Why Arago?

By Richard Whitwer

‘The original naming of Cape Gregory made
sense since it was discovered and named by James
‘Cook on March 12, 1778, the day commemorating
St Gregory. However, the Cape was renamed in
1850 in honor of Arago.

But who was “Arago”?

« When he was seven years old, he tried to stab
a Spanish soldier with a lance

e When he was eighteén, he talked a friend out
of assassinating Napoleon

¢ He once angered an archb'ishbp so much that
the holy man punched him in the face

¢ He negotiated with bandits, was chased by a
mob, and broke out of prison

e Heis - Francois Arago, the most interesting
physicist in the world

And all this before age 23! |

Francois Arago (1786 - 1853) | Arago was also a French Commander in the American

was known for his part in the mathematician, physicist, Navy. He was in command of the
dispute between Urbain Jean astronomer, Freemason, supporter | first survey of the Pacific Coast
Joseph Le Verrier and John Couch | of the French Revolutionand for the U.S. Coast and Geodetic
Adams over discovering the planet | a politician. After the French ‘Survey between 1849 and 1850.
Neptune. In 1845, Le Verrier,a Revolution he was named : Commanding the U.S. Survey
French astronomer, and Adams, an | minister of the navy and the - schooner Ewing, he mapped the
English astronomer, independently | army, and President of the short- West Coast from San Francisco to
discovered Neptune lessthan | lived Executive Committee the mouth of the Columbia River.

- one month apart, purely usmg which held executive power in - Following the mapping of
mathematics. - France following the provisional Humboldt Bay, which had already

As Director of the Paris - ‘| government. He is one of 72 been named by a group of miners,

Observatory, Arago had asked Le scientists whose names are the survey moved north. There
Verrier, a young astronomer, to inscribed on the Eiffel Tower. For he charted and mapped what was
explore anomalies in the orbit of over 40 years Arago was friends then called Fort Orford, naming
Uranus - resulting in Le Verrier’s with Alexander von Humboldt the harbor for the schooner
discovery of Neptune. Arago who was a Prussian geographer, Ewing. MacArthur knew-that
supported naming the newly found | naturalist, and explorer of the Arago and Humboldt were friends
planet after Le Verrier. Helostto | Americas. : | and contemporary scientists, so
Le Verrier himself, who wanted . . changed the name of Cape Gregory

~ to remain with the standard Renaming Cape Arago to Cape Arago in his honor when

~ nomenclature of naming planets William Pope McArthur | he arrived there. )
after Greek and Roman mythology. | was a hydrologist and Lieutenant Unfortunately, McArthur
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didn’t survive the voyage and died
of dysentery on the way home. He
was buried in Panama, later to be
. reburied on Mare Island near San

Francisco in 1867.
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CHM volunteer Richard Whitwer gave a lively talk about
the Cape Arago Lighthouse in December. Seventy-three

people attended the discussion which featured a PowerPoint
presentation with dozens of photos from the museum’s collection.

Photo by Steve Greif -
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