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THE CHATHAM SUNDIAL



Christopher St J H Daniel: The Nelson Decade

The Shadow of Respect

A Unique ‘Nelson’ Sundial

The ‘Nelson Decade’ starts on 21 October. Christopher 8¢ J H Daniel
outlines Nelson's life and describes a commemorative sundial at Chatham

The 21 October
1994 marked the
189th anniversary of
the Battle of .
Trafalgar, one of .
the most famous sea
battles of all time in
which Nelson, one
of Britain’s greatest
and most popular
heroes, was killed in
action.

On the occasion of Wis
particular anniversary,
the National Maritime
Museum at Greenwich,
and the Royal Naval
Museum, Portsmouth
established the Official
Melson Celebration
Committee (ONCC) and
announced a programme
of commemerative events
t¢ celebrate ‘The Nelson
Decade’. For the next
ten years Britain wii
celebrate the 200th
anniversaries of some of
e most famous events in British naval history -
the great battles fought by Melson during the
French Revelulionary and Napoeleonic Wars,
culmipating in the bicerienary of the Bate of
Trafalgar on 21 October 2005.

Admiral of the Fleet, The Lord Lewin, Chairman
of the Board of Trustees of the National Maritime
Museum, heads the pewly formed QNCC which
comprises maritime and Nelson specialists from

Bust of Nelson by Jehn l.Tku'.man. 1801,
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the National Maritime
Museum, the Royal Naval
Museum at Portsmouth,
the Royval Navy (HMS
Victory), the Nelson
Museum at Monmouth,
Flagship Portsmouth,
Lioyds of Londou, the
Society for Nautical
Research, the Nelson
Society, and the 1805
Club - a society of high
ranking Nelson
enthusiasts.

The ONCC bhas three main
aims: 10 promole events
and exhibitions relating 1o
Nelson and particubarly
the Batte of Trafalgar; to
ensure that
commemoralive items
meet high standards 1o
proect the interests of all
parlicipaling organisations;
0 act as an information
forum, to minimise
ovetlapping effort and
encourage mutual support
belween institutions.

One of the first major
events of The Nelson Decade will be the grand
opening on 21 October of a new Nelson gallery at
the Naticnal Maritime Museum. Using the
Admiral’s own words 1o tell his story, the gallery
explores his role in the decisive events that shaped
British history during this period and his
emergence as a natiosal hero.

Viscount Horatio Nelson {1758-1805) was bomn on
29 September 1758 al Burnham Thorpe in

Norfolk. He entered the Navy in 1770 as a
midshipman, when he was 12 years old. By the
time be was 18 be had served in both the West
Indies and the Bast Indies, as well a5 in the
Arctic. He passed his examinations for the rank of
Lieutenani at 19 in 1777 and soon afterwards was
back in the West Indies in command of a small
vessel, the Badger. Later, he received command of
a larger vessel, the Hinchingbrook.

From 1775 to 1783 Britain was at war with her
American colonists who were fighting for their
independence. Nelson saw much aciive service in
this theatre of war. In 1778, only a year after
becoming a lieutenant, he was made a commander
and just a year afterwards, a1 the age of 21, he
was promoted to the rank of caplain.

In 1793, just before the outbreak of the war
against France, he was given his first big
command when he was appointed 0 HMS
Agamemnon, a 64-gun second-rate ship-of-the-line
which he took out to join the British fleet in the
Mediterrancan, Here he helped to seize the island
of Corsica, but at the siege of Calvi in 1794 he
received a wound in his right eye, which later
became uscless and over which he wore a black
patch. In 1797, at the great batle of Cape St
Vincent off the south-west coast of Pertugal. it
was largely Nelson’s bravery and skill that
ensured victory. Later thal year, in an atlempl to

“Fn 1794 he received a wound in

his right eve, which later became

useless and over which he wore a
black patch.”

take Sanla Cruz de Tenrerife in the Canary Islands,
he received a bullet wound in his right elbow,
wben his arm bad to be amputated. This same
year he was made a Rear-Admiral ‘of the Blue'.

