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Some two decades ago a number of 
physical scientists became aware of a 
problem: The history of their science 
was vanishing. The pioneers whose 
achievements had laid the basis for 
modern work were disappearing one 
by one, the tales they remembered 
were dying with them, and the records 
of how they made their discoveries 
were going into the wastebasket. 
Younger people entering one or an
other field of physics knew nothing 
of their predecessors. This was dis
turbing to see, for not only do we want 
to preserve the memory of people and 
times we have known, not only do we 
feel a duty to remember the work 
on which our own is based, but we 
hope that just as individuals learn 
from experience, so our community 
may profit by understanding its past. 
Al l this was endangered by the rapid 
disappearance of the raw material 
of history. 

To answer this problem, senior 
scientists and others persuaded the 
American Institute of Physics (AIP) 
to found a history program, which has 
developed into the AIP Center for 
History of Physics. Meanwhile, the 
associated Niels Bohr Library was 
established through the generosity of 
the Dannie Heineman Foundation. 
The AIP Center staff was asked to 
help preserve and make known the 
record of science in modern America, 

Keeping History Alive: 

concentrating on the sciences repre
sented by the AIP member societies 
(including the Optical Society of 
America). This has been no small or 
simple task, for substantial funds and 
careful planning have both been needed. 

Basic support for the Center has 
come out of AIP's general funds, 
supplemented for special-purpose 
projects by grants from private and 
government foundations. Beyond this, 
over a thousand Friends of the Center 
for History of Physics—the majority of 
them members of societies in AIP— 
have made annual contributions, 
which have recently been joined by 
income from an Endowment Fund 
built up by the Friends, industry, and 
foundations. The Optical Society of 
America has kindly left a line open on 
its 1978 membership bill where mem
bers may write in a tax-deductible 
donation and so join the Friends of 
the Center (under a grant pending 
with the National Endowment for the 
Humanities, these donations will be 
matched by the federal government on 
a one-for-three basis). This is therefore 
a good time to report to OSA members 
on the past work of the AIP Center 
and the value of possible donations. 

The author is the Director of the Cen
ter for History of Physics, American 
Institute of Physics, 335 East 45th 
Street, New York, New York 10017. 

Even with money in hand, how does 
one go about saving history? 

ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEWING. 

One of the Center's main efforts, 
which has attracted national attention 
and support, is its oral history program. 
By tape-recording interviews with 
eminent older scientists, the Center 
preserves their recollections for 
posterity. Detailed and frank, the 
interviews (which are carefully tran
scribed, edited, and indexed) make 
fascinating reading, and they are much 
used by historians of science. The 
Center now has in its archives well 
over 1,000 hours of such interviews, 
covering all areas of physical science, 
both pure and applied. 

An example is the Center's current 
project in the history of modern astro
physics, carried out under a grant from 
the National Science Foundation. The 
6,000 pages of double-spaced inter
view transcript produced so far consti
tute by far the most complete as well 
as the most revealing existing history of 
modern astronomy, astrophysics, and 
cosmology. These interviews are 
already being consulted by scholars 
and should be of great interest to both 
scientists and historians for generations 
to come. 

For example, a constant theme 
in these interviews is the revolution 
brought about in astronomy by new 
instruments. Sometimes this has in
volved improvement in traditional 
optics, such as the painstaking design 
and grinding work, departing from 
simple parabolic or elliptical to 
more general surfaces, which has been 
used in the more recent large telescopes. 
The 4-m-diameter reflecting telescope 
on Kitt Peak, for example, has a field 
of view far wider than that of the 
famous 5-m telescope on Mount Palo¬
mar completed in the 1940's. Where 
the latter could produce a sharp image 
of stars and galaxies only in an area of 
a few square centimeters, the new tele
scopes produce flawless images the 
breadth of photographic plates as large 
as two pages of this magazine. 

