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Gary Fildes 

Master of Science 

Durham Cathedral, 29 June 2012 

 

Gary Fildes did not have a University education, indeed he left school at 17. Before 

we go 'tut-tut' we remember that the First Astronomer Royal, John Flamsteed, did 

not do either. Nevertheless, he made rather a good job of running the Royal 

Greenwich Observatory from 1675 to 1719, when Edmond Halley took over. 

   

Gary, at present a Fellow of The Royal Astronomical Society, started his working life 

as a builder and after serving his time became a site manager, before founding his 

own business, Orion Bricklaying Services, which is still trading. 

 

Gary's hobby of Astronomy and his astonishment at the scientifically dark skies of 

Kielder led him to take the giant step of founding the Kielder Observatory in 2008, 

after a number of years of 'site testing' and fund raising; your orator had the privilege 

of officially opening it. I was pleased to note that the opening was not described in 

the press as being to unveil a 'plague' as happened on another occasion. 

 

The remit on opening was to provide a few public events per year to satisfy the 

expected demand. However, word has spread on a national scale and Gary now 

hosts 5 events per week as lead astronomer and the Observatory has had over 

30,000 visitors since opening. You will have heard the latest news in the press last 

month - that Kielder and Northumberland are applying for Dark Sky Park status. If 

this is achieved, the area will constitute the largest dark sky reserve in Europe.   

 

The Department of Physics in this University has provided continuing support. 

Indeed there are currently 3 Durham Ph.D. students working there who we hope will 

help Gary to develop his involvement with the Europlanet research network. On our 

PhD scientist's advice, Gary and his team have also recently raised the necessary 

funding for a research-grade telescope that will enable this contribution to the search 

for planets outside of our solar system. One Durham instrument scientist has been 

involved in designing a 1 metre diameter telescope that will be accessible to the 

disabled and will be an instrument of international importance. On the basis of 
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progress so far, I have no doubt that they will find the half a million pounds 

necessary to complete this incredible project! 

    

Gary, as Founder Director and Lead Astronomer,has worked inordinately hard to get 

the show on the road. Our hero, Flamsteed, would have been proud of him, and he 

would be pleased to note that he, Fildes, had not got the spectre of Isaac Newton 

pressing him to publish his results prematurely. 

 

Gary's proclaimed brief is ' To explore the Universe with the people of the North-East 

of England and all who come to visit us; with a warm and enthusiastic manner we 

aim to bridge the gap between academic and general perception of the universe 

around us'. It seems he is succeeding and continues to develop the Observatory 

beyond all expectations.  

   

It is well known that Durham has had a long connection with Astronomy, from 

Temple Chevallier in the 1830s ,through Carrington's brief sojourn here as 'Observer' 

- during which time he started the research which was to show that the sun is not a 

rigid body - to Ralph Sampson's famous work on the satellites of Jupiter. Sampson 

left in 1910 to become Astronomer Royal for Scotland and the work slowed down. 

However there was a re-birth in the 1970s and we now have Astronomers 

of incredible expertise on the staff.  

 

Having Gary as the holder of a degree from this University will give considerable 

pleasure to countless people through the North-East and beyond. 

 

Chancellor, I present Gary Fildes to receive the Degree of Master of Science honoris 

causa.     
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