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“An octant is a portable instrument that uses a small mirror to bring two images together--those
of the sun and the horizon, for instance--to determine latitude at sea by observing the altitude of
celestial bodies. It has an arc of 450 or more that measures angles of goo or more. John Hadley
described an instrument of this sort to the Royal Society of I.ondon in 1731 and obtained a
British patent in 1734, and so octants are sometimes known as Hadley quadrants. They were still
in use in the early twentieth century.

Iarly octants have mahogany frames and boxwood scales read by diagonals. Those made after
around 1800 have ebony frames, brass index arms, and ivory scales read by verniers. Although
carly examples were large, heavy, and costly, Ramsden's invention of the dividing engine in 1777
led to the production of smaller and less expensive instruments.

Ref: "Octant" in Robert Bud and Deborah Warner, eds., Instruments of Science. An Historical
Encyclopaedia (New York & LLondon, 1998), pp. 419-421.

John Hadley and His Reflecting Quadrant, National Maritime Museum, Occasional "T'echnical
Paper No. 2 (Greenwich, 1975).”

IFrom the Website of the Smithsonian Museum of Natural History
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“AN EXPLLANATION OF ANEW CONSTRUCTION AND IMPROVEMENT OF THE SEA OCTANT AND SEXTANT...”
by B. Marin 1775
(Google Books)
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“AN EXPLLANATION OF ANEW CONSTRUCTION AND IMPROVEMENT OF THE SEA OCTANT AND SEXTANT...”
by B. Marin 1775
(Google Books - Image Courtesy Tom Apple)




“John Hadley” Holding an Octant that He Invented in 1730
by Barholomew Dandridge c. Early 1730s
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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English Mahogany & Boxwood Octant
by Benjamin Cole of London c. 1750
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany & Boxwood Octant
by Benjamin Cole of London c. 1750
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany & Boxwood Octant
by Benjamin Cole of .ondon c¢. 1750
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany & Boxwood Octant
by George Adams of [.ondon c. 1750
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany & Boxwood Octant
by George Adams of [.ondon c. 1750
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany & Boxwood Octant
by George Adams of [.ondon c. 1750
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



143Inch Ebony Vernier Octant
18th Century
(Charles Miller Ltd.)



English Brass Octant
by John Urlings of L.ondon c. 1750
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Brass Octant
by John Urlings of L.ondon c. 1750
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany & Boxwood Octant

C. 1755
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany & Boxwood Octant

C. 1755
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany & Boxwood Octant with Box
by Benjamin Cole of .ondon c¢. 1760
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany & Boxwood Octant with Box
by Benjamin Cole of .ondon c. 1760
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)




English 231Inch Radius Ebony & Boxwood Octant

by Edward Nairne of .ondon c¢. 1760
(Charles Miller Ltd.)



English 231Inch Radius Ebony & Boxwood Octant

by Edward Nairne of L.ondon c¢. 1760
(Charles Miller Ltd.)



English Mahogany & Boxwood Octant
by Benjamin Cole of .ondon c¢. 1760
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany & Boxwood Octant
by Benjamin Cole of .ondon c¢. 1760
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany & Boxwood Octant
by Benjamin Cole of .ondon c. 1760
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English 18 Inch Mahogany & Boxwood Fiducial Octant
by Benjamin Martin of London c¢. 1760
(Charles Miller I .td.)




English 18 Inch Mahogany & Boxwood Fiducial Octant

by Benjamin Martin of L.ondon  c. 1760
(Charles Miller I .td.)




English Mahogany Octant
by Benjamin Martin of .ondon c. 1760
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany Octant
by Benjamin Martin of .ondon c. 1760
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany & Rosewood Octant Marked for Lieut.t Philip Carteret
by Benjamin Cole of L.ondon c¢. 1761
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany & Rosewood Octant Marked for Lieut.t Philip Carteret
by Benjamin Cole of L.ondon c¢. 1761
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany & Rosewood Octant Marked for Lieut.t Philip Carteret
by Benjamin Cole of L.ondon c¢. 1761
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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English Mahogany Octant
c. 1701
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany Octant
c. 1701
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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English 153Inch Radius Mahogany & Boxwood Fiducial Octant
by Gregory of L.ondon  c. 1765
(Charles Miller Ltd.)



