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Hugh P er c y Wilkins
A cele br ation of his lif e and w or k
Phil Morgan

HUGH Percival Wilkins died at his
home in Bexleyheath in Kent on 23

January 1960, thus marking the end of a
long line of great ‘Moon mappers’that
began with Galileo.

Sadly, despite the tremendous contribu-
tion that he made throughout his life to our
knowledge of the lunar surface, Wilkins is
still to this day attracting so much adverse
criticism that his standing, in an historical
context, has been severely damaged. But,
we have to ask ourselves, are these cri-
tiques correct in their opposition? True his
charts were never ‘finished’to his satisfac-
tion, and some of his ideas may seem silly
in the light of present day knowledge and
understanding, but to a large extent I
believe that his detractors have missed the
point. H. P. Wilkins did much more than
simply produce the largest Moon maps. To
find out just what he achieved we need to
try and retrace his life and work.

Early years
Hugh Percival Wilkins was born on 4
December 1896, son of John Wilkins, the
Postmaster at Carmarthen, South Wales,
and was educated at the local Grammar
School. After being given a small
telescope by a friend of the family he
quickly developed an interest in astrono-
my and was soon constructing telescopes
of his own, and became very adept at the

fine art of mirror grinding. His first origi-
nal astronomical drawings dating back to
1909.

During the First Word War he served in
the Royal Army Corps, and at this time he
made extensive use of the 4½ inch Cooke
equatorial refractor in York. It was a meas-
ure of his enthusiasm that he was known to
take a spyglass to the trenches in case he
missed anything of astronomical impor-
tance.

Following the Great War he continued
his profession as a practical engineer in
Llanelly, South Wales, and in 1918 was
elected as a member of the BAAunder the
proposal of a Mr. Denning. Whilst the
young Wilkins had a great interest in geol-
ogy and studied the planets, it was the
Moon and its finer detail that was his main
preoccupation. He became a regular con-
tributor to scientific publications such as
the English Mechanic.

Moon mapping begins
By 1924 Wilkins had completed and pub-
lished his first map of the Moon to a scale
of 60 inches to the lunar diameter. During
this period he made a special study of
Schröter’s Valley, and his findings, along
with co-worker Capt. Bourgon of Arras,
appeared in the BAAJournal. In late 1931
he married his sweetheart, Hilda Evans, in
Llanelli, and later moved to Barnehurst in

Kent. By now he had become a
proficient mirror grinder and
set up a 12½ inch reflector at
his new home. A second Moon
map was completed in 1932 to
a scale of 100 inches.

On 25 January 1934 his wife
gave birth to Eileen, who in
1967 married a diplomat and
had two children of their own.
In 1941 he gave up practical
engineering and joined the
Ministry of Supply.

BAA Lunar Section
After the Second World War
had ceased he took over the
Directorship of the BAALunar
Section from T. L. MacDonald
(1938-1946). At this point the
Section was virtually non-exis-
tent. This was where Wilkins

came into his own. His unbounded enthu-
siasm was inspiring and he quickly rebuilt
the Section into a valuable organisation
with over one hundred members. This
served as a model for the newly formed
US-based Association of Lunar and
Planetary Observers, under the
Directorship of Walter Haas, as well as
many other groups around the world.

By now Wilkins had moved from
Barnehurst to Bexleyheath, and he had
replaced his 12½ inch reflector with one of
15¼ inches of his own making. Started in
1938, by 1946 he had published the first
edition of his great 300 inch map and was
already working on a revised edition. It is
this revised 1951 version that is repro-
duced on a very small scale in The Moon
of Wilkins and Moore (1955), and this is
the version familiar to most. Shown in
orthographic projection, the basic struc-
ture for each chart came from the best
available photographs taken with the 100
inch reflector at the Mt. Wilson
Observatory, with the the starting points
for positions taken from the earlier meas-
urements of Franz and Saunder made at
the Lick and Paris Observatories, with
supplements made by Wilkins himself.
Unlike earlier lunar maps, Wilkins was the
first to add special libration zone supple-
ments for each of the normally hidden
limb regions. Altogether these charts con-
tain over 85,000 objects with many fine
details culled from the photographs taken
at the Pic-Du-Midi observatory. Obtaining
accurate positional measurements for all
of these objects was beyond even the
unbounded enthusiasm of a dedicated
Wilkins! Hot off the press at 100-inch
reduced scale he was generous at handing
out copies of his lunar maps for a small
fee, with NASApurchasing several sets

But of course he wasn’t working alone.
Over 50 of the BAALunar Section mem-
bers were regularly contributing observa-
tions that contained much fine detail to
add to his charts — names such as R.
Barker, L. F. Ball, E. F. Emley, C. F. O.
Smith, B. Burrel and K. Abineri to name a
few. This was team work, and those that
seek to criticise Wilkins charts are also
calling to question these amateur
observers, since much of the fine detail
contained within came from them.

