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Collection Summary

Title: Lewis Swift papers

Creator: Swift, Lewis, 1820-1913

Dates: 1885-1972

Extent: 0.5 cu ft

Language: English

Rules: Describing Archives: A Content Standard

Abstract: This collection consists of the papers of Lewis Swift, Rochester, New York based astronomer. The
materials date from 1885 to 1972 with the bulk of materials dated from 1885 to 1913. Thematerials
are comprised of photographs, a scrapbook, and newspaper clippings.
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Administrative Information

Immediate Source of Acquisition:

This collection was donated to the RMSC Museum& Science Center by Mrs. C. Edward Cram on June 19, 1957,
accession # 57.60.

Preferred Citation:

Lewis Swift papers, [box#:folder#]. RMSC Museum& Science Center, Rochester, NY.
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Restrictions

Conditions Governing Use:

Copyright is held by the RMSC Museum& Science Center but may also be held by the authors, or their heirs or
assigns. Researchers must obtain written permission of the copyright holder and the RMSC Museum& Science
Center before transmission, reproduction, publication, or presentation (public display, performance, internet
presentation, etc.) for images from the collection. Quotations usedmust be cited as above.

Conditions Governing Access:

There are no restrictions regarding access to or use of this collection. The scrapbook is extremely fragile. Please
use access copies for research or review. Please contact the archivist for an appointment.
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Biographical Note

Lewis Swift was born February 29, 1820 to Lewis and Anna Swift in Clarkson, New York. Swift’s family were farmers
and in 1833 a farm accident caused Lewis to have a lifelong limp. Because of his injury, he was unable to continue
working on the farm and instead was able to attend school. Around 1833, Swift became interested in Astronomy. In
1835, Swift attended the Clarkson Academy and after graduation in 1840, Swift gave lectures in the Midwestern
United States and Canada onmagnetism, electricity, and the telegraph.

Swift married Lucrecia Hunt in 1850 and opened a hardware store in Hunt’s Corner, New York in 1851 to support his
family. Swift invented amicroscope that used a calcium light to project views of slide specimens and continued to
lecture. In 1862, Swift’s wife died and he and the children moved to Marathon, New York where he built his first
rooftop observatory. It was on this rooftop that he discovered his first comet, the Swift-Tuttle. Swift is credited
with discovering about 13 comets and 1300 nebulas over his career.

In 1872, Swift moved to Rochester, New York and expanded his hardware store. He continued to “comet hunt” and
the local newspapers hailed Swift “the peoples astronomer” for hosting sky parties and free lectures. In 1876 Swift
set an observation deck on top of Duffy’s Cider Mill. In the second half of 1879 Swift was awarded threemedals and
was awarded an honorary doctorate from the University of Rochester. This was also the time he was introduced to
H.H. Warner of Warner's Safe Liver Pills. Warner resolved to build an astronomical observatory and Swift would be
paid an annual stipend. Construction of theWarner Observatory began in 1882 after the money was raised. Swift
continued as “The People’s Astronomer” at theWarner Observatory until H.H. Warner’s finances were hit hard in the
Panic of 1893.

Swift moved to California in 1893 as Director of the new Lowe Observatory on Echo Mountain. Swift remained at
Lowe Observatory until his eyesight began to fail in 1901. Swift remained in California assisting with the
construction of a new observatory on MountWilson. He returned to Marathon, New York in 1904 to live with his
daughter. Lewis Swift died in Marathon, New York on January 4, 1913.
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Scope & Content
This collection consists of the papers of Lewis Swift, Rochester, New York based astronomer. Thematerials date
from 1885 to 1972 with the bulk of materials dated from 1885 to 1913. Thematerials are comprised of photographs, a
scrapbook, and newspaper clippings.

Themajority of the papers consists of photographs of Swift in observatories and professional headshots. An
interesting photograph in the collection is of a group of men in front of an unknown hardware store.

The papers also contain the 2nd edition of Scenic Mount Lowe, a book of photographs, a pamphlet “Dr. Lewis
Swift’s Astronomical Discoveries” by Henry C. Maine, correspondence between the RMSC and the Dudley
Observatory and the Rochester Public Library regarding the Swift papers, and intermuseum correspondence
related to the loan of materials to the RMSC Strasenburgh Planetarium for an exhibit.
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Arrangement
The papers consist of one box of materials.

Separated Materials
Accession number 27.74.1 - Oil on canvas painting, Lewis Swift. Gift of Dr. Alice Stoddard McCullough 1927.

Subject Headings
Swift, Lewis, 1820-1913
Astronomy
Comets
Nebulae
Warner Observatory
Lowe Observatory (Los Angeles County, Calif.)
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Container List

Box Folder Title, Dates

1 1 Biography - Lewis Swift, 1878-1950

1 2 Book - Scenic Mount Lowe, 1896

1 3 Correspondence - Museum, 1968-1972

1 4 Pamphlet - “Dr. Lewis Swift’s Astronomical Discoveries,” c. 1910

1 5 Photograph - Hardware store, c. 1870

1 6 Photograph - Hardware store, reprints, c. 1870

1 7 Photograph - Lewis Swift, c. 1870

1 8 Photograph - Lewis Swift, c. 1900

1 9 Photograph - Lewis Swift, c. 1908

1 10-11 Photograph - Lewis Swift, undated

1 12 Photograph - Lewis Swift, framed, 1882

1 13 Photograph - Lewis Swift in Warner Observatory, c. 1885

1 14 Photograph - Medals, 1901

1 15 Photograph - Medals, 1904

1 16 Photograph - Observatory, c. 1885

1 17 Photograph - Observatory, reprints, c. 1885

1 18 Scrapbook, 1882-1918 [Fragile]

1 19 Scrapbook - Access copies, 1882-1918
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