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The Human Component

by Lajos Balazs
Director of the Konkoly Observatory

On the event of the Observatory's centenary I was often asked, that looking back, what is it that I consider
to be the Observatory's biggest achievement. After a while I replied, that the biggest achievement is that it
exists in the first place. In its existence I, naturally, do not mean, that in one of the pleasant green belts of
Budapest, on the Svdbhegy hills, near Normafa, there exists eight 'holds' (about 4.6 hectares) of territory,
where, at its entrance, the following stands: Magyar Tudomédnyos Akadémia Csillagdszati Kutatéintézete
(Astronomical Research Institute of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences); but that the Insitute's astronomical
knowledge is internationally recognised. Though Hungarian astronomy is not full of success stories.

The beginning was promising for the 1815-opened University Observatory of Gellérthegy. Its opening
was honoured by the presence of three rulers (Austrian Emperor, Russian Tsar, Prussian King). Its equipment
lived up to its day's standards. The observatory was completely destroyed under the siege of Buda castle in
1849. There are those who think that Mikl6s Konkoly Thege chosen on purpose the 20th of May 1899 as the
giving of the observatory to the state, as the taking back of Buda is celebrated on the 21st of May, so the
Hungarian Royal Konkoly-founded Astrophysical Observatory started its functioning exactly 50 years after
the destruction of the Gellérthegy Observatory.

The fate was not merciful either, for the observatory built by Kdroly Nagy, on the borders of Bicske.
From the reminiscences of Benjamin Gould, the founder of the Astronomical Journal, we know that in 1847
he visited the then half-built observatory, and was amazed by the great library which had several thousands
volumes, and the up-to-dateness of the equipment. Here the War of Independence in 1848/49 had interfered
with the normal life of the observatory. The Austrian troops erected a battery in the garden of the
observatory, and then arrested Kédroly Nagy, who created a flag for the observatory (blue with white stars) on
the grounds of republicanism. The 52 year-old man was chained to one of the gun-carriages in the
observatory's garden; there he spent the night under the starry sky; then on foot he was driven to the 'Neues
Gebdude' in Pest. Here after several weeks of trial he was released on lack of evidence. This event has
shaken him to the extent that he offered his observatory to HM Franz Joseph I and asked for permission to
leave the country.

The fate of the observatory's buildings was not determined, however, by the destructive force of time.
The hilltop next to Bicske had again become military territory at the end of 1944. One of the attacking
groups of Wehrmacht tried here to break into the Soviet siege-circle. The territory changed hands several
times. The still intact buildings were severely damaged. But what could not be destroyed by the iron-teeth of
time or the Wehrmacht, the local residents destroyed. The building of the observatory was simply carried
away; now not even the base of the observatory is to be seen. From the observing watch-tower something
remained, or rather, from the mausoleum that Karoly Nagy erected for his younger brother who died early in
his life. We should mention however, that the town of Bicske, on the 200th anniversary of Kéroly Nagy,
named its library after him.

Unfortunately Hungary is plentiful in these events. Nevertheless, Miklos Konkoly Thege's Institute is not
an example to the so-called 'Hungarian' fate. At the establishment, in 1871 (four years after the Austro-
Hungarian compromise), the country was, at running pace, on the road which today we often call 'opening up
to Burope'. With good instincts, Konkoly realised that in astronomy, the future meant the development of the
field of astrophysics. Due to this, in his Institute's research profile, he gave astrophysics a dominant part to
play. During the 1880s the Konkoly Institute was widely known about outside the borders of Hungary. This
alone, however, could not prevent it from sharing the sad fate of private observatories; that is when
observatories gradually degradated and eventually became useless and insignificant, when its founder died.
From the viewpoint of the later-living, the decisive moment was, without doubt, when the Institute came
under state ownership on the 20th of May, 1899. This made it possible, that the ruins that were created after
the First World War did not bury the Institute under it. Although the Trianon Treaty stripped away Ogyalla
and with it its observatory from Hungary, the state ownership of the instruments created the right for them to
be carried to Budapest, and there, the descendant of the observatory to be built.



That the state played a part was necessary, but still not enough for survival. Towards the end of the war
the Institute was on the edge of existence. In 1917, for months, the whole of the scientific staff consisted only
of Antal Tass. The Observatory's survival could not have happened, had it not been for his permanent
determination. Therefore apart from state ownership, there had to be something which we would now mostly
call, 'the human component'. During the life of the Institute, for the right decisions, without doubt, there
always had to be the beneficial historical event, but there also had to be people, who utilized these
possibilities, which were given. People who worked to put culture and science back on its feet after the war
were needed, culture ministers such as dr. Vass and Klebelsberg; but trained researchers were also needed,
who could produce scientific contents for the Institute that were to its days' standards.