English Ebony Octant Marked “JOHN MASON 1769” with Box
by Goater of L.ondon c. 1769
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant Marked “JOHN MASON 1769” with Box
by Goater of L.ondon c. 1769
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant Marked “JOHN MASON 1769” with Box
by Goater of L.ondon c. 1769
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant
by Goater of L.ondon c. 1769
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English 17 Inch Mahogany & Ivory Vernier Octant Inscribed to James Smallwood
“G. ADAMS Mathl. Inst. Maker to His MAJESTY / Fleet Street L.ondon™ c. 1770
(Charles Miller Ltd.)
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English 17 Inch Mahogany & Ivory Vernier Octant Inscribed to James Smallwood
“G. ADAMS Mathl. Inst. Maker to His MAJESTY / Fleet Street L.ondon™ c. 1770
(Charles Miller I .td.)



English Ebony Octant
by Troughton of L.ondon c¢. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English 153Inch Vernier Octant

c, 1770
(Charles Miller Ltd.)



English Mahogany & Boxwood Octant
by Thomas Lake of .ondon c. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany & Boxwood Octant
by Thomas Lake of .ondon c. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany & Boxwood Octant
by Thomas Lake of .ondon c. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant

C. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant

C. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant
by Troughton of L.ondon c¢. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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English Ebony Octant
by Troughton of L.ondon c¢. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)




English Ebony Octant

C. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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English Ebony Octant

C. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant

C. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant

C. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany Octant with Box
by Benjamin Cole of .ondon c¢. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany Octant with Box
by Benjamin Cole of .ondon c¢. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany Octant with Box
by Benjamin Cole of .ondon c. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



- = =
L e
o

l\lathcmdu(‘ 11 Inftrumeiit \Lﬂ{cr at the

i MDrrerp S o
l///// //(’/{ c///{/// /// c////o///u/
| il O N "D o) w

e STt - = -
- =" 7 (4
i
- o - o - -—
o L .
_— . S g
e 4 - . - e 7l
P ” — - Wt P -
e . Bt -y . -
> o PP e S ,Lf =
i Ve - e o™ "
by 4 '_.-) - - > — - -
= ‘f; g — » b
s .
- D » e S -~
- p A DS il -’
~ - ’ .."‘ x " — - B
A S o
R e bo " > >
- "

English Mahogany Octant with Box
by Benjamin Cole of .ondon c¢. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany Octant
by John Dollond of .ondon c¢. 1772
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany Octant
by John Dollond of .ondon c¢. 1772
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany Octant
by John Dollond of .ondon c. 1772
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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English 153 Inch Radius Mahogany & Boxwood Fiducial Octant
“Made By Thos Ripley at ye Hermitage Bridge / LONDON / For David Bartholomo, Augt 23, 1774”
(Charles Miller Ltd.)



English Ebony Octant
by Elias De LLa Rue of Guernsey, Channel Islands, U.K. c. 1773
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant
by Elias De LLa Rue of Guernsey, Channel Islands, U.K. c. 1773
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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English Ebony Octant
by Elias De La Rue of Guernsey, Channel Islands, U.K. c. 1773
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant
by Joshua Lover Martin & Jesse Ramsden c. 1774
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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English Ebony Octant
by Joshua Lover Martin & Jesse Ramsden c. 1774
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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English Ebony Octant
by Joshua Lover Martin & Jesse Ramsden c. 1774
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany Octant with Case
by Gilbert & Son of L.ondon 1777
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Octant
by Martin, Joshua Lover & Jesse Ramsden c. 1774
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany Octant with Case
by Gilbert & Son of L.ondon 1777
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany Octant with Case
by Gilbert & Son of L.ondon 1777
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant
by John Leverton of Liverpool 1777
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant
by John Leverton of Liverpool 1777
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant
by John Leverton of Liverpool 1777
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant with Case
by Henry Edgeworth of Bristol, North Somerset 1779
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant with Case
by Henry Edgeworth of Bristol, North Somerset 1779
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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English Ebony Octant with Case
by Henry Edgeworth of Bristol, North Somerset 1779
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant with Case
by Henry Edgeworth of Bristol, North Somerset 1779
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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English Ebony Octant
by Edward Pritchard, Apprentice to Ramsden, of Guernsay, Channel Islands c¢. 1780
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)




