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NEW YORK, OCTOBER 9, 1858. 

COlnets. 

During the early part of last year, the 
whole civilized world was agitated by a fool­
ioh prediction that a comet was about to ap­
pear, which would strike the earth at a tan­
gent, and knock it into the condition of a 
tempest-struck hulk. The public press of 
Europe and America presented au immense 
spread of paper on the subject, and there was 
a convulsive time of it generally. The year 
1857 passed away, however, without the ex­
pected wanderer of the skies making his ap­
pearance; and astronomers and the public set­
tled down. into the dull routine of common 
regularities, not anticipating any bril­
liant comet for some time to come. 'Ve have 
all been most agreeably disappointed. For 
some weeks past we have heen enjoying 
nightly one of the most beautiful sights that 
ever appeared in the starry dome. 

On the second of June last, an Italian as­
tronomer IULmed Donati discovered the pre­
sent comet Itpproaching slowly towards the 
sun, in a northwesterly direction, and it has 
been increasing in brightness-as all comets 
do-as it draws nearer old Sol. No fears are 
excited by its �encll'; it is gorgeous beyond 
language to describe, anoi is beheld only with 
a thrill of admiration. Like a streaming 
torch of silvery light, extending fifteen mil­
lions of miles in length through the heavens, 
it hangs evening after evening gracefully over 
the northwest sky. Its head resembles a 
ring, with a bright nucleus in the middle, or 
something like an illuItlinated globe, with its 
intense flame in the centre. The diameter of 
this ring, as measured by Prof. Mitchell, of 
Cincinnati, is ] 8,000 miles. It has been ap­
proaching the path of our planet, with the ap­
parent intention of giving us a friendly brush, 
and on the date of this number of the SCIBN­
TIFIC AMERICAN, it will have Rt.·llined to its 
maximum brilliancy. It approaches the sun 
with its tail flashing behind it, and at a cer­
tain distance from the great luminary, it will 
suddenly turn round to the other side and back 
OIlt of our planetary system in a contrary di­
rection to that by which it entered. In 1843 
a comet appeared far less bright than the 
present one, but its tail was reckoned to be 
170 million miles in length. When it wheeled 
round the sun, it moved through its curved 
path with the velocity of the lightning's flash. 
In two short hours its immense tail swept 
through a range of' no less than 3,740 millions 
of miles. From the flight of objects on earth, 
it is impossible to form a comparative idea of 
the awful velocities of comets and other hea v­
enly bodies. 

Of the composition of comets, the most 
learned are ignorant. They must be com­
posed of some matter more oubtle than any­
thing with which we are acquainted on earth. 
Stars are clearly visible through this comet's 
tail, and it possesses little, if any, gravity. 
This is deduced from a large comet which 
appeared in 1799, and got entangled among 
the satel!ites of Jupiter. It was there arrested 
for several weeks, yet its attractive force upon 
the satellites was so limited as not to produce 
the slightest effect upon their movements. 

In ancient times comets were believed to 
be prognosticators of clil:eevents. One ap­
peared when Julius Cresar was assassinated; 
another when Constantinople was taken by the 
Turks ; one during the terrible persecutions 
in the reign of Charles tho Fifth; and another 
in 1811, when all Europe was deluged with 
war and bloodshed; but no intelligent per­
son has any superstitious dread of their pre­
sence in this age. From what is known of 
the insignificant effect of the comet of 1799, 
it is reasonable to infer that were a comet to 
come in collision with our planet, it would 
produce no greater ef ect than the blast of a 
bellows upon the Rocky Mountain�. Some 
men, however, of profound acquirements, 
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have expressed their belief that our globe at 
one period was struck by It comet, and that in 
consequence of such a collision it was made 
to rotate on a different axis from that which 
it once had. M. Arago, the eminent French 
astronomer, however, denied that such a re­
snit had ever taken place, and he founded his 
deductions npon the fact, that the earth now 
turned on a principal axis, whereas had it 
been so struck, it would have turned on a dif­
ferent axis, one not passing through the poles 
of an oblate spheroid. All the planets re­
volve round the sun in one direction, but co­
mets enter Onr .ystem in every direction, and 
completely baffie the reasoning of philosophers 
to account for their actions. It is also un­
known whether they are self-luminous, or 
shine with a borrowed lustre. Sir Isaac 
Newton believed they were feeders to the slln, 
and that they supplied that luminary with the 
matter, which, according to his corpuscular 
theory of light, the sun was continually pro­
jecting into space. 

