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Summary

This article describes about the history of more than 100 years old University of Colombo Moleswrih telescope housed
inside the observatory dome in the university playgrounds. The telescope was originally owned by Major P. B.

Molesworth, born in Colombo, Sri Lanka in 1987 and made his astronomical observations in Trincomalee. He was
considered as the finest amateur planetary observer alive in the world during the decade 1896-1905. Molesworth had made
important contributions to the study of Mars, but his best work was devoted 1o a study of Jupiter. A crater abour 16 km in

diameter on the southern hemisphere of Mars (211° W, 28°5) has been named after him. The telescope goes to the bistory
book of the world astronomy due to another finding - the Jupiter’s great South Tropical Disturbance (1901-1939), a complex
dusky region in the planet’s South Tropical Zone, was first recorded by Major P. B. Molesworth on 1901 February 28 using this
telescope when it was housed in Trincomalee observatory in Sri Lanka. By far, this telescope and more than half century old
Mathematical and Astronomical Society of the University of  Colombo (former Astronomical Association of the University of
Ceylon) affiliated to it has been the kindergarten ro move than dozen world renowned astronomers immerged from Sri Lanka.

Major P. B. Molesworth (1867-1908) - the original proprietor of the telescope

Major Percy Braybrooke Molesworth (Figure 1) was born in Colombo, Sri Lanka (then Ceylon) on
1867 April 2, the son of Sir Guilford Molesworth, the first General Manager of Ceylon Railways. From his
surviving papers one learns that he first began to record his astronomical observations in the late 1880s. He was
to pursue a military career, serving with theRoyal Engineers, and rising to the rank of
Major.

Figure 1. Percy Braybrooke Molesworth, RE, FRAS, (1867-1908).

In 1986 he was engaged in perfecting the defenses of Trincomalee. This post had given him an opportunity to
pursue his astronomical interests. In 1986 he purchased a 12 1/2 -inch (32 ¢m) reflector from Calver and set it
up on the front lawn of his bungalow, from which he could view the sea in one direction and Fort Frederick in
the other (Figure 2). His property being several metres above sea level, he enjoyed a superb sea horizon for his
work. Moreover, the low northern latitude (85.4°) of his site at Trincomalee was to give him a great advantage
over his British co-workers.



Figure 2. The 12 1/2 -inch Calver set up at Trincomalee. Note the
nearly horizontal polar axis, the driving clock, and the way in which the
tropical sun has blistered the tube's paintwork (Courresy: BAA).

Early on he must have decided to concentrate upon lunar and
planetary work. Indeed, for the decade 1896-1905 he was said to be
the finest amateur planetary observer alive. He made important
contributions to the study of Mars, but his best work was devoted
to a study of Jupiter.

Molesworth was not merely content to accumulate observations:
he wanted to analyse them in depth as well. His final observations
were of Mars in 1905, but he had no opportunity to submit them
to the BAA, due to pressure of other work. In 1906 he retired
from the Service, but upon returning to Sri Lanka after another
trip to England he suffered a severe attack of dysentery and died
on Christmas Day, 1908, at the early age of 41. After his tragic
death, his friend Walter Maunder was involved in obtaining
Molesworth's surviving papers, and transferring them into the

care of the Royal Astronomical Society (RAS).

In the Journal for 1977 August, Arthur C. Clarke remarked that there is no street in Trincomalee named after
Molesworth, but, he continued, 'I am happy to record that at least the International Astronomical Union
(IAU) has not forgotten him, for a crater about 16 km in diameter on the southern hemisphere of Mars (211° W/,
28° S) has been named after him'.
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