
Observing Stars During the Daytime: 
The Chimney Myth 
By Richard Sanderson 

Reprinted by permission from the Skeptical Inquirer (Fall1992).  

A  belief has come down through the ages that stars 

can be glimpsed in daytime if the observer peers at 

a small section of sky from the bottom of a tall 

chimney or a deep well. The chimney or well 

supposedly shields the direct light from 

the Sun. This reduces the amount of 

light entering the eye, causing the eye's 

pupil to open as it does at night, allow-

ing more light to fall upon the retina.  

One day nearly 20 years ago, 

while I was working as a teenage appren-

tice in the planetarium at the Springfield 

(Massachusetts) Science Museum, several 

colleagues and I got into a discussion 

about this old belief. We were overheard by 

the museum's director, the late Frank 

Korkosz, and he invited us to settle the question by 

performing an observation. Korkosz led us down into the 

museum's basement to the base of a tall, narrow chimney. 

A small door near the floor allowed access to the chimney 

ñ it was just big enough to stick your head 

through. I recall a feeling of wonder at the pro-

spect of seeing the nighttime stars simp-

ly by looking upward through this long 

shaft. 

The idea that stars can be 

seen during the day dates back at 

least to the time of Aristotle in the 

fourth century B.C. Aristotle wrote 

that stars had been seen in broad 

daylight by persons looking at the 

sky from deep within a cavern. 

Pliny, who lived nearly 2,000 years 

ago, had heard that a similar phe-

nomenon occurred when the sky 

was observed from the bottom of a 

deep well. This concept found its 

way into literature thanks to writers 

like Kipling, who wrote about "the 

gorge that shows the stars at noonday 

WASP 
Warren Astronomical Society Paper 
Volume 25, Number 01 
$1.00 for non-members 
January1993 

clear," and Dickens.  

Alexander von Humboldt. the noted German scien-

tist and naturalist. repeatedly tried to observe stars dur-

ing the daytime from mines in Siberia and Ameri-

ca. He failed every time. Even the great astrono-

mer Sir John Herschel had heard of this belief. He 

knew an optician who became interested in astron-

omy after observing the "regular appearance at a 

certain hour for several successive days, of a con-

siderable star through the shaft of a chimney." 

This, of course, was secondhand evidence, and it 

appears that Herschel never bothered to repeat the 

observation for himself.  

Astronomer E. Walter Maunder, writing at 

the turn of the century, described the chim-

ney myth as a "widespread tradition." This 

myth no doubt was perpetuated by such ac-

counts as the following, which appeared 

in Sir Robert Ball's popular 1889 book 

Star-Land: "[The stars] can sometimes be 

seen in daylight in rather an odd way. If 

you can obtain a glimpse of the blue sky 

on a fine day from the bottom of a coal 

pit. stars are often visible. The top of the 

shaft is, however, generally obstructed by 

the machinery for hoisting up the coal, 

but the stars may be seen occasionally 

through the tall chimney attached to a 

manufactory when an opportune disuse 

of the chimney permits of the observa-

tion being made. The fact is that the 

long tube has the effect of com-

pletely screening from the eye the 

direct light of the sun. The eye 

thus becomes more sensitive, and 

the feeble light from the stars can 

make its impression, and produce 

vision."  

The stars do shine in the daytime 

sky, but they are completely over-

powered by the brilliant glare of 

(Continued on page 6) 
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The WASP is the official monthly publication of the Society. 

Each new issue of the WASP is made available at the Macomb 
meeting on the third Thursday. Non-members will be charged $1.00 
for each new issue. Back issues, when available, are free. Requests 
by other clubs to receive the WASP and other correspondence 
should be addressed to the editor. 

Articles for inclusion in the WASP are strongly encouraged 
and should be submitted to the editor on or before the first Thursday 
of each month. For further information on contribution, see the 
"Instructions for Authors" box on page 4 of Volume 23, Number 5. 

 
Send articles to the editor:  

Douglas E. Goudie    
2420 Alexander  
Troy, Michigan 48083-2405 
Internet: cl771@cleveland.freenet.edu 
Bitnet: cl771%cleveland.freenet.edu@cunyvm 

 
 
Disclaimer: The articles presented herein represent the opin-

ions of the their authors and are not necessarily the opinions of the 
Warren Astronomical Society or tis editor. The WASP reserves the 
right to edit or deny publication of any submissions. 
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The observatory is owned and operated by the Society. Locat-
ed on the grounds of Camp Rotary on 29 Mile Road, 1.8 miles east 
of Romeo Plank Road, Stargate features a 12.5 inch f/17 club-built 
Cassegrainian telescope under a steel dome. The observatory is open 
to all club members in accordance to the "Stargate Observatory 
Rules:' Those wishing to use the observatory must call the Observa-
tory Chairperson (2nd Vice President) by 7:00 p.m. on the evening 
of the session. 
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The Society maintains a library of astronomy-related books 
and periodicals at the Macomb County Community College meeting 
room. See the Librarian for rules or to check out a book. 
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Special interest subgroups exist for those interested in special-
ized areas of astronomy. Contact the chairperson of each subgroup 
for more information on that group.  

Computers:  Larry Kalinowski    
Lunar / Planetary:  Riyad Matti    
Solar:  Ed Cressman    
Telescope making:  Jim Houser   
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The Call List is a list of people who wish to be alerted of 
spectacular and unexpected astronomical events. Anyone who notic-
es such an event calls the next person on the call list. That person in 
turn calls the next person, etc. A call list member can restrict call-
ings to certain available times. Any Society member is welcome to 
join the call list.  

To join the call list, please notify Marty Kunz at   
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Published by:  

Warren Astronomical Society, Inc.  
P.O. Box 1505  
Warren, Michigan 48090-1505 
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President:  Robert Halsall   
1st Vice President:  Marty Kunz  
2nd Vice President:  Jeff Bondono  
Secretary:  Nancy Rowe  
Treasurer:  Mike O'Dowd  
Librarian:  Louis Namee  

    
  

The Warren Astronomical Society, Inc. is a local, non-profit 
organization of amateur astronomers. The Society holds meetings on 
the first and third Thursdays of each month, starting at 7:30 p.m. 

 
General meeting on first Thursdays:  

Cranbrook Institute of Science  
500 Lone Pine Road  
Bloomfield Hills, Michigan 

 
Business meeting on third Thursdays:  

Macomb Community College  
South Campus, Building B, Room 209  
14500 Twelve Mile Road  
Warren Michigan 
 

 
MEMBERSHIP AND DUES  
Membership in the Society is open to all. Annual dues are: 

Student  $12.00  
College  $17.00  
Individual  $25.00  
Additional Family Members  $  5.00 per person  
Senior Citizen  $17.00 

 
Among the many benefits of membership are:  

�x�� Discount magazine subscriptions:  
Astronomy  $16.00  (12 monthly issues)  
Sky and Telescope  $20.00  (12 monthly issues)   

�x�� Free copy of each WASP newsletter.  

�x�� Free use of Stargate Observatory.  

�x�� Special interest subgroups. (See subgroup chairpersons.)  

�x�� Call list - don't miss unexpected events. 

�x�� Free membership in Astronomical League. 

�x�� Free copy of Reflector (Astronomical League newsletter). 

�x�� Free use of  W.A.S. library. (See Librarian.)  

�x�� Rental telescopes. (See Observatory Chairperson.) 
 
Send membership applications and dues to:  

Mike O�¶Dowd   
4734 Brockham Way 
Sterling Heights,  Michigan 48310 


