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first experiments were the most startlingly public. Beginning on Saturday
evenings at 8 o'clock, and continuing intermittently for almost two years,
Whiston's rockets burst over Hampstead, Gravesend and - underlining
the failures of astronomers - near the Royal Observatory at Greenwich.

The idea supposedly had first come to Whiston when, at Cambridge
after the Glorious Revolution, he had heard the distant reports of the
guns of the French fleet off Beachy Head in 1690 when they came to the
aid ofdeposed KingJames. Or perhaps he had been reminded by the flash
of the fireworks in the ~elebrations in 1713 for the Treaty of Utrecht,
which had ended the latest war against Louis XIV over the Spanish suc­
cession. Whatever the reason, the attempt to measure distance and posi­
tion clearly had potential. By such means Whiston and Humphrey Ditton
thought they might then be able to create an accurate map of Britain and
its coastline. Such a method,. they thought, would overcome the great
difficulties of establishing longitude, especially along the dangerous
Channel coast.

Public experiments were the logical end of Oldenburg's Phl1osophical
Transactions. Yet,. in the early eighteenth century, Newton wanted nothing
to do with the outspoken Whiston - indeed,. he looked upon Whiston's
vulgar pandering with disgust. In this, at least, Newton apparently
adopted the common attitudes expressed even by bitter anti-Newtonians.
But Newton's universe was in upheaval in ways even he could barely rec­
ognize. And he evidently shared some of the distrust of those who, for
reasons political,. religious or economic, thought their world overturned.
In the 1720s Roger North, a one-time solicitor to the Stuart monarchy
and since a frustrated Jacobite sympathizer, cast his jaundiced eye over
the London of Defoe and Newton. Mixing metaphor with aversion,
North commented on the new world of Newtonian mechanics and
Robert Walpole's Whig machinations - which Voltaire might celebrate
but North continued to deplore: 'If anyone sees a vessell in the Thames
thrown up by a still tide towards London, would he not say it is conveyed
by the stream rather than attracted by that Monstrous City.'48

Sustaining the philosophical flux of the Cartesian ether was a minor
part of the issue. There were tides in the river on which trade - and philos­
ophy - would depend. Voltaire may have praised a world of active forces,
as distinct from a Paris full of Cartesian pressures, but London in the
eighteenth century had established an atmosphere where anything
seemed possible.49 However, the ruin caused by the bursting of the South
Sea Bubble in 1720 in the alleys of the Exchange provoked profound
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