But the scientists who were inter
viewed were even more impressed by 
the great changes in the character of 
astronomical observing, with photo-
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graphy often being replaced over the 
years by image enhancers or photon 
counters. The lonely astronomer sitting 
high at the prime focus of the mirror, 
exposing his plate to starlight for two 
or three nights before he develops it 
and learns if there is an image, is giving 
way to the team of electronic and 
computer experts clustered around a 
video screen. Such changes have per
sonal meaning for those who have 
witnessed them, they draw attention 
to ingenious technical advances, and 
they involve important developments 
in the social and institutional structure 
of optics and astronomy. Future gener
ations of scientists, looking back, 
should find all this as interesting as we 
do, and historians will want to write 
about these things. The oral history 
interviews will provide a full view of 
matters that can scarcely be understood 
if one reads only the condensed pub
lished reports. 

Although tape recordings are meant 
chiefly for the use of future scholars, 
they may also be valuable for education 
today. For example, the Center inter
viewed two young astronomers about 
their surprising discovery, by phased 
photon-counting, of light emitted by a 
pulsar (until this work astronomers 
thought those strange objects radiated 
only at radio wavelengths). The inter
views, together with a tape recording 
made at the very moment of discovery, 
were edited and combined in a cassette 
that can show students something of 
the human side of science and the ex
citement of discovery. When it was 
tested in a number of schools, the 
cassette was received with enthusiasm. 
The Center plans to distribute it widely 
to help future scientists, engineers, and 
citizens at large to understand a little 
better the life of science. Donations 
from the Friends of the Center have 
been particularly important in support
ing this sort of educational work. 

PRESERVATION OF DOCUMENTS. 

Reminiscences make moving and valu
able documents, but historians have 
learned that memory may be distorted. 
If the history of science is to be known 
accurately, accurate data are needed, 
and this means documents. The letters, 

William F. Meggers at the National Bureau of Standards. The Neils Bohr Library houses the 
papers of this noted spectroscopist. 

laboratory notes, and other papers of 
leading scientists give historians pre
cisely the sort of information they seek, 
but only if these papers are preserved. 
Many documents priceless to the his
torian have been unknowingly thrown 
away when a scientist retired or died, 
while other papers, stored in attics or 
cellars, have been demolished by rot, 
vermin, or fire. One of the chief mis
sions of the AIP Center for History of 
Physics, therefore, has been to save 
important papers. Center staff personal
ly urge eminent scientists to make ar
rangements to deposit their papers in 
a suitable repository and always stand 
ready to help scientists, their families 
and friends, to decide what to do with 
old papers. In this way many valuable 
records have been saved. The Center 
has also prepared a short brochure on 
preserving scientific source materials, 
and several thousand copies of this 
have been distributed through the 
Society of American Archivists. (It is 
free on request.) 

This work is supplemented by 
a microfilming program to make old 
papers more widely accessible to 
scholars. The hundreds of reels of 
microfilm that the Center holds include 
fascinating correspondence to and 
from many leaders of physical science-

Robert W. Wood and his rotating mercury 
mirror. Wood's papers and memorabilia are 
preserved at the Niels Bohr Library. 
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Part of a letter (above) from Henry Crew to his son William (March 24, 1934) describing the 
pouring of the glass for the Mt. Palomar 5-m telescope mirror. (From the Niels Bohr Library 
archives.) Below: The glass is poured. (From the AIP photo collection, courtesy of Corning 
Glass Works.) 

Bohr, Heisenberg, Lorentz, Millikan, 
etc.—showing the inside story of their 
lives and discoveries. The Friends' funds 
provide strong leverage for this sort of 
work, allowing the Center to carry out 
quick rescue operations that cannot be 
foreseen in institutional and grant bud
gets; a little discretionary money goes 
a long way in saving documents. 

A growing worry of the Center has 
been the records of the big government-
contract and industrial labs. Although 
vital to any scholarly understanding of 
the nature of modern scientific and 
engineering work, these records are 
unmanageably large, and many have 
already been either destroyed or lost 
beyond recall in vast warehouses of 
paper. As a first step toward solving 
the problem, the Center is conducting 
a study, under a National Science Foun
dation grant, of the historical records 
of Brookhaven National Laboratory. 
A year of work has given time to find 
only a fraction of the records. For 
example, an abandoned room filled 
with dusty filing cabinets yielded the 
original blueprints of the 2-m bubble 
chamber, a pioneer instrument for de
tecting subatomic particles and particu
larly noted for the ingenious "coat-
hanger"-shaped reflectors that illumi
nated the chamber uniformly for 
photography. The situation at Brook-
haven is much like that at most large 
institutions, and the Center is develop
ing methods that will aid many scien
tific and engineering establishments to 
select and preserve their most impor
tant historical papers. 