In 1798, having become on¢ of the most
distinguished officers in the Navy, Nelson was
chesen o command the squadron hat was sent (0
the Medilerranean to discover and stop Napoleon
Bonaparte’s intentions. However, the Prench fleet
managed 10 slip out of Toulon, ¢lude the British
force and transport Napoleon's army to Egypl
where, eventually, Nelson found them ag anchor in
Aboukir Bay near Alexandria, There foltowed the
famous Batile of the Nile, which was an
overwhelming victory for the British, when Nelson
was wounded in the forehead. This episode made
Nelson a national here, which was endorsed when,
as second-in-command of the expedilion that was

sent to attack the Danish fleet al Copenhagen in
1801 10 prevent it joining forces with the French,
Nelson turned the tide of batte into victory. [t
was during this occasion that Nelson put his
telescope o bis blind eye and declared that he
could not see the signal from the commander-in-
chief 10 break off the engagement. On his return
home to England he was again showered with
honours and made a Viscount.

On 25 March 1802 the Treaty of Amiens brought
a fragile peace thal lasted litle more than a year,
during which time Napoleon rebuiit his fleet and
planned to invade England. In May 1803 Britain
and Frange were back at war. In July of the same
year, Admiral Lord Nelson joined HMS Vietory in
the Mediterranean, where he bad been sent to
keep watch over Toulen, whilst other British
forces patrolled the Engiish Channel. Barly in
1805 French ships escaped the blockade of Toulon
and Rochefors on the west coast of France and
sailed for the West Indies. Nelson chased them
across Lhe AUantic and back again and on 21
October [805 off Cape Trafalgar in southem
Spain, he fought his last and most famous battle.

Before (he action he summoned all his captains
aboard Lhe flagship Victory to (ell them exactly
what be wanied them to do, and then he hoisted
his famous signal ‘Bngland expects that every man
will do his duty’. In a five bour batile 18 French
and Spanish ships were taken, whilst the rest fled,
onty 11 of them reaching the safety of Cadiz 10
the north. [L was a great victory that Nelson and
Admiral Collingwood won on that day, but al
1.25 pm, at the height of the batile, Nelson was
morlally wounded by a French sniper’s bullet. He
was carried below and died about 4.30pm, after
being 1old the news that he had won a glorious
viclory.

Nelson's flagship HMS Vicrory was scvercly
damaged and bad 10 be lowed Lo Gibraltar 10
raake temporacy repairs. Afler an extensive refil in
England she saw scrvice until 1812 when she
returned to Porismouth for another refit, but the
end of the Napoleonic Wars in L1815 and the
advent of siean propulsien brought her long
fighting career (o an end. She wemained in reserve
until 1824 when she became the flagship of the
Portsinouth naval command.

The Victory had been buiit in Chatham in the
years 1759-1765, and before Trafalgar was Lwice
rebuill. She was a 104-gun first-rate ship-of-the-
ling and saw action for the first time in 1778,
againsl the French, who had just entered the War
of American Independence on Lhe side of the
colonists.



Chatham, like Portsmouth, has always been closely
associated wilh the Royal Navy, as afso with the
Royal Marines which is reflected in the town’s
coal-of-arms. Likewise, Chatham can lay claim to
a strong historical association with Nelson, who
walked the strects in the 18th century town long
before he became famous. I is 1o the lown’s
credit, therefore, that Cbatham has been the first,
perhaps, 10 launch The Nelson Decade, wilh the
unveifing of a unigue commemorative verlical
sundial in (ront of the wall of the old post office
building on the afiernoon of Friday, 21 Oclober
1994, The ceremony was carried out by The Right
Worshipful The Mayor of the City of Rochester,
Councillor Mrs Ann Marsh at 4.57pm, the time
that would have been indicated by a sundial at
Chatbam at the moment when Nelson died aboard
Victory off Cape Trafalgar.

The sundial is the ‘jewel in the crown’ of a 3.5
million pound project 1o inprove the environment
of Chatham, 10 makc this old naval lown more
attractive to its inhabitants and to its visitors. A
pedestrianisation scheme and other improvements
to the quality of wrban life are expecied to
provide a complementary appeal to that of the
historic dockyard. Implemented by the city of
Rochester and under the direction of the London
Architects B.D.P. {Building Design Parinership),
the main contract has been undertaken by Tarmac
Construction, (Civil Engineering Division). The
buge steel H-frame, which supports the sundial,
and the dial itself were constructed by Ollerlon
Engineering Services of Preston.

Historically, a sundial is a scientific instrument,
the purpose of which is te determine the Gme
from the apparent motion of the sun. [n order not
to put any strain osn the wall of the building, (he
Chatham sundial is suspended in the vertical plane
parallel to the wall. The dial is classed as a
vertical declining sundial (latitude 51° 23" N
lengitude 00° 32" E) since the wall declines from
the South cardinal point of the compass 33" 45
West.

