
© 1871 Nature Publishing Group

April 6, 1871J NATURE 447 

. T!ie practice of quoting_ the titles of foreign p_apers is aggravat­
ing m th~ extre1;1e, especially when accompanied by the remark 
that" tlus labon ous but lengthy paper is not suited for' ;,bstrac­
t1on !',, 

I seldom go out of our foggy little island without hearina our 
wnnt of familiarity with what is going on elsewhere roundly and 
?eserveclly abusec). But I feel bound to say that, more especially 
m Fra1~ce, I can Justly retaliate. 

Russian science is said to be very productive. , That language, 
at all events, is beyond most of us. 

New University Club MARSHAL!. HALL 

Aurora Australis 

OBSERVING in NATURE of Oct. 27, an account of a brilliant 
aurora observed in England on the 23rd to the 25th of that 
month, I think it may excite attention to the subject by informing 
your re~ders that at the same date a splendid display of Aurora 
Australis was recorded at most of the meteorological stations in 
this colony. 

. The extent of ~ky covered was not so great as in the fine 
display on 5th Apnl last, which was also coincident with a r,:mark­
able Aurora Borealis, but the red tint was so much deeper than 
usual, that many persons in this place attributed the phenomenon 
to the glare of the great fire which destroyed the town of 
Lyttelton, and the news of which was just then received by tele-
graph. . JAMES HECTOR 

Coloma] Museum and Observatory, Wellington, N.Z., Jan. 2 

Ocean Currents 

MY rejection of the idea that permanent differences of atmo­
spheric pressure coul~ produce any effect on Ocean Currents, was 
meant to he as sweepmg as Mr. Johnston considers it. I believe 
that the i?ea is _rep1;ignant to the most e_lement_ary conceptions of 
hydr~stat1c eqmhbnum ; and I am particular m so far repeating 
the gist of my former letters, because Mr. Johnston, in his letter 
in NATUR.E for March 9, reiterates his suggestion that difference 
of atmospheric pressure is a power in the production of Ocean 
Streams, and :,vhether_ he s~ggests that it is 8: supplementary 
power, or a chief one, 1s nothmg to the purpose, 1f, as I distinctly 
maintain, it is not a power at all. 

My rejection of the idea that the formation of these differences 
of pressure can pro~uce_ any appreciable effect, is quite as decided; 
but Mr. Johnston 1s mistaken when he speaks of my denying 
also the influence of the move_ment of these differences of pres­
sure ; for my rema!·ks concermng them were to the very opposite 
purport ; and I pomted out that such movements do sometimes 
give rise to rapid and dangerous sets, known as storm-currents 
which in their irregular and exceptional nature, differ essentially 
from those regular permanent or periodic currents usually under­
stood by the general term Ocean Currents, though they may oc­
casionally modify them both in direction and velocity. 

I would _also call .l\fr. Johnst~n's attention to the fourth para­
graph of his letter, and assure him that I have never, directly or 
indirectly, maintained that the Trade Winds " would account for 
the whole of the phenomena of Ocean Currents ;" bnt I have 
maintained, and do still maintain, that all the phenomena alluded 
to may be very satisfactorily accounted for by a reference to the 
prevailing winds of the different parts of the world ; and that the 
Gibraltar Current is to be attributed, not to the local partial 
and peculiar wind of the Straits, hut to the great body of th~ 
west wind of the North Atlantic, which also produces a northerly 
current on the coast of France, known distinctively as Rennell's 
Current, and a southerly current on the coast of Portugal. 

I have discussed this question so fully in another place that I 
should be only repeating myself were I to say more about it here ; 
but I may add that though, as Mr. Johnston asserts, under­
currents ~annot be caused primarily by the action of the winds, 
they can be, and frequently are, caused secondaiily by that action ; 
and many a ship has owed her safety from the apparently immi­
nent danger of a lee-shore, to the " under-tow," or reflux of the 
water swept towards the shore on the surface. If there is a 
deep-flowing outward current in the Straits of Gibraltar, I believe 
it to be exactly of the nature of an " under-tow ;" it seems to 
me probable enough that there is occasionally such an outward 
current ; but I cannot arlmit that the one observation of it which 
Dr. Carpenter considers he obtained, after several attempts made 
in vain, has abundantly proved its existence ; still less can I 

admit that it is necessary to call in difference of temperature and 
density to account for it. 