A young Hugh Wilkins aged about 25.
Photograph courtesy Nigel Longshaw.
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With his growing success Wilkins was
allowed the use of some of the finest tele-
scopes in the world. During his 1954 lec-
ture tour of America, he observed the
Moon with the Mt. Wilson 60 inch reflec-
tor, the Yerkes 40 inch refractor and the 26
inch Washington refractor. Whilst back in
England he had use of the large instru-
ments at Cambridge University, as well as
Dr W. H. Steavenson’s 30 inch reflector.

In 1948 he travelled to France to meet
Professor Flammarion at Meudon
Observatory, and was granted use of the 33
inch refractor, the ‘Grand Lunette’. His
weekend jaunts to Paris with his young co-
worker Patrick Moore are well known.
This great telescope had an objective made
by the Brothers Henry, with a focal length
of 52 feet, and a mounting weighing over
20 tons. Sadly it is no longer in use due to
the dome seizing up.

This was an age without mobile phones,
email nor fax machines for the members to
communicate with each other. Nor were
there any publications, so Wilkins hit on
the idea of a round robin Circular — a
selection of members’drawings and notes
that went the rounds of the Section by
post. Members added their own little bit to
it and passed it on to the next. Numerous
reports and papers appeared in the
Journal, and at Wilkins’ instigation the
Section began its own publication, The
Moon, under the editorship of F. H.
Thornton.

Wilkins also made numerous lectures,
broadcasts and television appearances. He
also served on the Council of the British
Interplanetary Society. In his usual ingen-
ious way he constructed a planetarium
projector which was used for demonstra-
tion purposes at Crayford Manor House,
Educational Centre, where he gave many
of his lectures.

A bridge too far
As Wilkins’ fame and success grew, so
unfortunately did the number of his oppo-
nents. The ‘Bridge on the Moon’fiasco
gave them the ammunition that they need-
ed. I have no intention of going into the
details of this acrimonious episode; they
are dealt with fully elsewhere. Suffice it to
say that the original observation was not
by Wilkins, but by the science editor of the
New York Tribune, John J. O’Neill. Let us
say that in the light of what Wilkins had
accomplished with the rebuilding of the
Lunar Section, the matter could have been
handled a bit more diplomatically!

Wilkins claimed, and probably justifi-
ably so, that his views on the subject of the
‘Bridge’ were taken out of context by the
press. A paragraph from the magazine arti-

cle below, dated 13 February 1954, says:
“Here Wilkins has found his bridge. Other
astronomers had failed to notice it both
because the Mare Crisium is subject to
heavy mists and because an observer must
have his telescope trained on the exact
spot when lighting conditions are right.”

Unfortunately for Wilkins this all coin-
cided with the publication of one of his
least popular books, Our Moon(Frederick
Muller, London, 1954) which was savage-
ly attacked by sev-
eral, including Dr.
H. C. King, who
apparently made a
habit of this sort of
thing! However, not
all of the reviews of
his work at this time
were so negative. In
Die Sterne, January
1955, Gunter D.
Roth, the celebrated
German writer
compared Wilkins’
maps to those of
Philipp Fauth and
found the two to be
of equal value, and
went on to say: “A
lot of institutions
and observatories
work with these
(Wilkins’) 25 piece
charts at present.
For special work
with a telescope
these charts are still
too big, so Prof. W.
H. Haas from the
Association of
Lunar and Planetary
Observers (USA)
has usefully

reduced the size, and in his magazine The
Strolling Astronomer has published the
result. Each of the 25 sheets of the chart
was reduced to 20x20 cm, and is easier to
use.” It later says: “Only the exact knowl-
edge of the structure of the Moon’s sur-
face, based on detailed studies, is the basis
for an attempt to summarize the physical
selenography of the nature of things on our
satellite. Dr Wilkins has delivered a valu-
able reference.”

