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In 2016 the Meteor Section of the Royal Netherlands Association for Meteorology and Astronomy celebrated its 

70 year jubilee. In this paper we provide a brief historical narrative that incorporates the main developments and 

events of the Meteor Section, spanning seven decades of meteor observations in The Netherlands. 

 

 

 

1 Introduction 

Dutch amateur astronomy has a long tradition in meteor 

observations. Meteor research in The Netherlands truly 

began the 1860’s, just like in other countries. The 

spectacular Leonid storms of 1833 and the years 1866-

1868 have had a major effect on the development of the 

scientific study of meteors, which had previously been 

thought to be atmospheric phenomena. In 1866 observers 

counted hundreds of Leonids per minute/a few thousand 

per hour in Europe. 

 

Figure 1 – Perseids, August 1906. Dr. Jan van der Bilt (r.) and 

Dr. Adriaan van Maanen and their big black sphere, on which 

they chalked the meteors (Sonnenborgh Observatory, Utrecht). 

 

In 1943, during World War II, three young amateur 

astronomers, Hugo van Woerden, Sidney van den Bergh 

and Lammert Huizing established the Astroclub, the 

predecessor of the present-day Meteor Section. Their club 

of meteor observers comprised brothers, friends, 

mathematic teachers and other amateur observers and 

grew steadily in 1943–1944 to a group of about 35 

members. They set up a national network of meteor 

observers and organized observing campaigns. In their 

first steps in meteor observations they experienced many 

practical difficulties. One of those difficulties was related 

to the ongoing ware time conditions; during World War II 

the occupying force confiscated most radio sets and 

therefore the observers could not receive time signals in 

order to correct their clockworks. The members of the 

Astroclub edited the monthly magazine ‘De Meteoor’, 

which in 1946 would become the section’s astronomical 

magazine. Observers publish their reports and results of 

their observations in ‘De Meteoor’ and the monthly 

magazines of the Netherlands Association for 

Meteorology and Astronomy (‘Hemel en Dampkring’ and 

later in ‘Zenit’). After WWII in August 1946, the 

‘Werkgroep Meteoren van de Nederlandse Vereniging 

voor Weer- en Sterrenkunde (NVWS)’ was formally 

founded at the suggestion of Dr J.J. Raimond Jr., the 

President of the NVWS. Internationally the group became 

known as the Meteor Section of the Netherlands 

Association for Meteorology and Astronomy. 

 

Figure 2 – First ‘Dutch’ meteor photograph was taken on 7 

August 7 1953 during a Perseid observation campaign by 

amateur-astronomer Mr. M. Alberts. 
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2 Highlights from 70 years of the Meteor 

Section 

The 1950’s 

On 7 August 1953, during the Perseid Campaign, amateur 

astronomer Mr. Machiel Alberts obtained a very first 

photograph of a ‘Dutch’ meteor (see Figure 2). 

The 1960’s 

 In the 1960’s amateurs made photographic plates of 

meteors with large cameras originally intended for 

aerial photography. (‘upside-down aerial 

photography’, Figure 3). 

 The Meteor Section presented a catalogue, 

containing observations of anomalous sounds for 

fireballs from 1947-1958. 

 

Figure 3 – Amateurs make photographic plates of meteors with 

cameras originally intended for aerial photography. 

 

 In 1966 amateurs photographed the spectrum 

obtained of a Lyrid meteor (Figure 4) and in 1967 

they observed radar echoes of the Leonid outburst, 

using the transmitter of a radar station at the 

University of Eindhoven (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 4 – Spectrum of a Lyrid meteor taken in the skies above 

The Netherlands in 1966. 

 

Figure 5 – Member of the Meteor Section listening to the 

echoes of meteors via radio meteor scatter. the radio waves, 

reflected by the meteor, on paper. A Yagi antenna “catches” the 

radio signal reflected from a meteor ionization trail and a pen 

recorder captures it on paper. 