Mr. Croll considers that there is a similar escape of water 
u~derneath, from the northern to the southern hemisphere, and 
!us arguments appear to warrant the suggestion, although 110 

such under-current, or_ system of under-currents, has yet been 
o~served. I see no improbability in the idea ; hut so many 
mistakes have, at different times, been made by trusting rather 
to t~eory_ than t? positive e".idence of fact, that we cannot be too 
cautious m ~dm1ttmg the ~x1stence of such under-currents, with­
out any rehab!e observat10ns. For that recorded by Captain 
Maury, to which Mr. Johnston refers has from the va!!tle 
manne~ in which it is rlescribed, no s~ientific value whate;er. 
There 1s no mention of locality, season, direction of wind swell 
?r surface current, no mention of the relation between the' effect­
ive area of the "blo~k of wood loaded to sinking" and the 
~ar~ega or breaker wluch floated it ; the depth is spoken of as 
md1fferently one hundred or five hundred fathoms · above all no 
mention is made of any means being taken to distinguish' be­
twec? an apparent and real set of the breaker. It is quite clear 
that 1~ th~ loaded block was lowered into still water, the breaker 
to which 1t was attached was, to a certain extent moored and 
the surface drift of _the _boat away from it would give it ah the 
appearance of. movmg m the opposite direction. No mention is 
made of the method adopted to discriminate; or, in fact, of any 
method at_ all bemg adopted, or any attempt made to eliminate 
?r neutralise the man_y errors which necessarily find their way 
mto such an_ observation ; all that we are told is that "it really 
apl?eared as 1f some monster of the deep had laid hold of the 
we1g:ht below, and was walking off with it." To such an account 
one 1s almost attempted to add-very like a whale. 

I have dwelt on the thoroughly unsatisfactory nature of this 
experimen_t, because,. ~rom the description of it having been 
repeated m every ed1t1on of the "Physical Geography of the 
Sea," I fin~ it constantly ~eferred to-as Mr. Johnstun has now 
referred to 1t~as a conclusive proof of the existence of strong 
counter under-currents at great depths; where as in reality it is 
a proof of nothing, unless, perhaps, of the careless style ot 
obs~rvmg wh!ch was acc~pted as sufficient twenty years ago. 

1 he other mstance which Mr. J ohnston brings forward would 
be really remarkable, if we only had some evidence 01 it as a 
fact; he speaks of the warm water of the Atlantic dipping down 
beneath the cold and "specifically lighter" water of the east 
Greenland current. It has been well known, Iona before the 
late German expedition, that at the meeting of the"' two waters 
there is a distinct line of demarcation, but such a line does not 
neces~arily ind!cate a dip of either water, such as Mr. Johnston 
describes ; as mdeed has been very fully shown by the survey of 
the nearly vertical "cold wall" of the United States alona­
which the line of demarcation is more distinct than any_;here i; 
the world. And besides, can we admit that the water of the 
East Greenland current is "spec.ifically lighter" than that from 
the Atlantic? that the cold water is lighter than the hot the 
salinity of the t~o be!ng very _nearly equal? Captain Maury s;eaks 
of hot water, hke 011, . runnmg over cold ; Dr. Carpenter illus­
trates the same _idea _m a long gl~ss trough, showing plainly 
enough the way m which he conceives the interchange to take 
pl~c~. I do_ not att~ch so much value as Dr. Carpenter does to 
t~1s 1llustrat10n, which represents a system of motion entirely 
d1ffer~n_t from that o_f the ocean-currents; but accepting it as the 
exIJos1t10n of the views held by the leading supporters of the 
cla11;1s of temIJerature an:I dens!ty, it is utterly antagonistic to 
the idea of tins extraordmary dip of warm water said to take 
place near the east coast of Greenland. Whether we consider it 
from a purely theoretical or from a geographical point of view 
the idea is wholly unsupported, and can only be classed as one of 
those crude speculations which, in every branch of science, do so 
much harm by tending to unsettle the minds of those who indeed 
take an interest in the subject, but have not made it a special 
study. J. K. LAUGHTO~ 

Draper's Experiment simplified 

Wr~HING to repeat Draper's Experiment, and casting about 
for a simple method of perfonning it, it occurred to me to take 
advantage of the int~nse heat evolved in the combustion of 
sodium, and, beginning with the entire ·spectrum, watch its 
degradation as the heat declined ; to which end I formed a 
shallow, conical cup of thin copper wire, half an inch in diameter, 
and, putting therein a piece of sodium, applied a spirit-lamp till 
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