THE WORLD OF THE STARS AS A HOBBY

Pensioner on Jelgya builds a fantastic clock

By Gunnar Lie

When one sees the little house in a garden down on Jelgya near Moss, one would hardly expect it to
conceal a technical masterpiece. It looks almost like a small outhouse, and one expects it to be filled
with firewood and all sorts of junk that one normally stacks in a shed instead of throwing away. But
when one enters, one discovers a well-equipped workshop where one sees one complicated
mechanism after another. We have arrived at the workshop of clockmaker Rasmus Sgrnes, and he is in
the process of completing the great masterpiece of his life: an astronomical clock which shows the
position of the sun and moon at any given time, the tides, the position of the stars, the date, and a
whole range of other things that only experts can fully appreciate.

Sarnes is not a professional clockmaker. For a number of years he was an electrician and mechanic at
the Jelgya radio station, and his job was to make sure that the radio equipment was always in order.
But at the same time he had a passionate interest in both astronomy and mechanics. He devoured
books about the starry sky and wanted a proper telescope so that he could really study his beloved
stars. At that time telescopes were very expensive, and if he was to obtain one he would have to build
it himself. No sooner thought than done. He began construction. The most important part of a
telescope is the large concave mirror. Sgrnes obtained a piece of glass of suitable size and began
grinding it. The mirror was to have a diameter of ten inches, and the grinding alone occupied all his
spare time for a year. When the telescope was finally completed, he was able to establish with
satisfaction that he had built an excellent instrument which enabled him to study the stars at close
range.

His interest in astronomy also led him into astronomical clocks—these complicated mechanical
masterpieces which seem to contain everything mankind knows about the starry sky and time. But
building an astronomical clock involves much more than building an ordinary clock. Countless
calculations have to be made in order to determine all the strange mechanisms that show the various
astronomical phenomena. Calculations are not something that frightens Sgrnes. On the contrary, he
likes to sit with his tables and curves showing the position of the moon at any given time. From his
curves he can then calculate the number of teeth on the gears and how all these remarkable parts are
to mesh with one another.

While he was still working at the radio station, he built three astronomical clocks in his spare time. The
third was the finest, and it has even been incorporated into the architecture of the house and tells
how it is built and what one sees on the various dials. It was a masterpiece, and one might think that
the constructor would now be satisfied, but being the perfectionist he is, Sarnes wanted to make the
truly great astronomical clock—a clock that could measure itself against the finest ever made of such
remarkable mechanisms.



Six years ago, when he was sixty-five, he retired, and since then he has devoted himself
wholeheartedly to his great passion, the fourth astronomical clock. During the last six years he has
worked full time—indeed, more than full time—to complete the clock. First came a series of
calculations. On sheets of paper four and a half metres long, with millimetre ruling, he carefully drew
curves for the various celestial phenomena. To a layman it is completely incomprehensible, but he has
in fact transferred these curves to all the remarkable and extremely intricate mechanisms that we see
in the clock.

Every single small part of the clock has been made by Sarnes himself, apart from the pendulum,
which, because it is made of steel, he had to obtain from a specialist factory in Germany. The clock is
driven by a number of small electric motors, and even the motors were made in his little workshop.
Every single metal part is gilded with genuine gold, and the gilding he has also carried out in a
galvanising bath which he has set up in his basement. Some finely ground glass discs bearing figures
of the constellations have been ground and engraved by him personally. He cannot remember
offhand how many parts the clock consists of, but there are a great many, and every one of them has
been made with the utmost precision.

As an example, it may be mentioned that only after 2,000 years will one small detail have to be
adjusted to prevent an error from occurring in the clock’s representation of the positions of the
constellations. Other corrections to the astronomical parts of the clock will not be necessary before
then, but the clock itself—the part that shows ordinary time—must of course be set like any other
clock, even though it has been made to run with great accuracy.

A curious feature of Sgrnes’s clock is that one can actually travel through time with its aid. It contains
a mechanism which makes it possible to set the clock to any chosen time on any chosen day of any
desired year. Then one can immediately see both the position of the sun and moon and the position
of the stars. In addition, one can see the date according to the Julian calendar and a great many other
unusual things.

Several large gilded and silvered globes show us the Earth and the starry sky. In the celestial globe, a
number of small holes have been made to represent the stars. A lamp inside the globe makes them
appear as shining stars in the heavens.

Sernes’s marvel is so complicated that one would have to be an expert in order truly to understand all
its remarkable features, but one cannot help being filled with admiration that a man should undertake
such work as a hobby. And when the clock is now completed, it will undoubtedly become a place of
pilgrimage for people wishing to admire the masterpiece.

Sarnes can rightly be proud, for specialists are almost speechless with admiration for the clock, which
is completely unique and the only one of its kind in this country. Yet he himself says that this will be
the last astronomical clock he builds. He will think twice before beginning another. Besides, he has a
number of other ideas which he also intends to carry out in his little workshop.



Photo captions

Far left: Here we see the masterpiece almost fully assembled.
Above, centre: Sgrnes at the lathe in his workshop. He built that himself as well.
Above: Sgrnes points to a mechanism which will not need adjustment for 2,000 years!

In the circle: In this little shed in the garden on Jelgya, the fantastic precision instrument is being
built.



