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Excerpts from the Journal of Williamina Paton Fleming 
March 1 – March 12, 1900 

Strategies and Compromises: 
Women in Astronomy at Harvard College Observatory 

 
 
March 1, 1900. 

In the Astrophotographic building of the Observatory 12 women, including myself, are engaged 
in the care of the photographs; identification, examination and measurement of them; reduction of these 
measurements, and preparation of results for the printer. The measurements made with the meridian 
photometers are also reduced and prepared for publication in this department of the Observatory. From 
day to day my duties at the Observatory are so nearly alike that there will be but little to describe outside 
ordinary routine work of measurement, examination of photographs, and work involved in the 
reduction of these observations.  
 
March 2. 

This day of Observatory work, beginning at 9:15am and ending at 6:00pm has been devoted to 
miscellaneous odds and ends and a gathering together of loose strands. The early part of the morning 
was occupied with scientific correspondence and in sending out copies of “Standards of Faint Stellar 
Magnitudes”, No. 2, to those who are expected to take part in the work of securing observations. Next in 
order came the remarks on Miss Cannon’s Classification of Spectra. This is very trying work as so many 
things have to be taken in to consideration, especially while it is found necessary to change the form of 
a remark. 

Many other pieces of work were also discussed, among them the measurements of Algol 
variables on plates taken with the variable star apparatus. The Director favors turning this work over 
to some assistant in the laboratory who has never undertaken any work of this kind. It is work which 
requires a thorough knowledge of the sequences comparison stars for each variable, and as a large 
number of images of each star appears on every plate the task of identifying the comparison star in the 
same exposure as the variable is generally extremely difficult, and requires considerable skill and 
patience. Therefore, I proposed leaving these measures in the hands of Miss Leland, who, like myself, has 
had considerable trouble with them already. 
 
March 3. 

Another full day at the Observatory from 9h0m to 6h0m… Part of the morning I spent with Miss 
Cannon, discussing the remarks on her classification, and explaining the reasons why we had changed 
“one thing” and questioned “another”… Later in the afternoon I noted a few more interesting objects, 
among them, two fourth type stars, one gaseous nebula and several bright lines stars. Some of these may 
be new. 
 
March 5. 

Observatory from 9h20m to 6h00m. Saw Mr. King, and got from him four chart plates taken on 
Saturday evening for one of the missing minor planets. Examined the plates and found on them an object 
showing motion. Mr. King did not give me the name of the object for which the plates had been taken 
and the record books had been returned to the laboratory. However, Miss M Stevens and I read up, 
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independently, the position of the object for 1855. Just as we finished this, the Director came over and 
we found that the object found was Fortunata, one of the best known of the asteroids. 

 
 

 
Williamina Fleming would have faced very different obstacles in her career than those of, for 
example, Edward Charles Pickering, Director of the Observatory. She was a single mother with a huge 
number of other responsibilities at home alongside her work in the Observatory and women at the 
Observatory were paid a significantly lower amount than men performing the same role. Williamina 
was well aware of these problems and described them in her journal:  
 
March 1. 

My home life is necessarily different from that of the other officers of the University since all 
housekeeping cares rest on me, in addition to those of providing the means to meet their expenses. My 
son Edward, now a junior in the Mass. Inst. of Technology, knows little or nothing of the value of money 
and, therefore, has the idea but that everything should be forthcoming on demand.  
 
March 5. 

If one could only go on and on with original work, looking to new stars, variables, classifying 
spectra and studying their peculiarities and changes, life would be a most beautiful dream; but you come 
down to its realities when you have to put all that is most interesting to you aside, in order to use most 
of your available time preparing the work of others for publication. However, “whatsoever thou puttest 
thy hand to, do it well”. 
 
March 12. 

I had some conversation with the Director regarding women’s salaries. He seems to think that 
no work is too much or too hard for me, no matter what the responsibility or how long the hours. But let 
me raise the question of salary and I am immediately told that I receive an excellent salary as women’s 
salaries stand.  

If he would only take some step to find out how much he is mistaken in regard to this he would 
learn a few facts that would open his eyes and set him thinking. Sometimes I feel tempted to give up and 
let him try some one else, or some of the men to do my work, in order to have him find out what he is 
getting for $1,500 a year from me, compared with $2,500 from some of the other assistants.  

Does he ever think that I have a home to keep and a family to take care of as well as then men? 
But I suppose a woman has no claim to such comforts. And this is considered an enlightened age! …I feel 
almost on the verge of breaking down.  

 
 

 


