
SHROPSHIRE ASTRONOMICAL SOCIETY 
An outline of the origins and amalgamation of two societies 
 
In April 1981 a small group of interested people formed the first Shropshire 
Astronomical Society. The Chairman was Jim Jones and the meetings were held 
at College Hill House, Shrewsbury and then at the Albert Hotel, both in the town. 
No records other than a few newsletters survive and all original committee 
members have died or left the area. There were speaker meetings and a 
constitution but it is unlikely that the society name was formally registered in 

any way. In 1983 there were 10 
members. 
  After a short period the society had 
become relatively inactive but survived 
into the 1990s as meetings held at 
William Lee’s large house in 
Leebotwood. Billy, as he was 
affectionately known, was a retired 
engineer and inventor who built a 16-
inch Cassegrain reflector housed in 
something approaching a giant dustbin 
and who turned to “loosing off” kit 
rockets to the amusement and alarm of 
visiting members when cloud 
intervened. 
  Independently and coincidentally, 
Peter Williamson started a local group 
in the Oswestry area of Shropshire in 

late 1989 or early 1990. It was called  
Whittington Astronomical 
Society and Peter was the 
driving force behind it. A 
newsletter under that name was 
started but by March 1993 it 
was headed Shropshire 
Astronomical Society. There 
appears to be no surviving 
record of when the society 
name was changed as the 
meeting minutes and other 
papers were lost. 
 



In 1989 David Woodward, 
an architect working for 
Shropshire County 
Council, met Billy Lee at 
one of Patrick Moore’s 
weekend courses held at 
the Gateway Arts and 
Education Centre in 
Shrewsbury and joined 
the small band of 
observers and telescope 
makers. By the early 

summer of 1993 David took over chairmanship of the group, whilst Billy was 
‘promoted’ to President, a move that was engineered by Nick Beard of the Lyth 
Bank observatory where meetings subsequently took place. (This observatory 
housed a 16-inch reflector and 12-inch Schmidt camera).  David wrote a 
constitution based on FAS advice. This was confirmed at the first AGM of the 
newly named Shrewsbury and District Astronomical Society on 12 November, 
1993, when David was elected chairman. 
The first outside speaker 
was Ian Gray of the 
Worcester Astronomical 
Society. The first 
newsletter, simply titled 
NEWSLETTER, was 
published the following 
month. 
  In that summer of 1993 
the two societies became 
aware of each other’s 
existence. On 26 August 
Nick Beard and David 
Woodward drove over to 
The Observatory in 
Whittington and met Peter Williamson and the secretary Kevin Wildgoose for the 
first time. It was not long before the meetings and exchanges between the two 
groups led to the official amalgamation of the two societies at the first AGM of 
the re-constituted Shropshire Astronomical Society on 11 November, 1994. 
David was elected Chairman and the two precursor societies effectively ended. 
The speaker was Ken Sheldon of Worcester A. S. In July 1995 the first edition of 
the new newsletter Gemini appeared. The society flourished with new energy 
and an expanded membership. 



  Unfortunately, at the end of 1995, there was a 
disagreement in committee about editorial 
policy regarding the content of Gemini. The 
result was that Pete and his friends left the SAS. 
The remainder carried on as the SAS whilst he 
renamed his group Welsh Border Astronomers 
in 1996. 
For the next 18 months Shropshire 
Astronomical Society continued to meet at 
various locations for observing sessions, 
committee meetings and arranged visits to 
places of interest whilst also continuing the 
established tradition of holding outside-speaker 
meetings three or four times a year at the 
Gateway which were open to the general public.  

