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I have worked for many years with an American colleague but she has only recently introduced me to an individual who will from now on appear regularly in my teaching. 

Recently, he was the focus of the collective worship I take each Tuesday, but I know he is likely to reappear in RE, PSHE, history or science over the coming years.

His name is Wilson Bentley, otherwise known as ‘Snowflake Bentley.’ Mrs Shearer tells me that ‘Snowflake Bentley’ is well known to all American children.

My colleague recently found that she was timetabled to take Key Stage One assembly on one of the rare days when the south of England expected snow. As a ‘hands on’ primary teacher, she put aside her plans and got out her copy of Snowflake Bentley by Jacqueline Briggs Martin.

When I too heard Wilson’s story I asked to borrow the book so that I could introduce him to Key Stage Two as well. Mr Bentley is now going to become a familiar face to the children at John Bramston Primary.

Bentley lived in the nineteenth century and was a keen environmentalist and photographer. His favourite photographic subject was the snow and, as he lived in the ‘snowbelt’ in Vermont, there was plenty of snow for him to photograph each winter. His life’s work was in finding out everything he could about snowflakes; how they are formed, their shapes, the number of branches they have, their unique patterns and every last detail he could identify. He rightly described snowflakes as masterpieces of design and wanted to record their beauty for everyone to see.

As a young man he spent ages trying to draw snowflakes before they vanished. His neighbours could not understand his fascination at first, describing snow as ‘common as dirt round here’, but their views gradually changed.

With the help of his parents, Bentley managed to buy a camera with its own microscope attached. After a great deal of trial and error, he perfected the technique of taking magnified photographic images of the incredibly fragile and beautiful snowflakes before they melted. He would stand for hours in a blizzard collecting flakes on a black tray so that he could photograph them. If he accidentally breathed on them and they began to melt he would brush them away with a turkey feather and began collecting them again! Not surprisingly, as his photos became more widely known both his artistry and his scientific knowledge began to be recognised and eventually he was accepted as an authority on snowflakes. His photographs were collected into a book entitled Snow Crystals, which remains a standard reference book.

The school’s current theme for collective worship is ‘Driving Force’. In our school thesaurus, the drive to succeed is linked to words such as energy, enthusiasm, initiative, determination and persistence. Snowflake Bentley certainly demonstrated all of these. He did not make his fortune through his photographs and his book; he just wanted his work to be his ‘gift to the world’.
J B Martin presents Bentley’s story in a clear and compelling text using simple yet effective descriptions that capture the essence of the tale and spark the imagination. The sentences are phrased very well for reading out loud. The illustrations are bright and bold.

On a number of pages there are small inserts giving extra detail or more complex information about his photographs and his findings. These stand alone from the main text and can be added where appropriate for older children or investigated by groups looking at the book after it has been read to them.

There is an atmosphere of wonder conveyed throughout: wonder at the minutiae of creation that often go unnoticed, wonder at the diligence of a quiet farmer determined to bring the natural world he loved to everyone’s attention. Snowflake Bentley seems to me to have been a very spiritual man, a man of vision who struggled on and achieved something very special.

If I ever visit Vermont, I intend to go to the museum set up in his honour and to photograph his monument. In the meantime, Snowflake Bentley is providing my school with a refreshing and new insight into humankind’s exploration of and response to his environment
.

When it next snows, if you see children on a school field in Redbridge holding out trays, you will know that they are experiencing the excitement, the pleasure and the frustration of trying to catch snowflakes one by one.

Janet Wheatley is Deputy Headteacher at John Bramston Primary School, Redbridge
Reference
Reference
Snowflake Bentley by J Briggs Martin, illustrated by M Azarian, published by Houghton Mifflin Company, Boston (ISBN 0-395-86162-4)




 

 

 

 

 

 


Snowflake Bentley     by Janet Wheatley








� The Redbridge agreed syllabus for religious education is entitled Exploration and Response





