
Herschel, Sir John Frederick William [FRAS] (1792-1871), the only child of William and Mary 

Herschel, was born in Observatory House, Slough. He was educated at Eton College and St John’s 

College, Cambridge, graduating senior wrangler in 1813. A co-founder of the Astronomical Society 

of London, and of the Cambridge University Observatory. He enjoyed great influence on all matters 

astronomical throughout a long career. 

In 1816 he built a reflecting telescope with a mirror 18-inch aperture and 20-foot focal length. 

Between 1821 and 1823 he and James South used a 5-inch refractor borrowed from Admiral Smyth to 

re-examine the double stars catalogued by his father. For this in 1826 he won the RAS Gold Medal. In 

1825 he and his father completed a refurbished 20-foot telescope with 18.7-inch mirrors. Between 

1825 and 1833 he re-examined more of his father’s objects, and extended the survey, producing the 

Slough Catalogue that won him another RAS Gold Medal in 1836. The work on double stars had been 

undertaken as a continuation of his father's work which attempted to measure the parallax of a star. In 

particular he developed methods to determine the orbits of those double stars which orbited a common 

centre of gravity, and for this work he received the Royal Medal of the Royal Society in 1833. 

John Herschel from 1834 to 1838 took his 20-feet telescope to the Cape of Goof Hope to make the 

first really systematic survey of the southern skies. He discovered 3,347 double stars and 525 nebulae. 

He was generally acknowledged to be one of the three most gifted observers of his day, along with his 

close friend Dawes, and John Hind. 

After returning to live in Hawkhurst, Kent, he saw his father’s and his own catalogues through to 

publication in 1864 as the General Catalogue of Nebulae and Clusters. This catalogue was later edited 

by John Dreyer, supplemented with discoveries by many other 19th century astronomers, and 

published in 1888 as the New General Catalogue (NGC) of over 7,840 deep sky objects. The NGC 

numbering is still the most commonly used identifying label for these celestial landmarks. This work 

is the lasting legacy of the three Herschels (see Chapman 1993, ODNB, Millar 1996; Moore, 1992; 

O’Connor and Robertson; Observatory House & Somerset). 
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