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The Optical Society of America, founded in
1916, boasts an exciting history intertwined
with many of the key scientific advances of
the 21st century. John N. Howard, from
1960 until 1987 the editor of Applied Op-
tics, has agreed to highlight some key mo-
ments in OSA history in a new OPN col-
umn. Former OSA President W. Lewis Hyde
and former OSA Executive Director Jarus
Quinn will be working closely with Howard.
The three welcome contributions and sug-
gestions from readers.

The Optical Society of America grew
slowly in the first 50 years after it was

founded in Rochester, New York. Member-
ship increased from 30, in 1916, to about
2,000, by the late 1950s. Attendance at the
meetings (held in spring and fall) grew to
400-500 in the ten years following the end
of World War II, and the monthly Journal
of the Optical Society of America (JOSA)
sometimes reached 100 pages. Through-
out this period, all Society operations were
performed by volunteers: the secretary
kept minutes of Board meetings and sent
out notices of OSA meetings; the treasurer
collected the dues; and the editor sent
manuscripts to referees. All of these duties
were simply incorporated into the regular
routine of unsalaried volunteer officers,
who were otherwise university professors
or researchers at optics-related laborato-
ries such as Eastman Kodak, Bausch and
Lomb, or the National Bureau of Stan-
dards (NBS).*

At the end of World War II, optics came
under increasing attention. The pressures
of the Cold War led the U.S. Defense De-
partment to boost support of research and
development in reconnaissance, night vi-
sion, and infrared early-warning systems.
Other government agencies were support-
ing R&D for future weather satellites and

space probes. In October 1957, the world
had officially entered the Space Age with
the launch in the U.S.S.R. of Sputnik, the
first earth-orbiting satellite. Using the im-
proved detectors and electronics that had
been developed during the war, a number
of small companies were busily building
commercial versions of spectrometers and
radiometers.

Optics was booming, but some of the
younger researchers felt that OSA and its
journal were old fashioned and had not
kept up with the most exciting develop-
ments of the era. There were some who ex-
pressed concern that OSA and its journal
were dominated by spectroscopists at NBS
and the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology (MIT), and by lens designers at the
Institute of Optics at the University of
Rochester. These groups, it was asserted,
had no particular enthusiasm for the new-
er areas of optics. In 1956, OSA’s Board of
Directors met in Lake Placid, New York, an
isolated spot free from big city lights and
distracting entertainment. In a semi-offi-
cial marathon Board meeting, arguments
and discussion about where OSA should
be going lasted far into the night. Four

months later, Arthur Hardy of MIT an-
nounced his retirement as OSA Secretary,
and OSA President Ralph Sawyer asked a
small committee, chaired by President-
Elect Irvine Gardner of NBS, to report to
the membership at the next annual meet-
ing (in October l957) on the state of the
Society. The committee’s report urged that
an effort be made to broaden the topics
covered at meetings and reported in JOSA.
At the October 1957 board meeting, a new
Committee on Future Policies (also
known as the Baird Committee) was ap-
pointed to review the status of the Society,
“appraising it from the point of view of
optics today and trends in the future.” The
committee consisted of: Walter Baird
(Baird Associates, chair), Wallace Brode
(NBS), Stanley Ballard (Tufts University),
Ed McAlister (Eastman Kodak), Deane
Judd (NBS), and Robert Hopkins (Insti-
tute of Optics, Rochester). At the March
1958 board meeting, the Baird Committee
presented nine recommendations, all of
which were endorsed by the board for im-
plementation or further study. The most
important of these was that the Society
was now big enough to establish an execu-
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* Hilda Kingslake has recounted in detail the early years of
OSA in her 50-Year History of OSA, published in JOSA in
March 1966.

One of the members of the Baird Committee, ap-
pointed in 1957 to chart the future of the Society,
was Wallace Brode, the editor of JOSA.
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Defense Department
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development in
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tive office and employ a full-time execu-
tive secretary. (It was known that other sci-
entific societies were considering similar
innovations.)

The Baird Committee also recom-
mended that OSA translate and publish,
with probable financial support from the
National Science Foundation, the Soviet
journal Optics and Spectroscopy. The
launch of Sputnik, in fact, had made many
people concerned that Americans were
not really aware of the extent of Soviet sci-
entific research and development in op-
tics. Another recommendation was that
OSA should consider starting a second
journal to try to capture applied or inter-
disciplinary papers that did not appear to
be flowing into JOSA.**

In an effort to implement the first rec-
ommendation, the Board also selected
Kasson S. Gibson to succeed Arthur Hardy
as Secretary. Gibson was a former OSA
president who had recently retired as head

of the photometry section at NBS. Gibson
was quite willing to serve on an interim
basis until a permanent executive secretary
could be found. A search committee began
to consider potential candidates. It soon
turned to Mary Warga of the Physics De-
partment at the University of Pittsburgh,
who had previously served on the OSA
Board (from 1949 until 1953) and who
was completely acceptable to all factions
on the Board of Directors. She was ap-
pointed Executive Secretary as of Sep-
tember 1, 1959.

One of the members of the Baird Com-
mittee was Wallace Brode, the editor of
JOSA. An officer in the American Chemi-
cal Society (ACS), he was able to provide
the new OSA secretary a temporary office
at ACS headquarters in Washington. It was
only a single, small room, but it was big
enough for OSA Executive Secretary War-
ga and her own secretary. A new era had
begun for OSA.

John N. Howard, founding editor of Applied Optics, is
retired chief scientist of the Air Force Geophysics Lab-
oratory. His e-mail address is howards@gis.net.

** The six other recommendations were on lesser matters
and can be found in the Kingslake history

OSA staff and OSA members
send Happy Birthday Wishes to

Hilda Kingslake, author of
“History of the Optical

Society of America, 1916-1966,”
published in the March 1966

issue of JOSA.

She celebrated her 100th birthday
this past February 16.
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