 

 In 1969 amateurs used spectrographs for the imaging 

of meteors with a glass prism to simultaneously 

obtain the meteor’s spectrum (Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6 – Meteor spectrographs, used by members of the 

Meteor Section in the late 1960s. 

 

Figure 7 – A Perseid campaign in the ‘90’s. On the front the 

first all sky camera of Felix Bettonvil. 

The 80’s  and early-90’s 

 During annual meteor campaigns amateurs made 

visual and photographic observations using batteries 
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of two or more cameras and increasingly 

sophisticated equipment (Figure 8). 

 

Figure 8 – Photo batteries of six and eigth single-lens reflex 

cameras (MECAT’s), built by Felix Bettonvil (1980’s, 1990’s). 

MECAT is the acronym of ‘MEteor CATcher’. 

 

 A successful Perseid observation campaign in 1993 

took a large group of members to observation sites in 

The Netherlands and France, where they witnessed a 

ZHR of more than 300 during the outburst on 11–12 

August 1993 (Figure 10). 

 Batteries of six and eight single-lens reflex cameras 

(MECAT = MEteor CATcher), built by Felix 

Bettonvil, were used extensively for all-sky meteor 

observations in the 1980’s and 1990’s (Figure 7). 

The90’s and -2000’s 

 The Meteor Section carried out various successful 

international observations, e.g. to monitor the Leonid 

outbursts of 1998, 1999, 2001 and 2002. Members 

travelled to observation sites in The Netherlands, 

Jordan, South Korea, China, Denmark, Spain, France 

and Portugal. They photographed thousands of 

Leonids. 

 The Meteor Section and its members introduced 

more and more meteor observing methods and 

developed sophisticated photographic and video 

equipment. A growing number of all-sky cameras 

cover the Dutch airspace and thanks to that, 

searching for meteorites takes on a new dimension. 

In 2013 and 2015 two fireballs led to search 

campaigns for meteorites. Meteorite events were 

organized for local inhabitants, alas with no recovery 

of new meteorites. 

 The Meteor Section continues to expand digitally; 

the website and social media are used to collect 

fireball reports and an effective public outreach 

program takes place via popular social media. 

3 Involvement in the recovery of ‘Dutch’ 

meteorites 

Several meteorites have fallen in The Netherlands. On 12 

June 1840, a big stone fell in front a group of peat cutters 

near de Dutch village of Uden. Not long thereafter on 2 

June 1843, this meteorite impact was followed by the fall 

of two masses near the city of Utrecht. Years later those 

stones were recognized as meteorites. No meteorite falls 

have been documented in The Netherlands in the period 

predating 1840, with the exception perhaps of an event 

that took place in the city Dordrecht. On 6 August 1650, a 

glowing stone was strew down “with the lightning” and 

broke the windows and burned the woodwork of the 

Mayor’s house in the city of Dordrecht. In 1807 this 

stone was lost in the explosion of a ship stocked with 

gunpowder in the city Leiden, and was lost without being 

studied in detail to establish its nature. 

 

Figure 9 – All fragments of the Glanerbrug meteorite which hit 

a house on 7 April 1990. 

 

The Meteor Section played a notable role in the recovery 

of the Glanerbrug meteorite. In the evening of 7 April 

1990 a meteorite crashed through the roof of a house in 

the Dutch village of Glanerbrug, near the German border  

(Figure 9). The Meteor Section and other Dutch and 

German astronomical and meteorological observatories 

and institutes received hundreds of reports of the fireball. 

A team of researchers of the Meteor Section and the 

Dutch Meteor Society interviewed witnesses and 

managed to reconstruct the trajectory. The fall of the 

Glanerbrug (LL4-6, 855 g) and the subsequent 

investigations and research, plus its publication, mark one 

of the highlights in the 70 years history of the Meteor 

Section. 

In 2012 a meteorite (CM2-an, 65g) was rediscovered with 

the help from Meteor Section members. Historical 

research showed that on 27 October 1873 a farmer 

witnessed the fall of the meteorite in his field near the 

village of Diepenveen. 