Meudon Observatory, Paris, 1956. Photo courtesy Richard Baum / Sir Patrick Moore.

Illustratedmagazine article at the time of the ‘Moon Bridge’
episode. Image credit: Peter Grego.
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The Aristarchus Plateau and Schröter’s Valley, one of Wilkins’ favourite regions to study. This is a different version of the 300-inch
map to the one that appears in The Moon.
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Invention and accolade
As well as keeping the fires of enthusiasm
burning, Wilkins was also extremely
inventive, and in Nature 158, 73, 14
September 1946, he describes a thermal
eyepiece that he had developed for meas-
uring the heat received from the Moon.
Consisting of a small horseshoe shaped
magnet in the field of which is suspended
a thermocouple made of two dissimilar
metals, such as alumel and copper.
Apparently it worked quite well, provided
it was used between first and last quarter
and the sky was absolutely clear.

Wilkins’ wife and young daughter
accompanied him on his lecture tour of the
United States. Not only did he spend his
time using some of the largest telescopes
in the country, he also attended several
functions, including the Madison
Convention of the Astronomical League
held at the University of Wisconsin in
June/July of that year. Wilkins was ban-
quet speaker, and some 23l persons attend-
ed, representing almost 50 astronomical
societies from 22 states. Later in the
evening the Astronomical League award
was presented to Wilkins, for his lunar
work. The citation pointed out: “The study
of the surface of the Moon has been large-
ly relegated to the work of amateur
observers...recording of this work has
largely been in the hands of the BAA
Lunar Section...under the direction of H. P.
Wilkins...”

Perception and reality
It is clear from this article, which comes
from Sky and Telescope1954, that Wilkins
was much more highly venerated during
his lifetime than he is today. So why then,
we have to ask ourselves, does he now
seem to attract so much bad press?
Partially perhaps, because of the ‘Moon
Bridge’episode, which seems to be blown
out of all proportion in its significance
compared to everything else that he
achieved in his life. While it’s true his
maps are not perfect, if he were here today
he would be the first to say so himself. The
simple fact that he ran out of time before
he could complete them to his satisfaction
is no excuse to belittle his work. The
amount of effort that that he must have
expended in producing them, along with
running the Lunar Section, dealing with
correspondence etc., working at the
Ministry of Supply and supporting his
family, must have been extraordinary.
Nothing of course is perfect. No hand
drawn map ever is, and it is totally unfair
to compare him to, say, Rükl, who had the
advantage of the Lunar Orbiter photo-
graphs to assist him, but even so there are

still inconsistencies,
as any experienced
observer will con-
firm. If we look at
say a Rembrandt or
a Constable, we
may think, initially,
that we are looking
at perfection, but
science shows us
that underneath are
botched and hastily
painted over
objects, indicating a
change of mind. In
other words, what
we perceive is but a
thin veneer. In this
light I believe we
should look at
Wilkins’ charts as
his undercoat — he
ran out of time
before he could fin-
ish them. If only he
had survived for
another decade we
would probably be
telling a different
story!

A skilled observer
Even so, much of
what he shows on
his charts is verifi-
able. True, not every
dark black line that
he draws has proved
to be a rille, but in
an artistic sense
Wilkins had a limit-
ed palette and we are
wrong if we take his
work at face value.
Very often his lines
will prove to delineate the sight of a ridge,
a fault, or just a change of tone, as many
experienced observers will agree.

The figures on p.13 compare Wilkins’
1953 view of Bohnenber A (north at top)
with a modern day CCD image. Most of
the linear features picked out by his keen
eyesight are unknown and not shown on
modern charts. Nevertheless, most of
these, apart from the oblique one he shows
on the southern floor of Bohnenberger A,
could be traced on Bart Declerq’s superb
original image. They may not all be rilles,
and I have enhanced the prominence of
them considerably to mark their positions,
but Wilkins obviously ‘caught’these linear
features in moments of better seeing,
attesting to his skill as an observer.

On p.13 is also an observation that I

made in November 2002, showing a fault
crossing the floor of the ancient crater
Hall. Wilkins’ chart was the only confir-
mation that I could find for this detail.

Wilkins also ‘rediscovered’the Mare
Orientale, and a paper announcing his
findings appeared in the BAA Journal in
1938. Although he wasn’t the first to
record this feature, he was the first to
attempt to chart it properly.

