subject were written in
    English, a proof apparently that his mind was made
    up not to seek his fortunes elsewhere. For five years
    he again almost disappears from view, till he is seen
    on a short visit to his Hanover home in the spring of
    1764, to the joy of his family, especially of his father,
    then an invalid, and of his young sister, Caroline.
    In the interval his musical ability obtained for him in
    his adopted country the post of bandmaster to a regiment,
    stationed in one of the northern counties, said
    to have been the Durham Militia. The Earl of
    Darlington is said to have selected him “to superintend and instruct a military band then forming by
    that nobleman in the county of Durham. After this
    engagement ended, he spent several years in Leeds,
    Pontefract, Doncaster, etc.” That he had been a
    soldier, officers and men would soon discover from
    his language and bearing. But he was, and seems to
    have remained, a mystery for years. In 1764 he was
    residing in Leeds, and went from that town on a
    visit to his relations in Hanover. Towards the end
    of 1765 he became organist of a church in Halifax,
    where he applied himself to the study of Latin,
    Italian, and mathematics. Music he continued to
    cultivate as his profession in life during these years
    of wilderness wandering.

Southey, in one of his stories from Doncaster,[10] represents
    Herschel, the astronomer, to have been, in
    1760, “only a few months in England, and yet” able
    to speak “English as well as a native.” Miller, the
    organist of Doncaster, who lived in a two-roomed
    cottage, but had a collection of classical English works,
    became acquainted with him through an officer of
    the Durham Militia, found that his engagement with
    that regiment was “only from month to month,” and
    urged him to leave them, and take up his abode in the
    “but and a ben,” which he did. Swift is alone mentioned
    as the English author Herschel preferred to
    read, which, though it be consistent with the list of
    favourite authors given by his sister, is not altogether
    satisfactory evidence of the authenticity of Southey’s
    story. But, be that as it may, Miller was thus entitled
    to be called his “earliest acquaintance” in England,
    and certainly his best friend, if it be true that he encouraged Herschel to apply for the organist’s place in
    Halifax. But Miss Herschel in 1822 speaks of “Mr.
    Bulman from Leeds, the grandson of my brother’s
    earliest acquaintance in this country,”[11] and tells us
    that in 1764 he paid them in Hanover a fortnight’s
    visit from “Leeds in Yorkshire (where he must be left
    for some time).” The organist’s place at Halifax does
    not date from 1760, but from 1765. The inconsistencies
    between Southey’s story and Caroline Herschel’s
    are too serious to allow us to accept his version of the
    means by which the organist’s place at Halifax was
    gained in or about 1760 as true of “Herschel the
    astronomer.” It is known that his brother Jacob was
    in England for two years about 1759.

While resident in Halifax, Herschel appears to have
    paid a visit to Italy, the ancient land of poetry and
    astronomy. Our authority for this is Niemeyer, Chancellor
    of the University of Halle, who visited Herschel
    at Slough shortly before his death, and seems to have
    received the details of the journey from his own lips.
    When he reached Genoa on his way home, he found himself
    short of money to meet expenses. He had gone to
    Italy to “improve himself in his profession of music”;
    and he put his improvement to use “by an original
    kind of concert he gave in that town, in which he
    played on the harp and on two horns fastened on his
    shoulders at the same time.” He procured the money
    he needed, and, had he not been proud of his youthful
    success as a musician, would not have told the
    story, fifty years after, to his learned and distinguished
    visitor, as either he or his sister Caroline must
    have done. Her Memoirs contain no information on this tour and concert. Her brother William seems to
    have at that time fallen entirely out of her life, and
    to have left her, without education, to become a household
    drudge and the slave of her brother Jacob. But
    she cherished a spirit which, amid much that was
    extremely depressing, scorned to be the one or the
    other.

