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belief has come down through the ages that stars
can be glimpsed in daytime if the observer peers
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 ¢~

light entering the eye, causing the ey §
pupil to open as it does at night, allow . "
ing more light to fall upon the retina. ¢« M

One day nearly 20 years agc,
while | was working as a teenage appre
tice in the planetarium at the Springfiel

. ‘['.‘
%{‘ ﬂuﬂ .

(Massachusetts) Science Museum, seve . M\x“‘\
colleagues and | got into a discussic.. \\\Q

about this old belief. We were overheard b_
the museum's director, the late Frank
Korkosz, and he invited us to settle the question .
performing an observation. Korkosz led us down into t
museum's basement to the base of a tall, narrow chim
A small door near the floor allowed access to the chimi
fi it was just big enough to stick your head
through. | recall a feeling of wonder at the prt
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 i
least to the time of Aristotle in the
fourth century B.C. Aristotle wrote
that stars had been seen in broa
daylight by persons looking at the
sky from deep within a cavern.
Pliny, who lived nearly 2,000 year
ago, had heard that a similar phe
nomenon occurred when the sky
was observed from the bottom of ¢
deep well. This concept found its
way into literature thanks to writers
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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
Starl.and "[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-
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This illustration appeared in the 1899 edition of Sir
Robert Ball's 1889 book Star-Land with the caption
"How the stars are to be seen in broad daylght *

like Kipling, who wrote about "the
gorge that shows the stars at noond

powered by the brilliant glare of
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