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Aprilo18,22003 [INewly[discovered[documentsftom the
1840s,[slippressedfdpreventlahihternational[standal
between[HEnglandlahd[France,[akefbrcing [alréwrite [oflolne
oflthe Mest@nown[storiesfin fhe Mistoryloflaktronomy.

Theldiscoverylafthe planetNeptunelon [September[23,
1846, idfuistly fAmed [ak [alftiumph [of [réason, (hiard iork,
and the [Brilliantlapplicationaflcklestial mechanics.[The
FrenchlaktronomerMrbain[Iean[IosephTeMerrier
recognized thatlslight[perturbationsihthe labserved mhotion
of[ranusfihdicated fhatanew, inknown [planettas
exertinglalgravitational Ghfluence. TeMerrier(chlculated
wherelthelplanetishouldbe= ahlektraordinaryféathen
computingWasldonemtith pencillahd [paper;[IohannGalle
atBerlin[Observatorypbinted[aliélescopelat therightspot,
andfheremasNeptune. '

Thelthlelalso |
goeslthatlIbhn |
Couch[Adams, |~
alybung |
English _
mathematician |

at ambridge, Urbaindeandosephd.etVerrierq(1811-77)mccurately
calculatedrthepositionofranmunseengplanetthasedon

hadltackled themmotionofdUranus. Usingtthisgposition,”Johann

thelshme GallennGermanyfoundNeptunedngjustrachal fchourmof

problem looking.

independently

and [prredicted theplanet'sposition b mithin Malflaldegree
ofMeMerrier'slposition [aklehrly[ak [SeptemberiB45.[But,
accordinglid thelstory, fhe Hnglishlaktronomy
establishmentfignoredfhey¥bung[Adams, létting the
discoverylslip away[fd fhe [Erench. [After fheldiscovery,[al
consensuslstemed [fblemergelthatboth[Adamslahd e
Verrierldeserved lefjuallcteditfbrthe rblesfheylhlad played
(S&T:[Septemberih96,phagelgl).

That[story, hlowever, [cbnceals[alflerce [piriority[disputefhat
for[alwhile fhreatenedfdblecomealnhajorihternational
incident.Bewrkalized thatthelcbnsensusistoryasaktually
alchrefullylctafted cbmpromisebasedon[sklective selolf
documents. [Onlymow(arehliddenphpersicbming o Lght

JohneCouchsAdams(1819-92)dndependentlyoworked
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onctheproblemmfthemplanetperturbingsUranus,hut thatréveal the [tuth behind fhe Iﬁolitically IEkpedient
hisdnexactmndchangingspredictionssentcCambridge version.

astronomersonmnaunsuccessful, sixaweekowildgoose

chase. Courtesy=NationalsMaritimeaMuseum.

According[tbIniversitylofMondonaktronomer Nick

Kollerstrom, fhelsklectivelabcount, by [England's
Astronomer[Royal[GeorgeBiddell [Airy, Mas plublished Mtithin fvomhonthsaf Neptune'sidiscovery.
However, the[Royal[Greenwich @bservatory'sfhllNeptunelflewas Keptlskcretfrom [Airy'sawn Fime
throughatIéastfheiH50s.[Historianswholakked b [cbnsultiierefbld thatfhefle as[Mnavailable."
ThenAilskemed id[disappear(altogether.

InlrkcentHimeslshispicion[félllonaktronomerQlin Il Hggen, itholdften[denied Mavingfhe fle. [However,
after[Hggen's[death i [1H98, fitasmloticed (bl [alllick [@bservatorygraduate studentamong hiis effectsih
Chile.The [flle hias mow [been réturned kb fhe [Royal[Greenwich [Qbservatorylakchiveslat[Qambridge, lahd
Kollerstromidstudyingifslcbntents, ihcludingundredsaf Tétters.

Solfar, Kollerstrom s krified mhanyldetailsofthe standard ikrsion,fhcluding[Adams's mnsuccessful
attempts[io Misit[Airy[at[Greenwich ihthe [falllaf 184 5. [However, i [cbntrast o fhefraditional [storylof
Adams'smonderfulprediction fthatentshamefullyignored bly British [aktronomers, theréal[Adams
appearslidhlavebeen rhtherhgue,lahdhlispiredictionsfbrithe planet Keptlchanging. [At mlo [point [dlid (hle
havelthelcbnfidenceid [shy, [hleffect,akMeMerrierldid, Cpointitburiélescope hlerelahd bu Wl Find . "
Instead,[Adams'spredictionsrhnged aver[akmhuch[ak 2o ° lof [sky, Ehrowing Britishskarchers[at the
Cambridgeniversity[Qbservatorylon [alsix[Week Mild[gboselchasehlunting the [planetduringthe
summerofi846.

Thelaktualldiscoverylof Neptunebok[Galle flistalhlalf(hlour at fhe kélescopelith Berlin [(theplanet as
only[iP[ftom MeMerrier'spredicted [position). [Afterward theBritish (= [ahd lekpecially Airy (= [gbtfbgether
alchrefullyldigested [ahd [eavily[sklected brsion [of[eVents. [Adams's ihcillation [ahd mhathematical
scrupulosity Werelhushed ilp [ahd [cbvered aver, lahd [anlyhlis [ehrly, preliminaryresult (= Mthich [piroved b
bemhorelakcuratefhan hiisIdterlohes= Masmhadeplublic.

ThelrésultWas[alrémarkable British Eakeover.[Adams[did [deservelsbmerécognition fbrhliismhathematical
investigations, blut [Kollerstrom [Believesthat[what helehded hup iith Wasmhuch mhore fhan ias [due fd

him."

LeMerrierpirotested [at the fime, [but i fhin. [He mlever [(hlad [ah [apportunity kb réad [all Ehe documentsih
thelpossession [affthe British, [sb e asforced kb akcept theirikrsionof[Adams'splriority it the
calculations. MeMerrier(did réceivemanyhonorsfor hiis Worklahd WasTdter mamed[directorlofParis
Observatory;but, [shys[®ollerstrom, [T fhink (e Mtas [personally ftaumatized by hathiad appened, lahd
helehded llp [aklalcbmpletelagre ahd [despotih Idter kars." [Eventually hlis[staffrbse mlp [h révoltlah d
overthrewhlim[(though heMasréappointed [afterhlis[siccessordrowned).

Inladditiontd réviewingthe Royal[Greenwich[Qbservatory(file,Kollerstrom(hias[also mhade fhe first
carefulstudyof[Brenchlcbrrespondencepertaining b fhediscoverylaf Neptune. [Hehopes b plublish the
entire[Neptunelcbrrespondence, [ftom hothsidesoffthe [Ohannel, [at [thelehd [of [this ear. [Mhen (historians
andrkaderslchnjihdge forfthemselveswhetherfiistice as mheted [olut the frst fime [fhe mhatter tas
considered.
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