During the Second World War the Institute, again, stood close to being perished. At the end of 1943 it
consisted only of the director and two assistants. On the 25™ of December 1944, the Soviet troops invaded
the buildings; in some of the domes, camp kitchens were set up, in others, horses were kept. The director
however, after 3 days, succeeded in getting the Soviet Command to agree that the library and some
laboratories could be free from Soviet occupation. When I was a young researcher I heard a legend, that
among the Soviet officers there was one who was an astronomer, and it was thanks to him that so soon an
agreement was reached. Therefore the library could be saved. From 'the human component', this seemingly
unimportant trifle bears witness to a dramatically force. To our library visitors we often proudly show that all
the important astronomical journals are present from the first edition onwards, progressively (the
Astronomische Nachrichten from 1823, the Astronomical Journal from 1851, and so on), whilst they had
been through two world wars, two revolutions, the Wall Street crash and two changes of political system, to
mention only the most severe events.

These people, who gave embodiment to this so-called 'human component', were of course not free from
errors. Quite regularly they had torn apart their strength with bad temper and conflicts. Yet the Institute
survived all this. Following the revolution in 1956, promising young talents left for the West. However in
1958 the director, Ldszl6 Detre, achieved that from the 9 million forint support from the Government, the
Piszkéstetd mountain station be built. This support ended in 1974, when the 1m telescope was put into
operation. After this there were no more big-scale astronomical investments in Hungary; the Institute's
extensive development closed down. A new era started with the directorship of Béla Szeidl, which is
characterised by the expansion in the field of computing and informatics. The number of staff did not
increase, but its productivity doubled in 20 years.

One of the biggest traumas of the 20th century is that the naive belief of the last century, of using science
for the general progression of humanity has faded away. The technological advances built by scientific
results were discharged into all out warfare and Hiroshima. The history of the Institute is an example to the
fact that astronomy could raise itself above narrow, temporary political interest. It preserved the virtue of
determination, persistence, renewal and recovery, without which there is no science, culture, or human
existence.




To my colleagues with whom I have spent a great time

Introduction

gl intended to prepare this volume as an introduction to the Observatory. While editing

this book, I saw before me the past hundred years' more important events.

Apart from the three essays that I wrote as an introduction to certain chapters, I
made an effort to revive the years past through original, unknown or hardly attainable
documents.

Naturally, where volumes are edited on the basis of documents, it belongs to the
book's character that individual subjects are not brought up proportionally to their
importance, since memories never survive in order of importance but are subjects to the
laws of chance.

I published everything in its original language, and its incorrected state, except some
Hungarian material that I felt essential to be translated into English.

In the first part of the book my goal was to show Konkoly's activities as fully as
possible by a selection of passages. Taking a fragment from the several hundred-page
itineraries, I wished to show the humour in his style and his daring colors.

Through the articles in the second part I tried to sketch out the historical background
of the Observatory's re-birth.

In Laszl6 Detre's scientific letters, the era's significant events crop up.

By the interview with Béla Szeidl, I tried to provide everyday information about the
past.

In the Supplement, I give you the biography of the Observatory's past hundred years'
most important persons. Finally, in the last, a bit unusual chapter, I put together some of
my colleagues' subjective thoughts.

For the predominant part of the letters presented in this book, I got hold of them with
the big-hearted support of my friends. The surviving letters of Ogyalla form the property
of Dr. Laszl6 Druga. I got hold of the letters from Gotha with the help of my close friend
Manfred Strumpf. From Dr. Csaba Detre, Ldszl6 Detre's original pieces of correspondence
arrived to the Konkoly Observatory's library. I got a copy of the Beobachtungs of Konkoly
from librarian J6zsef Horvith. I got the souvenirs associated with Karoly Lassovszky with
the help of Mrs. Lassovszky and her daughter, Judit. Finally, T owe thanks to science
historian Dr. Anita McConnel, who found for me a previously unknown article about
Konkoly in the Optician paper.

The reading of handwriting (in particular, the ones written in Gothic letters) is very
difficult. I owe thanks to Dr. L4sz16 Patkés, Katalin Rajczy, V. Miklés Gyongy, Katalin
Vargha, J6zsef Marton, Szabolcs Barcza and Istvan Domsa who in this and other work,
were available at my disposal.

Magda Vargha



PART 1

Life in Ogyalla

CHAPTER 1
THE LIFE AND WORK OF MIKLOS KONKOLY THEGE

; “...The soul aims high. Where to? Nobady knows. It would
- fly high, but abhors the gloomy night, until the comforting
‘_’ ' stars rise and turn the mind towards eternity with their

beauty and splendour, and show us, wanderers, where to
look for hope, faith and eternity.”

Roots

Miklés Konkoly Thege was born in Pest, on the 20" January 1842. His parents were well-to-do
landowners from Ogyalla'. He was an only child, and grew up surrounded by his parents loving care. He was
not allowed to go to state schools, but had been educated by private tutors. This way his parents hoped to
protect him from sickness and other perils. It was a natural consequence of this that, although he very seldom
disobeyed a parental order, he grew up to be a brave, almost foolhardy man, who was almost constitutionally
unable to shirk from a challenge, however seemingly impossible it was.