The present comet is a strangEll' to the liv­
ing inhabitants of the earth; it may be the 
same as that which was witnessed ages ago, 
when ou r.painted progenitors went forth to 
battle against the iron legions of Rome, but 
t his is mere conjectnre. It will soon depart 
from our vision to wander once more through 

case of accident, then, the moment an 
alarm was sounded, self -preservation would 
dictate to every one to do the duty assigned 
them, and take without hurry or confusion 
their proper positions. Had there been any 
system at all on board the Austria, every life 
might have been saved, but for want of disci­
pline five hundred lives have been lost. We 
must not merely sympathise with the suffer­
ors and their friends or relatives, but must 
also derive from it the lesson which the Great 
Proviil,ence, who permitted the calamity, in­
tended it to convey. That lesson seems to us 
to be the necessity of discipline among the 
passengers, and this appears in clearer cha­
racters when we recollect the burning of the 
Sarah Sand .• , in which all the lives were 
saved by the exercise of this simi,le thing. 
If our shipowners and captains will learn this 
lesson, then the five hnndred persons who 
have peri.hed will be recollected with grate­
fnl memory by every future passenger across 
every sea. We hope they may. 

...... 
Tempering Wire and Steel. 

Having had several inquiries in regard to 
the improved method for securing the above 
object�, for which a patent was issued to 
Henry Waterman, of Brooklyn, L. I., on the 
24th of August last, we will give a brief de­
scription of its essential features. The speci­the vast �olitudes of unknown space, never, 
fication solely describes its application to wire perhaps, to visit our system again. Who can 
tempering. The wire to be operated is se­tell but it may yet become a wreck among 
cured on the circumference of a broad wheel, some of the stellar constellations while sailing 
which is pro\'ided with a tension brake. This through the boundless ocean of the universe? 

.. 'e' .. wheel is placed at one end of a furnace, which 
Loss of the Steamship Austria. has a hole in its wall, through which the wire 

One of the most awful accidents which has is drawn, passing through the fire, then into 
ever befallen an Atlantic steamer, has re- a trough for tempering, containing oil, thence 
cently occurred-the burning of the Austria to the circumference of another broad-rimmed 
-by which about five hundred lives were lost iron wheel, on which it is wound up. This 
and as many homes have been made desolate, latter wheel has a screw on its shaft, so that 
by the want of a very simple thing called as the wire is wound it is taken up spirally, 
di8cipline. All ollr readers have, we pre- and the strands not overlaid. The coil of 
sume, ere this, become acquainted with the wire to be tempered has one end attached to 
details of the catastrophe, and it is now sim- an iron rod or thick wire, then drawn through 
ply our intention to offer some comments on the furnace, and secured to the winding-up 
the snd disaster. With the ship herself, no f,.nlt 1 wh�el berore Of'f'!'Rtionl .ue eomm&mled. The 
could be found; s he was well and strongly built, fire for heating the wire must be bright and 
and divided into compartments by iron bulk clear, the wire must not be overheated-a 
heads, for extra safety, and she was, as the dull red heat being about the proper tem­
advertisements say, "fitted up with every re- perature-and the whole process must be con­
gard to comfort, luxury and convenience." ducted with great care. 
The captain and doctor thought that she The tension on the brake and take-up 
wanted fumigating, and so two officers of the wheels takes out all crooks in the wire while 
ship went into the steerage with a red hot passing through the fire, so that it is wound 
chain and a bucket of tar; the chain was too up smooth and evenly, and of the same curve 
hot, it dropped into the tar, which upset and as that of a guide bar placed in the tempering 
in a few seconds the vessel was in flames. All trough. A coil of wire any number of miles 
was now hurry and confusion, the dreadful in length may be hardened in this manner. 
cry of "The ship is on fire" resounded When the wire required for one operation is 
through the ship, and panic-stricken, the pas- hardened, the wheels are removed from their 
sen gel's and crew aided in their own c.estruc- position near the furnace, and the wire wound 
tion. The captain and pilot, it is said, de- back, from the take-up to the delivery wheel, 
serted their posts-we hope this is untrue- passing through clean warm sawdust, to re­
and the ship was given over to the advancing move the oil. The temper is then reduced or 
flames. The scene of horror which then fol- toned, by placing the wire in a heated oYen, 
lowed we will not attempt to describe, for and revolving it on the wheel till the desired 
no pen has ever succeeded in depicting uniform and elastic temper is secured. 
such sufferings as were then endured, but we .. 'e, • 

will plainly ask why this method of fnmiga- The Atlantic Telell'l'aph CAhle. 

No signals have been transmitted through tion was adopted. It must be understood 
the atlte for some time, and it is asserted that it was not as a disinfectant, but only to 
that there is a leak in it about two hundred drive the sea-sick passengers out of their 

berths by the horrid smell, that the steerage 
might be washed and cleaned. This mothod 
is common on emigrant ships, and should be 

. at once forbidden, as highly dangerous and 
of no more use than playing a good stream of 
water on the sick passengers would be. If 
they objected to vacate their berths for the 
purpose of cleansing, then let the berths be 
cleansed while. they are in th em, and they 
would soon more 

Again, why were the women screaming, 
and whole families precipitating themselves 
into the yawning gulf of waters ? Because 
their minds hightened the danger from want 
of other occupation. Were each passenger, 
steerage and cabin, taken at the earliest op­
portunity after leaving port, and shown their 
respective places in the boats and on rafts, 
and each assigned some special work in 

miles west of Ireland, where the water sud­
denly becomes very deep, the cable passing 
down the sine of a subml!.rine mountain. 
Wherever the leak is in the cable, it is mere 
conjecture to assert that is here or there-one 
mile or two hundred miles from Ireland. No 
person can reliably tell without lifting the 
cable. 

