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 Killing Time 
Once, there was only sunrise and sunset. 

We created years, months, days and hours,
so everyone would show up, to the same 

place, at the same moment, drop to 
their knees, and bow in unison.

Harold Hoffman

O N THE AFTERNOON OF FEBRUARY 
15, 1894, a bomb exploded in London’s 
Greenwich Park. Two lab assistants in the 
building across the street dutifully recorded 
the time: 4:51 p.m., in accordance with the 
precision which their occupation demanded.   
You see, they worked in the Greenwich 
Royal Observatory, the official ‘keepers of 
the time’ for England and the world.
   The crude bomb went off prematurely—
the only mortal victim being the unfortunate 
protagonist himself—and to this day it is 
not known what exactly was his intention or 
his target. Speculation, however, naturally 
centers on the Observatory itself.                                   

                                   The Time Traveler, Xetobyte

   One intriguing theory suggests that the 
plotter, a French anarchist, may have been 
planning to blow up the standardized clock 
embedded in the stone wall outside of the 
main gate, in a symbolic effort to ‘stop time.’

*****
   It’s easy to forget that we didn’t always 
have clocks. For most of human history the 
concept of 4:51 p.m. would have been 
utterly meaningless. Time was measured by 
the movement of heavenly bodies, and life 
possessed a corresponding circular rhythm 
but not a linear progression. Even today, the 
sense of passing time is not acute among 
tribal peoples, many failing even to mark 
it’s progression with calendars and clocks.
   Water clocks and other crude timekeeping 
devices had existed, of course, for millennia, 
but the earliest mechanical clockmakers 
were probably Medieval Catholic monks. 



The word ‘clock’ is derived from the Latin 
clocca, or bell, and the monks were seeking 
a more precise way to mark the ritual, 
canonical hours of daily monastic life.
   Later, taking a cue from sundials, the time 
between sunrise and sunset was divided into 
twelve parts in accordance with Greek 
astronomy, itself based on the Babylonian 
base 12 number system. (Our word hour is 
derived from the Greek hōra, or season.) 
   It wasn’t until more precise mechanical 
clocks appeared in the 1300s, however, that 
the hour became a specific length of time— 
exactly one twenty-fourth of a full solar 
cycle. We might say, then, that the modern 
hour was ‘invented’ around this time.
   With the arrival of dials on clock faces, 
something more precise than an hourly 
ringing of the tower bell was required, so 
we ‘invented’ the minute. Once again, the 
Babylonians were the reference, the interval 
based this time on their base 60 number 
system. (The word minute is from the Latin  
pars minuta prima, or the first small part).
   Not everyone was happy seeing their town
—as one malcontent wrote—“so full of 
these confounded dials.” When mechanical 
clocks began to appear on churches and civic 
buildings in the 14th century, they sometimes 
attracted sabotage by the peasantry, resentful 
of the clocks’ strict reckoning of their passing 
lives and their increasingly monitored labor. 
(The saying ‘time is money’ first appeared 
during this time, along with an hourly wage.) 
   Despite continuing improvements, clocks 
weren’t precise enough yet for anyone to 
bother about ‘inventing’ the second for 
another two centuries. The first pendulum 
clocks marking the interval of a second 
appeared only in the mid-17th century. 
(Early versions erred by about a minute per 
day, and later ones by only 10 seconds.)

   Social discipline and expectations were 
gradually, almost imperceptibly heightened, 
until the introduction of ‘time management’ 
science in the late 18th century eroded the 
worker’s ability to evade his appointed tasks 
for even a moment’s unscheduled reprieve.
   Around the same time, pocket watches 
first began to appear, although initially only 
as a luxury of the wealthy, since they could 
cost a farmworker an entire year’s wages. 
But almost unnoticed, timekeeping had 
descended from the church to the court-
house, and soon to the pocket of every 
respectable citizen of even modest means. 
   Quartz clocks (accurate to within 10 
seconds a year) appeared in the 1930s, and 
now, of course, we have atomic clocks that 
measure time in milliseconds, nanoseconds, 
and most recently of all, zeptoseconds, an 
astonishing trillionth billionth of a second.
   The caesium atomic clock now used to 
calibrate the Greenwich Observatory clock 
is so accurate that it will be off less than 
second over the entire life of the Universe.   
   Those lab assistants have no excuse for 
being late for a meeting ever again.

*****
   The Greenwich Observatory bomb plot 
continues to resonate down through time. 
Joseph Conrad’s 1907 novel The Secret 
Agent, based on the incident, is said to have 
inspired the ‘Unabomber,’ Ted Kaczynski 
(who often went by the alias of Conrad) 
in his 18-year long senseless bombing 
campaign against scientific institutions.   
   Assuming anyone still has a moment to 

spare in idle reflection, we are left to ponder: 

Was Kaczynski unconsciously influenced by 
the suspected motivation of the Greenwich 
bomber, striking a blow not only against the 
relentless march of scientific progress, but 
against the very march of Time itself? ◾