He was a nobleman, so nobody was surprised over his prowess with sabre and gun, but his well
developed technical sense, his ability to construct or con a ship, or to pass the examinations necessary to get
his papers as a ship’s mate and as a (railway) engine-driver, were regarded as rather eccentric. His habit of
taking his visiting scientists to his estate on his train, driven by himself, was counted as an even higher
audacity.

We shall never know where his daredevil spirit, fed on the tradition of centuries — his family acquired
the Ogyalla estate in the XIII™ century — would have driven him, had he not met, as a sixteen year old student
of the University of Pest, Anyos Jedlik, a physicist of nation-wide renown, one the inventors of the electric
generator. The experimental cast of mind of the master infected the pupil and through all his life Miklds
Konkoly Thege remained open to new ideas, and he himself became a tireless experimenter.

It was the wish of Konkoly’s parents that he should make a career for himself in politics, so he was
directed to go to the university as a law student. As an obedient son, he complied, but by no means with the
same willingness as he had shown towards his studies of physics, mathematics and astronomical subjects.

Studies abroad

In 1860 he started his studies at the Astronomy Department of the University of Berlin, where he could,
under the guidance of Encke, steep himself in the most up-to-date results of astronomical research. Johann
Franz Encke taught astronomy at Berlin University since 1826. As the only professor of astronomy of the
University, he was the intellectual leader of a whole generation of astronomers of later fame and renown. J.

! Now Hurbanovo, in Slovakia



H. Médler, J. G. Galle, Gustav Spérer, Benjamin Gould, Ph. Wolfers, C. Bremiker, F. Briinow, L. Seidel, H.
Schubert and many others were among his former pupils. P. Riimker, A. Kriiger, Lesser, B. Hoffman,
Wilhelm Forster, Tiel, F.Tietjen were Konkoly’s contemporaries studying under Encke, who was as excellent
a teacher as he was an astronomer. “Alle Schiiler Encke’s aber denken an die Vorlesungen mit grosser
Freude zuriick und bewahren ihrem theuern Lehrer ein dankbares, bleibenden Andenken.”, writes O.
Bruhms in his monograph about Encke.”

Some of the enthusiastic astronomy students of Berlin University decided to found a society devoted to
astronomy. Although another three years had to pass before the still existing “Astronomische Gesellschaft”
(AG) was instituted in Heidelberg, amongst its founder members we also find these young men from Berlin.
During the following years Konkoly remained in close contact with his astronomer friends who were
members of the AG.

The list of the subjects these young men had to study in Berlin can also be ascertained from the
previously mentioned biography of Encke:

Sphérische Astronomie mit Anwendung der Instrument.
Theoretische Astronomie

Rechende Astronomie

Specielle Storungen

Geschichte der Astronomie

Losung numerischer Gleichungen

L/ AV T

To comply with his parents’ wishes, he attended some lectures on law, but with an enthusiasm even less
than at Pest.

Years of Drifting

After receiving his degree from the University of Berlin in 1862, he felt a desire — he could afford it —
to augment his knowledge of astronomy, which was restricted to theory, by the study of its practical aspects.
To achieve this, he spent a year at various observatories in Europe (Gottingen, Heidelberg, Paris and
Greenwich).

Immediately after his return he married. In his new wife he found himself a companion of great intellect
and sensibility. Unfortunately they were also closely related by blood. This resulted in the untimely death of
their two little sons. Mrs Konkoly (née Erzsébet Madarassy) was liked and respected by the guest scientists
visiting Ogyalla, politicians, composers and the family’s innumerable relations in need of help.

Yielding to the entreaties of his family, Miklés Konkoly Thege has put aside his ambition to be an
astronomer, and tried to settle down and lead the sort of life that was expected of him by his family. So he
entered the County Administration, but after a few years he could bear it no longer and quitted the world
which was so completely alien to his whole being.

In 1870 he made another study trip to Europe. The last seven years saw a rapid expansion of science.
The rate of improvement in the field of instrument making was quite incredible. He recognized this, and on
this trip, besides visiting observatories, he also made it his business to visit the more notable instrument
makers, such as John Browning in York and Siegmund Merz in Munich. Later on, they became the suppliers
of his first instruments.

Decision for a lifetime

When he lost his firstborn son at the age of seven (his other son lived for only one day), he felt that he
must find another way of perpetuating his name for the future, and decided to achieve this by realizing his
youthful dreams and devoting his life to astronomical research. In pursuance of this idea, he erected a four
inch Bardou telescope under a small rotating dome, on the northern roof of his mansion and started on the
work of observing stars, which he continued till the end of his days.

At first he wanted to do this just to satisfy his own curiosity, but he soon realized that both his talents
and ambitions spurred him on to greater achievements. Konkoly’s personality was well suited to attempting
to do things which appeared at first to be beyond his powers. His intention was single-handedly to establish a
basis for the cultivation of astronomy in the Hungary of his times, where the necessary material and
intellectual necessities (except traditions) did not exist.

In 1874 the building of the two-dome observatory was completed.

In these times not a single observatory was working in Hungary

? Bruhms, C.: Johann Franz Encke. Leipzig, 1869.








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