In 1953, Professor. A. Paluzie-Borrell
and the University of Barcelona conferred
upon Wilkins a honary Doctorate in recog-
nition of his contribution to astronomy,
and we should not forget that during his
lifetime a crater was named in his honour
that was part of the IAU nomenaclature of
1935 — a quite exceptional occurrence.

Wilkins also wrote and co-authored

Thermal eyepiece developed by Wilkins.
Image courtesy Heather Williams.

Hilda, Eileen and ‘Percy’ Wilkins leaving the dining hall at the
University of Wisconsin, after receiving his award.

Photo credit: Tony Federer.
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Above: Details of Wilkins’ discovery of Mare Orientale
appeared in the News Chronicleof 27 August 1938.

Right: The discovery of Mare Orientale (the lunar mare ‘X’)
as reported in the BAAJournal (Vol. 48, No. 2, 1938).
Image courtesy of the late Harold Hill and the BAA.
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some ten books as well as numerous
papers. Some of these were more popular
than others, and no doubt some of his ideas
may seem stange today, but we should
remember that the Moon was a far more
mysterious place during his life — man
had not yet set foot on its surface.
Sometimes he could, though, be quite
prophetic, for example in The Glassy
Crust of the Moon(Popular Astronomy,
Volume. 54, 1946) he predicts that parts of
the Moon are overlain with glass of a
spherical shape, and differing colours!

He also had another claim to fame. In
1959 the Russian spacecraft Lunik III suc-
cessfully photographed the far side of the
Moon. For the the first time in history sci-
entists could see the averted hemisphere,
and to correlate their findings with the vis-
ible they used Wilkins’ charts of the libra-
tion zones to produce the first map of the
far side of the Moon.

The unfortunate outcome of the ‘Bridge
on the Moon’episode was that Wilkins

was either forced or felt compelled to
resign his Directorship of the Lunar
Section. His successor was a young Ewen
Whitaker (1956-1958) who inherited a
vastly different organisation to the one that
Wilkins started out with.

This must have been a very difficult time
for him, considering the vast amount of
time and effort he had expended on
improving the Section, but in his usual
indefatigable manner Wilkins went on to
found the International Lunar Society, and
became its first President, with Walter
Haas Vice President, and G. D. Roth as the
General Secretary, which at its peak had
over 400 members worldwide.

In 1955 his 300 inch map was published
in much reduced form in The Moonin col-
laboration with his good friend, Patrick
Moore. By 1959 his health, never particu-
larly good, was worsening, but he was
never one to curtail his activities and any
clear night he would be found looking
through his telescope or working on his

charts. His interest in geology was as
strong as ever, and he once descended the
crater of Vesuvius to take magnificent
photographs of the interior. He even start-
ed work on a 22 inch mirror, a mammoth
undertaking by any standards, and had
planned yet another revision of his great
map and another book. But time was run-
ning out, following several lesser heart
attacks in 1959 he suffered a major one in
January 1960, and died peacefully at his
home in Bexleyheath on the 23rd, only a
few days after retiring from his official
post in the Ministry of Supply.

Those that knew him speak of a man that
was of a kindly disposition, unfailingly
courteous that replied to your queries by
return of post. Always helpful and because
it was not in his nature, could not under-
stand those that chose to criticise. A man
of his time that was able to inspire others,
and whose work encouraged many
(including the author) to look at and study
the Moon.



Above: Bohnenberger A, drawn by H. P. Wilkins on 1953
September 26 with the 25-inch Newall Refractor of

Cambridge University.

Below: The Hall and G. Bond region, as shown by Wilkins in
his 300-inch Moon map. This is the only chart that shows the
fault crossing the floor of Hall heading towards Posidonius.

Above: CCD image of Bohnenberger A, taken on 2007
September 30. Image credit: Bart Declerq, USA.

Below: The Hall and G. Bond region. Observation by the
author on 2002 November 24 using a 305 mm f/5 Newtonian

reflector x400.

Comparisons demonstrating the accuracy of Wilkins’ observational work.
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So ended the life of one of the
most inspirational figures of
the last century. Just as the
Selenographical Society floun-
dered when Birt died and
Neison left for South Africa, so
the International Lunar Society
slowly sank into the sands of
obscurity. Wilkins, its driving
force was no more.

