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Radio Astronomy at Green Bank

On 17 October 1957 a few hundred people gathered in the high school
gymnasium at Green Bank, West Virginia, to take part in the ground-break-
ing ceremonies for the National Radio Astronomy Observatory. These cere-
monies marked the beginning of a major effort to restore the United States
to a place among the leading nations in radio astronomy as well as the cul-
mination of a search for the most suitable site for an observatory of this
kind.

The United States has lagged behind several other nations—Great
Britain, the Netherlands, Australia, and the Soviet Union—in the develop-
ment of radio astronomy despite the fact that radio waves of extrater-
restrial origin were first detected by Karl G. Jansky, a Bell Telephone
Company engineer, in this country in 1932.

The rapid progress abroad has been made possible by the construction
of large radio telescopes, construction that in turn has been made possible
by Government financing either directly as in the Soviet Union or indi-
rectly as in Great Britain. In the latter country, for example, the 250-foot
steerable radio telescope at Jodrell Bank was built by the University of
Manchester with the aid of funds from the Government-supported Univer-
sity Grants Committee. In the United States, until recently, no large-scale
support was available, and no instruments comparable in size to that at
Jodrell Bank or to the 350-foot radio telescope in the Soviet Union have
been built; the largest radio telescope in the U.S. is the 60-foot paraboloid
at Harvard.

The National Science Foundation recognized that adequate facilities for
research in radio astronomy were beyond the means of universities and
research institutes. Accordingly the NSF, which is not an operating agency,
gave a contract to Associated Universities, Inc., to select a site for; and to
construct and operate, an observatory. (Associated Universities is a non-
profit corporation that was formed in 1946 by nine eastern universities in
order to operate Brookhaven National Laboratories under contract with the
Atomic Energy Commission.)

The specifications for the site were hard to meet; the site had to be free,
insofar as possible, of man-made electrical disturbances, hurricanes, and
heavy snowfall. The first requirement meant that there should be no neon
lights, no major power lines, no radio or television broadcasting stations
and, furthermore, that none of these would be installed in the future. Ex-
tensive search showed that Green Bank was probably the most favorable
site in the eastern part of the country; it has none of the man-made sources
of disturbance listed above, and the surrounding mountains screen it fairly
effectively from outside sources; hurricanes are a rarity; and snowfall is
relatively light.

The second phase—the building of the telescopes—has already begun.
By mid-July 1958, an 85-foot steerable radio telescope will be in operation;
by 1960 a 140-foot instrument will have been completed. Plans for con-
siderably larger instruments are under study, but even before any addi-
tional telescopes are completed, Green Bank will have become one of the
world’s major research centers for radio astronomy.—G. DusS.