    A two-page newsletter, 
Hermes, was first produced 
by the chairman in January 
1996. It was taken over by 
the ever-reliable Mark Wiggin 
two years later becoming a 
full-colour production in 
2003. In December, 1995, 
Grant Privett, a scientist in 
government service, joined 
the society and set up its first 
website in early 1996. 
   By May, 1997, the 
committee had adopted 
Rodington Village Hall, half 
way between the two main 
areas of population, Shrewsbury and Telford, as the regular monthly meeting 
venue. It offered a reasonably dark sky and good facilities. (It is still the meeting 
place used today.) The emphasis was, and remains, on practical observing at 
Rodington and other rural locations (such as Ford Heath where Stan Courtney 
leads sessions at a dark site), supported by member talks with lectures by 
professional and amateur astronomers continuing at the Gateway in the centre 
of Shrewsbury. A member who distinguished himself at this period was Stephen 
Laurie of Church Stretton. He discovered the supernova 1997BQ in NGC3147 on 
7 April. (He had also picked up a number of minor planets. One, 7603 Salopia 
which he discovered in 1995 was named after the old name for Shropshire). 



   The year of the “English” total solar eclipse, 1999, was an interesting one for 
the society. Following the summer BBQ in July, which had been attended by 
Lembit Öpik MP, came an offer from him to set up a society visit to Armagh 
Observatory with which he was associated through his grandfather Ernst Öpik. 
The scope of this visit was expanded to take in Dunsink Observatory and Birr 
Castle also. The Irish Connection tour took place in April, 2000 though the 

member for Montgomery 
was unable to attend 
himself. 
  In 1999, Lembit spoke at 
the society’s summer BBQ 
and in December, 1999, he 
accepted an invitation to 
become its President, co-
incidentally on the very day 
that Bill Lee died following a 
period of illness. Returning 
to London, and following a 
stimulating discussion at 
Rodington, the MP famously 
addressed the House of 

Commons saying “I have a problem with asteroids”. He claimed that the 
Shropshire Astronomical Society had been the motivation that led to the speech 
which persuaded Lord Sainsbury to set up a NEO Task Force in January, 2000.  
At a summer solstice star party on 21 June, 2003, Lembit met Jay Tate of the 
Spaceguard Foundation who had been invited to speak about Near Earth Objects. 
  At the AGM in the same month David 
Woodward stood down as Chairman and 
was replaced by Simon Clayton-Jones. 
David was re-elected to the post three 
years later finally retiring at the end of 
2007. The society was then led by Richard 
Pearce (2008-2009), Mandy Bailey (2010-
2012) and Peter Gunn (2013 to the 
present).  
   In July, 2008, difficulties with the catering 
and parking arrangements at The Gateway 
led to a change in policy. The quarterly 
talks there were terminated and replaced by 
the first Annual Lecture, given by Professor 
John Zarnecki on 22 October, 2010 at 
Meole Brace School Science College in a 
partnership which has proved to be very 



successful in that large audiences comprising school children, parents, the 
general public as well as members can hear about cutting-edge astronomy and 
space exploration first hand and meet the scientists involved. 

 This trend towards outreach 
has led on to a wide variety of 
public events, notably with 
the National Trust and 
Shropshire Wildlife Trust. A 
bid in 2015 to RAS 200 for 
funding to expand outreach 
activities was not successful 
but reached the penultimate 
round. 
   The development of the 
website and the use of local 
radio and social media has 
increased the society’s role in 

the public sphere and requests for talks and practical sessions from groups as 
diverse as the Brownies to the University of the Third Age (U3A) are received on 
a weekly basis. There has been a corresponding growth in membership and 
attendance at the monthly meetings. 
At the end of 2015 the membership 
was 130 with around 40 members 
and newcomers coming to 
Rodington.  Some have been 
inspired to embark on Open 
University and other advanced 
courses. Two of them have aspired 
to careers in professional astronomy 
and astrophysics. The rapid growth 
in digital technology has also 
promoted the imaging of the sun, 
planets and deep sky objects to high 
standards. Peter Williamson, who rejoined the society in 2012, produces fine 
images of the sun whilst Kevin Wildgoose achieves highly detailed images of the 
planets. A former member, Peter Shah, is well known for his beautiful pictures of 
nebulae and galaxies.  
  The society today continues the tradition of an organisation having an open 
and democratic approach that ensures new and inexperienced visitors are given 
the same welcome as well-known and busy professional astronomers. Science 
and sociability are placed in the same patch, a fertile ground in which all who are 
fascinated by astronomy can flourish and enjoy the beauty of the universe. 
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