English Ebony Octant
by Edward Pritchard, Apprentice to Ramsden, of Guernsay, Channel Islands c¢. 1780
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)




English Mahogany Octant
C. 1780
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)




English Ebony Octant and Box
Scale Mark for Edward Pritchard of [.ondon c. 1780
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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English Ebony Octant and Box
Scale Mark for Edward Pritchard of .ondon c¢. 1780
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant and Box
Scale Mark for kdward Pritchard of [.ondon c. 1780
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant and Box
by Egerton Smith of Liverpool c. 1780
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant and Box
by Egerton Smith of Liverpool c. 1780
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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English Ebony Octant and Box
by Egerton Smith of Liverpool c. 1780
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant and Box
by Egerton Smith of Liverpool c. 1780
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English 174 Inch Radius Boxwood Fiducial Octant from LLondon

C. 1780
(Charles Miller Ltd.)



English Mahogany Octant
by John Sandwell of Broadstairs, Kent c. 1783
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)




English Mahogany Octant
by John Sandwell of Broadstairs, Kent c. 1783
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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English Mahogany Octant
by John Sandwell of Broadstairs, Kent c. 1783
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)




English Ebony Octant

C. 1784
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant

C. 1784
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany Octant with Case
by Gregory & Wright of .ondon c. 1785
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Mahogany Octant with Case
by Gregory & Wright of .ondon c. 1785
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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English Mahogany Octant with Case
by Gregory & Wright of .ondon c. 1785
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)




English Mahogany Octant with Case
by Gregory & Wright of London c. 1785
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English 12 Inch Brass Vernier Octant
by Jesse Ramsden c. 1785
(Charles Miller Ltd.)




English Ebony Octant
by Egerton Smith of Liverpool c. 1785
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Ebony Octant
by Egerton Smith of Liverpool c. 1785
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Oak Octant Box
[Late 18th Century
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Oak Octant Box
[Late 18th Century
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



“T’'he NAVAL NURSE. or Modern Commander.”
by R.'T. Attwold 1750
(LLewis Walpole Library)
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“RIDICULOUS TASTE, OR THE LADIES ABSURDITY.”
by Matthew Darly, Published by Robert Sayer 1771
('T'he British Museum)






Scottish Mahogany Octant
by John Gardner c. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



Scottish Mahogany Octant
by John Gardner c. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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Scottish Mahogany Octant
by John Gardner c. 1770
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)






Irish Mahogany Octant Owned by Capt. John Leworthy
by Sweeny of Cork c. 1780
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



Irish Mahogany Octant Owned by Capt. John Leworthy
by Sweeny of Cork c. 1780
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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[rish Mahogany Octant Owned by Capt. John Leworthy
by Sweeny of Cork c. 1780
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)






American Mahogany with Ivory Octant from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
by Benjamin Condy 177¢
(Smithsonian National Museum of American History)







French Brass & Wood Octant
by Sarrazin of Marseilles c. 1750
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



French Brass & Wood Octant
by Sarrazin of Marseilles c. 1750
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)






German Octant

by Jan Corneliszoon of Fohr, Schleswig - Holstein 1775
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