The design is intended t create a modern sundial
in an 18th century naval style, having nautical
symbolism Lo reflect Chatham’s historic connection
wilh Lthe Royal Navy and the Royal Marines, This
is principally provided through the use of those
heraldic achievements in the wwa’s coal-of-ammsg,
namely the two gilded medieval ships,
representing the Royal Navy, and the gilded
wreathed trident, associated with the Royal
Marises. Likewise, the predominant blue ground
of the dial-plate, whilst being a Uraditional sundial
colour is also a colour associated wilh the sea.
The naval symbolisin is completed in the circular

The sundial supported on its franie.

shape of the sundial, bordercd by a gilded rope
surround which, excluding the use of the naval
crown, tikes the forn of the circular heraldic
shicld of a capital ship.

In addition to the hour-lines on the dial-face, the
sundial is fumished with declination lines - (he
lateral curves crossing he dial-plate ~ for the
equinoxes, the winter solstice, the summer solstice,
and for the 21 QOctoher (1R05), On this latter arc,
the date of the anniversary of the Banle of
Trafalgar, there is a small gilded epcircled cross,
dencting the time of Nelson's death at 4,30pm al
Trafalgar al which moment, on Whal fatelful day a
sundial in Chatham would have indicated the time
1 be 4.57pm, as also would have all well-
regulated pubiic clocks in e town, This feature
on the sumlial is intended w be a wibute w
Britain’s greatest bere and e recall Lord Nelson's
close conneclion with Chatham,

Unlike normal sundials, where the hour of the day
may be delermined from the shadow of an
inclined rod or gromon, i this case the time may
be read off by observing the tip of the shadow of
an horizontal spike, projecting from the upper
centre-line of (he dial-plate, in refation to the

straight radiating gilded hour-lines. The time so
found is called Local Apparent Solar Time or,
more usually, Local Apparent Time (LAT) which
is the nawral time that our ancestors kept in the
days when life moved at a slower pace. Although
the Chatham sundial allows for summer time
{Roman numerals: winfer \ime, Arabic numerals:
sturner lime), to obtain “clock’ tme, ie Greeawich
Mean Time (GMT) or British Summer Time (BST)
il is necessary to apply a small cofrection to allow
for the difference in longitude between Greenwich
and Chatham {-2 minutes), and for the equation of
time. This is a known quanlity, resulting from the
variation in the earth’s orbital speed and the Ul of
the earth’s axis to the plane of its orbil. The daily
correction (o be applied may be found in such
works as Whitaker's Almanac.

“Fourteen minutes before sunsel, the
point of the fading shadow may just
be seen to touch the centre of the
gilded encircled cross, denoting 4.57
(LAT), the time of Nelson’s death.”

The grnomon's shadow tip may also he seen 10
wrack along the respective lateral lings on the dales
of the equinoxes and the solstices. Likewise, on
the 21 October each year the shadow tip will track
along the gilded arc that represents Lhis historic dale.
Fourteen minutes before sunset, if he weather is
ling and clear, the point of the fading shadow
may just be scen (o touch the cenue of the gilded
encircled cross, denoling 4.57 (LAT), the time of
Nelson's death., There could bhardly be a more
fitting tribute to the memory of Britain's greatest
naval bero than this silent moment, as the sword-
like shadow, as if’ it were a natural mark of
respect, fades with the going down of Lhe sun.
Chatham has surcly ‘sct the pace’ for The Nelson
Decade by the design and construction of this
unique commemorative cxample.

O The Chatham sundial was designed by the
authpr, whose works alse include the famous
‘dolphin' equinoctial mean-time sundial ar the
National Maritime Museum gt Greeawich, to mark
the Queen's Silver Jubilee: the Marine Soclely
and Nawical Institute vertical sundial unvedled by
Her Majesty the Quéen (1979); the four veriical
sundials on St Margaret's Charch ot Westminsier
(1982); a veriical dial i HM Tower of London
(1988); @ modern equinoctial armiflary sundial o
the Savoy Hotel (1989); and a monumental 3-ton
York stone siate-faced double-polar mean-time
sundial at Otley, in West Yorkshire (1993). He is
Chairman of the British Sundial Svciety.