Legacy
The North Wall (Nordwand) of
the mighty Eiger towers some
6,000 ft above the beautiful
Swiss Grindelwald Valley in
the Bernese Oberland. On 24
July 1938 Heinrich Harrer,
roped to his three fellow
climbers as one, were the first
to achieve a successful ascent
of the face, having suffered ter-
ribly on the climb. Just what,
you may ask, has this to do
with a long since deceased
British astronomer? Well, when
Harrer wrote his account of the
ascent in his famous book Die
Weisse Spinne(The White
Spider) he was sufficiently
modest enough to pay tribute to
the many climbers, (such as
Mehringer, Sedlmayer, Toni
Kurz and Hinterstoisser) who
had forged new routes up the
face but had died without
reaching their summit. In a similar vein I
believe we should pay respect to the
observers of the past, like Wilkins, whose
efforts have helped put us where we are

today. Their efforts are the foundation
stones of the pinnacle of our knowledge.
Wilkins may have missed (narrowly) his
bullseye, but he pointed us in the right

direction, and no one can deny
his unflinching enthusiasm
and prodigious workload.

When Wilkins and Patrick
Moore were producing their
book The Moonthey enlisted
the help of a young Ewen
Whitaker. He only lived some
three miles from the Wilkins
household, and used to cycle
there on occasions to see him.
In a personal communication
to this author he says:
“Wilkins recruited very many
new members to the Lunar
Section and lunar studies in
general, this includes me, and
I thank him posthumously for
really fostering my interest in
lunar matters, leading to my
highly absorbing and reward-
ing career here in the United
States.”

Wilkins was not interested in
fame and fortune, his only rea-
son to live was astronomy and
overwhelmingly the Moon. He
was fascinated by it and sim-
ply wanted to discover all that
he could about it. He was also
extremely patriotic; the large
metal plaque hanging on his
living room wall said ‘Cymru
Am Bydd’ (‘Wales Forever’).
In summing up his life we
should not forget that he

remained an amateur throughout his obser-
vational career and he was not a trained
cartographer; he was a family man, and he
had to support them whilst working at the

Above: A young Ewen Whitaker aged about 30, and H. P.
Wilkins, aged about 57, outside the Royal Observatory,

Greenwich, 1954. Photo credit: Walter Haas.

Pitatus, observed by Dr. H. P. Wilkins
on 1953 April 22 using the Meudon

33-inch refractor.
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Ministry of Supply. In addition, his health
was never particularly good, yet despite all
of this he managed to find the time to
achieve so much.

To what end then, one has to ask, is the
point of criticising his work? The fact that
he is no longer here to defend himself
makes his detractors all the more coward-
ly. He gave us everything that he had, for
what we give back, we should hang our
heads low.

In 1935 a somewhat inconspicuous 38
mile wide crater in the lunar southeast
uplands was named in his honour. A fitting
epitaph for a man that inspired others,
whose life was spent studying his Moon.
An inconspicuous crater maybe, but not
such an insignificant spirit. May he rest in
peace.
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“It is not likely that any one of us
will again know a man who dared to
map the whole Moon primarily on
the basis of his personal observa-
tions”

Walter. H. Haas

Below: This study of Mare Crisium’s
southern border was given to the late

Harold Hill by Wilkins.
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Riccioli.

Following Wilkins’ death his daughter donated his 300-inch Map of the moon to The National Maritime Observatory in Greenwich
and his wife gave a copy to The British Museum. Crayford Manor House constructed an observatory containing a 12-inch reflector
for use by students and dedicated to the memory of Dr. Wilkins, still in use today and known as the Wilkins Memorial Observatory.
As well as his great map Wilkins also published 14 special charts of selected areas at a similar scale of 300- inches to the lunar

diameter. The one above shows the Ricciolli region. The other charts are of the following:

Alpine Valley Archimedes
Aristarchus Copernicus
Mare Crisium east Mare Crisium West
Limb South East Linné
Messier and Pickering Plato
Ptolemaeus Stoffler
Straight Wall
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Above: H. P. Wilkins pores over his 300-inch lunar map. 

Left: The Sinus Iridum at sunrise. Drawing by H. P. Wilkins.

Below: Neil Armstrong views Wilkins’ 300-inch Moon map at the
Royal Geographical Society, London.
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Above: H. P. Wilkins pictured in the mid-1950s, holding a map section showing the crater Copernicus, with his 300-inch Moon map
serving as a spectacular backdrop. Image courtesy Eileen Coombes.
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H. P. Wilkins (1896-1960). Image courtesy Eileen Coombes.


