RESTORATION OF 15-INCH TELESCOPE

Center for AStI"OthSiCS Harvard College Observatory
Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory
MEMORANDUM
To: Ed Lilley, Nat Carleton, NateHazen, Charles Whitney, Dennis DiCicco, and
John Wolbach
From:  (Owen Gingerich December 3, 1975

subject: Restoration of 15-inch telescope

Some months ago George Field asked me to bring together a committee
to formulate a plan for the restoration of the historic 15-inch telescope.
I have spoken informally and individually to most of you about this, and
there seems to be universal agreement that it would be ideal if we could
restore the telescope to its original 19th-century splendor. At the
same time it should be possible to install some kind of "sound and 1ight"
program in the dome so that it would be a very attractive exhibition
area to show to guests of the Observatory.

Part of the difficulty in such an undertaking has been the lack of
materials showing the original state of the telescope. Acting on an
astute suggestion recently made by Joe Ashbrook, I have located the
description and plates of the Pulkovo refractor, which was built by the
same company as a twin to ours. I am enclosing copies of several
sections of that material. At one point Ed Lilley had suggested that
perhaps some of the machimist in our shop or in the Amateur Telescope
Makers might be persuaded to take on part of the restoration as a hobby.
I think that this possibility should be explored.

What we now need is a committee meeting to figure out how we can
get cost estimates for this restoration and the related sound and light
equipment. We can't seriously proceed farther on the project until we
have such numbers.

gg/jje Field

. George Fie

Bob Reed CQM"""-—\
Joe Ashbrook
Donald Menzel
David Wheatland
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Center for Astrophysics Harvard College Observatory
; Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory
MEMORANDUM
To: Owen Gingerich December 11, 1975

from: Donald H. Menzel

subject: Restoration of the 15-inch telescope

T hasten to reply to the memorandum of December 3.

Let me say, first of all, that I am thoroughly in favor of
the restoration of the historic 15-inch telescope. 1In 1952,
when I became Acting Director, I undertook at least partial
restoration as a major project. It was in a most decrepit
state, as John Wolbach will doubtless confirm. The resto-
ration was undertaken largely by Arthur Wanamaker, under the
supervision of G. Miczaika.

The beautiful brass fittings had been covered up with
a number of thick coats of house paint. Our first task was
to remove the numerous layers of paint, which revealed not
only the beautiful brass but also a lovely mahogany tube.

At one stage in the restoration--I forget the precise
details--Miczaika had removed the heavy counter weights on
the eye end. In an attempt to lower the telescope objective
for cleaning, one of the supporting ropes broke and the teles-
cope fell, splintering the end of the mahogany tube, but not
(fortunately) damaging the objective. A study indicated that
the end of the tube was beyond repair and it was recommended
that we replace that portion of the tube with a metal pipe,
15 inches in diameter. This was done and, of course, addi-
tional counter weights had to be made at the eye end.

The original clockwork drive had been replaced and
worked on so many times, that we found no way of bringing
it back to its original state or even making it work. As a
result, Miczaika (probably with the help of Hector Ingrao) ,
devised a modern electric drive, which worked for a while but
was not too satisfactory. I don't know what its present
situation is.

As a result of our efforts, the telescope was made to
look very similar to its original appearance. After con-
siderable search, we found red velvet that we used to re-
upholster the seat of the observing chair. I noticed that
this has largely worn out in the last quarter century.
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The dome used to run on cannon balls, but these were
replaced by a somewhat more modern mechanism, I believe under
the Shapley regime. The cannon balls themselves had badly
worn. I think one of them is still kept on exhibit. In my
first experience with this telescope, about 1922, we used to
turn the dome by the large hand wheel on the southeast side
of the room.

The clock weights, as I recall them, were originally
similar to those shown in the Pulkovo diagram.

The idea of a "Sound and Light" is excellent. We at-
tempted something like that once in the rotunda, but the
address system was stolen.

I might add, further, that in 1952, when I became
Acting Director, the alcoves around the 15-inch were piled
to the roof with old, unbound, useless publications and great
guantities of "junk."

I do point out that Art Wanamaker, who will certainly
recall the original restoration, still lives in the neigh-
borhood, on Orrin Street. Although he is retired, perhaps
he could be prevailed on to devote some time to further
restoration, in which he was very much interested. I think
that Dennis di Cicco would have many ideas on the project.

The exhibition should emphasize the fact that, when
the 15-inch was built, it shared with the twin at Pulkovo,
the distinction of being the largest telescope in the world.
As exhibits on the wall, perhaps we can find a complete set
of the beautiful Trouvelot drawings, made with this teles-
cope, of Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, the sun, prominences, a comet,
and the Orion Nebula. There probably were others, but I do
not recall what they were. There used to be a number of
these preserved in our observatory publications shed. Per-=
haps Mrs. Federer may know how to obtain a set.

I also point out that Hector Ingrao is still in the
vicinity and perhaps might be called on for advice.

I shall be glad to help in any way I can.
One final point unrelated to the 15-inch, relates to

the fact that the ceiling of the rotunda--after more than 25
years--needs some repair and refinishing. The constellations
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were painted on the interior of this dome by John Wolbach,
who will be able to give good advice. Undoubtedly new
materials are available in the way of UV-paints.

cc: Ed Lilley
Nat Carleton
Nate Hazen
Charles Whitney
Dennis di Cicco
John Wolbach
George Field
Bob Reed

Jose Ashbrook
David Wheatland