...... 
UNKNOWN MODELS.-We have several mod-

els now in our office from sources unknown, 
therefore we cannot write to· their inventors. 
This oversight is a cause of mnch inconveni­
ence to us, and no doubt the delay in our re­
sponse to the wishes of the inventors thus 
situated is annoying to them. We wish to be 
very prompt in attending to all cases sub­
mitted to us; and if those who send models 
would just attach their address in some way 
to them, it will sa ve mutual trouble and delay. 
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Fall' of the Ameriean Instltnte. 

The produce of the manufacturing art. and 
the operations connected with their develop-
ment, are objects of interest to every sensible 
mind. The subtle mechanism, and the intri-
cate, yet graceful motions displayed by some 
machines, afford wonderful examples of in-
ventive genius applied in the best manner to 
secure useful results. Industrial exhibitions, 
therefore, arc calculated to please and instruct 
those who visit them. The present Fair of 
the American Institute is not eq nal to some 
of its predecessors in regard to the nnmber 
and variety of articles displayed, hnt the pecu-
liar novelty of some of these, also the public 
display of operations in some of the arts-
never before thus witnessed-more than makes 
up for the ab8Ance of SODle things less im-
portant to the pnblic. 

SILVER PLATING. 

Articles denominated" Silver ware," are 
usually very beautiful. The artists engaged 
in this branch of manufacture generally dis­
play a refined taste in the classic form and 
exquislte ornamentation of their prodllctions. 
There are very few articles, however, of this 
denomination which are made of solid silver; 
the mass of them are composed of a body of 
an inferior metal, such as brass, or tin and 
copper, having their surfaces merely coated 
with a thin cuticle of pare silver. These 
articles are termed plated ware. The old 
process of plating consisted in laying thin 
leaves or sheets of silver on the clean s urface 
of articles made of brass, then partially fusing 
the two metals together in a furnace, after 
which they were pressed together and bur­
nished. This process is called fire plating, 
and is still practiced for many purposes; but 
the great mass of silver plated articles now 
produced have their bodies made of white 
metal (mostly tin), and their surfaces coated 
with pure silver, by lightning-electricity. It 
was early discovered by Sir Humphrey Davy, 
that a quantity current of electricity from a 
battery would deposit pure metals from their 
moist oxyde8. This was loon afterward� ap­
plied tel rI"po,it silver, gold and c.oppeJ' i'rom 
their solntions, and thus to cover-by a very 
perfect union-the surfaces of articles of an 
inferior metal. If an article of tin, snch as 
a vase, or a teapot, is connected with one pole 
of a Smee's battery, and placed in a solution 
of silver-such as the silver cyauide of potash 
-and the other pole (If the battery brought 
into the galvanic circuit, the whole surface 
of the tin vase will soon be covered with a 
thin coat of pure silver, precipitated upon it 
by the electric ourrent. The vaso is then 
taken out of the solution, and is thoroughly 
washed in soft water. In appearance, it is a 
dull white, but by a burnishing tool rubbed 
over its snrface, it is rendered blight and 
shining. This is a brief description of the 
process of electro-silver plating, which is now 
carried on so extensively in 0111' conntry, and 
which is but a very few years old. It is ex­
ceedingly simple, and iii one of the most use_ 
fill applications of electricity. All the opera­
tions of this beautiful art are publicly con­
ducted at the Fair, in the East nave, by ar­
tists from the e�tablishment of Hanghtwout 
& Co., corner of Broome �treet and Broad­
way, this city. 

KNITTING MACHINES. 

Progre.s is the watchword in this inven-
tive age. This is exemplified in a number of 
very ingenious knitting machines or looms, 
exhibited by J. B. & W. Aiken, of Franklin, 
N. H. A stocking machine resembles a large 
ring, having a revolving top plate, and a 

number of under hooks, moving back and 
forth towards, and from the central opening 
to receive the threa.d or yam from a rotary 
ring traveler, to form the loops, interlace 
them, and then throw them off in the form of 
a long knit tube hanging down in the centre. 

To produce a ribbed knit fabric, two sets of 
needles are required, the one set working ver- " 
tically through, and transverse to the loops 
formed by the other set; one let of needles I only are required for plain work. A large 

machine for knitting shirts ha�s five feed bob- , �u 
� " 
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