In the following year, 1766, William removed to
    Bath, where he became a teacher of music and organist
    of the Octagon Chapel. For five or six years after,
    obscurity again settles on his life and adventures. All
    that Caroline records is that Jacob joined his brother
    at Bath, and showed the same flightiness of disposition
    which the family had previously seen in his
    character. To speak of William as well known in the
    society for which Bath was then famous, or among
    the learned men and physicians by whom the town
    was frequented, is to people the darkness with visions
    of what we think should have been, but was not. He
    was little known there or elsewhere, till he took the
    world by storm; but at that period events were taking
    place in Bath which helped materially to lift the curtain
    of darkness off his life in 1772. He was then
    thirty-four years of age.

The musical director of Bath in those days was
    Linley, whose daughter Elizabeth, “at the age of twelve
    years, was brought forward publicly at the Rooms,
    where she so charmed the company by her taste and
    execution” as a singer, that she at once received the
    name of the Siren. Two years later she got a more
    attractive name, and was called the Angel. Her début
    took place in the very year Herschel came to Bath.
    Before she was seventeen she had turned the heads of all the young men by her beauty and accomplishments.
    Offer after offer was made for her hand, but
    the preference was given by her father, for reasons not
    creditable to him, to a suitor very much older than she
    was, but immensely wealthy. With difficulty the girl
    was persuaded to agree to the match. She withdrew
    from all public engagements, and nothing was talked
    of in Bath but the approaching wedding. While the
    town was in this state of expectation, William Herschel,
    seeing that great prizes were in prospect for attractive
    singers, bethought himself of his sister Caroline, then
    two or three years older than Miss Linley. He proposed
    that she should join him at Bath, after receiving lessons
    from their eldest brother, Jacob, in the hope that she
    “might become a useful singer for his winter concerts
    and oratorios.” Should the experiment not succeed,
    he promised to bring her back to Hanover at the end
    of two years. Evidently Jacob—he is described as
    “brilliant”—had been a failure in Bath. A bully,
    such as he was, could not help feeling that it was a
    reflection on him to suggest she might succeed where
    he had failed. Without ever hearing the girl sing,
    he “turned the whole scheme into ridicule,” but she
    resented his conduct “by taking every opportunity
    when all were from home to imitate, with a gag between
    my teeth, the solo parts of concertos, shake and
    all, such as I had heard them play on the violin; in
    consequence I had gained a tolerable execution before
    I knew how to sing.” The cruelty or stupidity of the
    eldest brother had no effect on William, except to
    deepen his determination to make this experiment.

Meanwhile, strange things were happening at Bath.
    Miss Linley’s admirer threw up his engagement, and, as compensation, paid her father a thousand pounds
    for the loss of her services at concerts. It was an
    eminently discreditable business all round. But the
    young lady did not want admirers, especially in a
    family which migrated to Bath in 1771. Two of its
    members were Richard Brinsley Sheridan and his
    elder brother, Charles, both of them as poor as their
    itinerant father, but as foolishly proud, though with
    better reason. The girl preferred Richard, and in
    that showed her good sense. But she was said to be
    so thorough a flirt, that she was at the same time
    giving Charles to understand he was the favoured
    suitor.[12] At last, knowing that her father’s consent to
    a marriage with Richard would be refused, she eloped
    with him to France, and was placed by him in a convent.
    Brought back by her father, she was married
    to Sheridan on April 13, 1773. While this comedy
    was proceeding at Bath, Herschel made a brief run
    across to Hanover in April 1772, and returned for
    his sister in August. He was able to settle a small
    annuity on his mother in compensation for the loss
    Caroline’s removal would entail on the household.
    She felt herself to be her mother’s slave, to be bought
    and sold. After a journey of ten days, they reached
    London on the 26th of August, where, “when the shops
    were lighted up, they went to see all that was to be
    seen, of which she only remembered the opticians’
    shops, for she did not think they looked at any other.” She came to England to be a public singer, she begins
    her work by a few lessons on optical instruments in
    the shop windows of London. Herschel had by that
    time evidently entered on the race for fame. His
    sister was twenty-two years of age.
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