German Octant

by Jan Corneliszoon of Fohr, Schleswig - Holstein 1775
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)
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German Octant
by Jan Corneliszoon of Fohr, Schleswig - Holstein 1775
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)







Dutch Ebony Octant Owned by Pieter Holme
by Jacobus Kley 1753
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



Dutch Ebony Octant Owned by Pieter Holme
by Jacobus Kley 1753
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)






“The sextant was designed to find longitude by measuring the angular distance between the
moon and a nearby star. It was also used on land and to find latitude at sea. A sextant is similar
to an octant, but more powerful and precise. The arc extends 600 or more and measures angles
of 1200 or more. Sextants were traditionally made of brass, with scales graduated on silver.
Modern sextants are often made of plastic. Most have telescopic sights.

In 1675 King Charles founded the Royal Observatory so astronomers could take precise
measurements of the orbit of the moon in relation to fixed stars. The hope was that once the
movements of the celestial bodies were properly catalogued, longitude could be found by taking
three simultancous observations of the distance between the moon and the sun or a fixed star,
the altitude of the moon, and the altitude of the sun or star. The lunar distance method was
extremely difficult to develop, however, because the moon’s orbit is irregular, the stars’ positions,
which would be used to mark time, were difficult to precisely identify, and an instrument that
could accurately take the necessary measurements was yet to be made. (Continued)”




“The first suitable star catalogue was published in 1725, but it wasnt until the mid-eighteenth
century that the lunar tables were sufficiently tested and put to use with octants and sextants.
Iarly examples of sextants from the 1750s were large, heavy, and costly, but the invention of the
dividing engine in 1777 led to the production of smaller and less expensive instruments.

Sextants designed for aircraft navigation are equipped with a pendulum or a gyroscope that
serves as an artificial horizon, as well as a mechanism that allows the navigator to average several
observations taken in rapid succession.

Ref: "Sextant" and "Aircraft Sextant”" in Robert Bud and Deborah Warner, eds.. Instruments of
Science. An Historical Encyclopedia (New York & I.ondon, 1998), pp. 530-534-

C. H. Cotter, A History of the Navigator’s Sextant (Glasgow, 1983).

Howes, Derek, "T'he Lunar Distance Method of Measuring Longitude" in William J.H.
Andrewes, ed., The Quest for Longitude, (Cambridge: 1996), p. 150-161.”

IFrom the Website of the Smithsonian Museum of Natural History




English 5 1/2 Inch Radius Brass Vernier Sextant
by Joseph Jackson of L.ondon c¢. 1757 - 1762
(Museum of Science and Industry, Manchester)




English Brass Sextant
by John Bird of LLondon c. 1758
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Brass Sextant
by John Bird of LLondon c. 1758
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English Brass Sextant
by John Bird of .ondon c. 1758
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)



English 53Inch Radius Brass Vernier Sextant
by Heath & Wing of [.ondon c. 1765
(Charles Miller I .td.)




English Brass Sextant
by Jesse Ramsden of .ondon 1772
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)




English Brass Sextant
by Jesse Ramsden of .ondon 1772
(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich)




English 5 Inch Radius Brass Vernier Sextant with Box
by Jesse Ramsden of L.ondon c¢. 1783 - 1784
(Charles Miller Ltd.)




"The material contained within these slideshows is presented for educational purposes only. The
18th Century Material Culture Resource Center does not personally own any of the items
depicted herein and is indebted to the countless museums, libraries, and private collectors who
willingly share their collections with the public through the internet.  Every attempt has been

made to credit these organizations and individuals for their contributions as best as possible.

If there is a question you have regarding a particular item featured within a presentation, please
contact the 18th Century Material Culture Resource Center and we will try to answer your
inquiry as best as possible. If for any reason you feel there is any item that should not be
presented here, or if there is an error in any listing, or if you know the source for any item whose
credit is unknown, please inform us and we will make sure your concern is addressed as soon as
possible.

"Thank you!

- The 18th Century Material Culture Resource Center