The Uden (1840), Utrecht (1843), Diepenveen (1873), 

Ellemeet (1925) and Glanerbrug (1990) are currently the 

only meteorites recovered in The Netherlands. They are 

considered to be items of natural historical heritage and 

fragments are curated in various national and 

international university and museum collections. 
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Figure 10 – The Perseid Campaign in August 1993 in Southern France. Members of the Meteor Section and other Dutch amateur 

astronomers witnessed the Leonid outbursts in several countries (e.g.. The Netherlands, Jordan, South Korea, China, Denmark, Spain, 

France, Portugal). They photopgraphed thousands of Leonids in November 1998, 1999, 2001 and 2002 

 

4 International Meteor Conferences in 

the Netherlands 

 

Figure 11 – The first IMC in The Netherlands, May 1983. 

 

As part of its international outlook on meteor 

observations, the Meteor Section has continuously 

invested itself in organizing international events, such as 

the International Meteor Conferences (IMC’s) of the 

International Meteor Organization (IMO). Since the 

1980’s the Meteor Section and the International Meteor 

Organization have organized four International Meteor 

Conferences in The Netherlands, which include: 

 Lattrop, Brecklenkamp, May 1983: 24 amateurs 

from Belgium, Germany and the Netherlands, 

organized the 4
th

 International Meteor Weekend 

(Figure 11). 

 De Lutte (Oldenzaal), March 1988: 65 amateurs 

and professionals from 9 countries participated 

in the 7
th

 International Meteor Conference 

(Figure 12). 

 Apeldoorn, September 1996: The Meteor 

Section hosted the 15
th

 International Meteor 

Conference with 61 participants from 12 

countries in Apeldoorn (Figure 13). 

 Roden, September 2006: The Meteor Section 

hosted the 25
th

 International Meteor Conference 

with 68 participants from 16 different countries. 

The participants paid a visit to the Westerbork 

Synthese Radio Telescope and LOFAR (LOw-

Frequency ARray) (Figure 14). 

 Egmond, June 2016: 157 participants from 30 

countries from five continents gathered at this 

35
th

 meeting. It was the first time that so many 

professionals and amateurs came together at an 

IMC. 

 

Figure 12 – The second IMC in The Netherlands, March 1988, 

with Dr. Bertil Lindblad giving his lecture. 
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Figure 13 – Hugo Van Woerden, one of the founding members 

of the Meteor Section during his talk at the 1996 IMC in 

Apeldoorn. 

5 Awards for members of the Meteor 

Section 

In recognition of their contribution to the field of meteor 

science, several members of the Meteor Section have 

been laureate for their efforts in the advancement of the 

field of meteor science. The most notable award is 

bestowed by the Royal Netherlands Association for 

Meteorology and Astronomy (KNVWS). This award – 

named after the Dutch astronomer Dr. Jan van der Bilt 

(1876–1962) – was established in 1944 to honor amateurs 

who either contributed significantly to the popularization 

of astronomy, or as an amateur contributed to astronomy 

on a professional level. The ten Meteor Section members 

are recipients of the  ‘Van der Bilt Prize’ include Thomas 

van Dijk (1957), Johan Degewij (1966), Ben Apeldoorn 

(1971), Machiel Albers (1974), Felix Bettonvil en Urijan 

Poerink (1991), Simon van Leverink (1995), Herman ten 

Haaf (2000) and Koen Miskotte and Casper ter Kuile 

(2008). 

6 Conclusion 

Meteor and meteorite research in The Netherlands has 

evolved and diversified significantly during the seventy 

years gone by since the founding of the Meteor Section. 

While many meteor observers are currently involved in 

high-tech forms of meteor observations, using all-sky 

cameras or automated camera systems, others are 

involved in computational aspects of orbits, dark flights 

and strewn fields; the study meteorites; or just enjoy 

themselves observing meteors with the unaided eye. Even 

after 70 years, meteor observations in The Netherlands 

are still a flourishing activity with dozens of active 

amateurs and professionals. 

 

 

Figure 14 – The 2006 IMC participants on excursion at Westerbork. 

 

 


