
SUNDIAL FACTS

Sundials have been made for thousands of years, but it was not until the 17th century that they were designed on an accurate mathematical basis. Sundial makers were gradually put out of business around the middle of the 18th century by the ingenious watch and clock makers.  History tells us George Washington carried a pocket sundial in preference to the inaccurate watches of the day.

The Bureau of Standards now maintains time measurements that are accurate to within a millionth of a second.  This sundial is as accurate as the times given to you by radio stations and more accurate than many public clocks, for it is accurate it within a minute, and you can set your watch by it.  Standard Time Zones were advocated in the latter half of the 19th century, and by 1914, as the result of many world conferences, Standard Time, which originates in Greenwich, England, was adopted by most of the countries of the world.  American railroads had adopted Standard Time Zones in 1883.

Standard Time is an arbitrary measurement that is based on the relationship of the movements between the earth and the sun.  The rotation of the earth on its polar axis and its rotation around the sun is, for all practical purposes, an unchanging cycle.  Our 24 hour day, 365 day year, is as close to average intervals as is practically possible: but solar time and manmade time vary from each other.

The earth travels around the sun in an elliptical orbit, causing a time variation that is noticeable on this sundial.  This time differential is corrected by the use of the Analemma located on a granite slab at its base.  An Analemma is described as a graduated scale showing the sun's dedication and the equation of time for each day of the year. Instructions for its use are inscribed at the top of the analemma.  The time variation is as great as 16 minutes in the winter and 6 minutes in the summer; however, on Christmas Day the sundial is exactly the same as Standard Time.  This occurs also on April 15, June 15, and September 1.

The sundial announces spring by telling time on the upper side, while in the fall the shadow appears on the underside.  At the time of the equinoxes (approximately March 21 and September 22) the sundial doesn't tell time for a day, because the suns rays are exactly parallel to the stone dial faces.

The sundial is an equatorial sundial, so called because the dial is parallel to the equator and the steel gnomon is parallel to the earth's polar axis.  In other words, it is actually a miniature earth.  The sun is so large compared to the earth, and so far away, that the shadows on the dial are exactly the way the shadows fall on the whole earth. The sundial thus presents an opportunity for us to learn how our solar system operates.

This sundial is engineered exactly for the latitude and longitude of this site, and will work accurately only for the spot for which it is designed.  A ten-mile shift east or west will change time about one minute.  The dial is made of granite, one of natures more durable stones, and the gnomon is made of stainless steel, one of man's more durable and unchanging materials.

The gnomon points to the North Star.  Because of the dials large size, one can actually see the movement of the gnomons shadow around the dial face.  Gnomon (pronounced no-mun) comes from the Greek word meaningone who knows, and sundial designers and craftsmen are called gnomonists.

A picture of the sundial taken around June 21, early in the morning or late in the day, will give an optical illusion of the sun casting a shadow going uphill, which of course is impossible.  The angles of the dial and gnomon just give this effect.

This sundial was designed and produced by the Sundial Division of Erickson Memorial Company, Denver, Colorado.  It was installed at War Veterans Memorial Park on April 1, 1974.