THE NIELS BOHR LIBRARY. 

The Center works to encourage the de
posit of papers in whatever repository 
is most appropriate rather than trying 
to acquire documents for itself. For 
one thing, the Center's space and staff 
are too small to handle a large volume 
of papers; for another, its reputation as 
an "honest broker" rather than a 
competitor for valuable manuscripts 
gives it excellent relations with libraries 
and archives across the country. But 
the Niels Bohr Library does have a 
small archives of its own, since in some 
cases no other suitable repository is 
available. This may be the case, for ex-
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ample, with the papers of people who 
have spent their lives working in govern
ment or industrial labs that have no 
archives of their own. The Library also 
holds the papers of the American Insti
tute of Physics itself and of some 
physics-related societies. 

More important than the archives at 
AIP is the Library's National Catalog 
of Sources for History of Physics and 
Astronomy, which contains informa
tion on holdings of scientists' papers 
around the world. Historians pursuing 
a study can use the catalog to find 
where papers of interest are deposited 
and often can learn a great deal about 
the contents of these papers before 
they decide to visit a repository. A 
major effort to extend the catalog is 
now underway in cooperation with the 
Office for History of Science and Tech
nology of the University of California, 
Berkeley. Within a few years it will be 
possible for a scholar to use a computer
ized catalog to locate letters of scien
tists in any of hundreds of archives in 
the U.S. and abroad. Here, too, a little 
money can go a long way in helping 
people to probe deeper into the history 
of science. 

The papers of the Optical Society 
of America are one example of the 
materials included in the National Cata
log of Sources. Center staff visited the 
OSA offices in Washington, D.C., and 
made an inventory of the old files in 
storage; these extended back to the 
plans for an "Association for the Ad
vancement of Applied Optics," drawn 
up in Rochester in 1915, which led to 
the founding of the OSA. The files 
have much interesting information on 
the early operations of the Society. A 
copy of the inventory is available in the 
Niels Bohr Library to qualified scholars. 

The Library and Center welcome 
visits from more than 200 scholars and 
students a year. Many come to use the 
National Catalog of Sources, the oral 
history collections, and the manuscripts 
in the archives. Others use the Library's 
collection of books—some 9,000 
volumes, largely received through gen
erous donations by scientists, and con
stituting one of the world's largest and 
most accessible libraries of the history 
of modern physical science. Other 
visitors seek advice or material aid for 

First page of the minutes of the forerunner of the Optical Society of America. (From a photo
copy in the Niels Bohr Library archives.) 

their work in archives or interviewing, 
and the Center staff spends substantial 
time and money extending such aid. 

The most often used resource is 
the collection of photographs, over 
10,000 items arranged alphabetically. 
Authors, educators, and journalists use 
these files frequently. For example, 
the July 1976 Bicentennial issue of 
Applied Optics was illustrated with 38 
photographs from the Center's collec
tion. The photograph collection, the 
book collection, and many other Niels 
Bohr Library features are built up 
chiefly with the aid of Friends' funds. 

Inquiries come not only in direct 
visits but, more important, in phone 
calls and letters; thousands of each are 
received every year, and the numbers 
are growing. Questions about historical 
points range from the curiosity of a 

student or working scientist, through 
the detailed questions of a textbook 
author, journalist, or filmmaker, to the 
specialized queries of historians and 
sociologists. In this way the flow of 
historical information is maintained-
for the purpose of preserving the his
tory of science and technology is not 
to leave it to gather dust, but to bring 
it back, organized by educators, 
scholars, or the media, into people's 
lives. Thus the public, our younger 
colleagues, and we ourselves can better 
understand where our community of 
scientists has been and what we are. 

Please address inquiries or informa
tion to the Center for History of 
Physics, American Institute of Physics, 
335 East 45th Street, New York, New 
York 10017. 


