
The OSA Board of Directors, meeting in
New York City in 1959, decides the time 
has come for a second journal. The decision
is motivated in part by a desire to meet the
competition of commercial publications,
chief among them Infrared Physics.

The April 1959 OSA meeting in New
York City was held jointly with the

Inter-Society Color Council and a gov-
ernment-sponsored group known as
IRIS, for Infrared Information Symposia.
Most leading IRIS participants were also
OSA members, and their papers were
largely published in the Journal of the
Optical Society of America (JOSA). The
IRIS meetings had become as large as or
larger than those of OSA. At the joint
April 1959 meeting, the OSA Board voted
to establish a central office to serve as the
Society’s headquarters. A recommenda-
tion that OSA launch a second journal
was tabled for further discussion at a 
later date.

Pergamon Press, the commercial 
publisher, announced in the meantime it
had plans to start a new journal, Infrared
Physics, to cover the same topics usually
addressed at IRIS meetings. Several
members of the OSA Board were dis-
mayed by this announcement. Stanley
Ballard, R. Bowling Barnes, Van Zandt
Williams, John Strong, Walter Baird,
Bruce Billings and Ed McAlister, all of
whom were infrared researchers, argued
that the best way for OSA to meet the
competition of commercial journals such
as Infrared Physics and the Journal of
Molecular Spectroscopy would be for OSA
itself to start a second journal for applied
papers. But Wallace Brode, the editor of
JOSA and president-elect of the Society,
was not at all convinced that a new jour-
nal was needed. In a JOSA editorial in
early 1960, he wrote: “In the area of pub-
lications one may well question the need
for new journals in the field of optics.
The size of JOSA, with some 1200 pages 
a year, is probably about the limit of

reasonable convenience… One might
question the need for new journals in the
fields of vision, instruments, color,
applied optics, infrared, photo-conduc-
tivity or other specializations.” Although
Brode had doubts about the need for a
second journal, he endorsed the concept
of establishing an OSA Executive Office
and was instrumental in locating space
for it in Washington, D.C. By the fall of
1959, Mary Warga had become OSA’s
executive secretary.

In June 1960, the OSA Board voted to
approve the new journal, to be called
Applied Optics. It was to commence publi-
cation in January 1962. Ballard, one of
the best-known figures in the IRIS com-
munity, had expressed an interest in
becoming editor. An OSA stalwart for
many years, he had served as vice presi-
dent for local sections and vice president
for meetings. Ballard worked on the opti-
cal and infrared properties of materials at
Scripps Institution of Oceanography in
La Jolla, California, and was by far the
leading candidate. But in the summer of
1960, he was offered the chair of the
Physics Department at the University of

Florida in Gainesville. When he decided
to accept the offer, he informed the OSA
Board—alas—that his life would be suffi-
ciently upset by changing jobs and that
he did not feel he could accept the editor-
ship of the new journal. At its fall 1960
meeting in Boston, the Board faced a
problem: the launch of the new journal
had been approved in June. But who
would be the editor? The story goes that
the Board members wrote a long list of
names on a blackboard and proceeded to
discuss the possible candidates.

The Board was meeting in a confer-
ence room in the Somerset Hotel in
Boston, a day prior to the fall OSA meet-
ing. The hotel was already full of OSA
types, because in the first half of the week
IRIS had been meeting in the same hotel.
One of the names on the list the Board
considered was that of John N. Howard,
who had joined the Air Force Cambridge
Research Laboratories in Bedford,
Massachusetts, a half dozen years earlier,
and was head of the Infrared Physics
Branch there. Howard, although an OSA
member since 1944, had never been par-
ticularly active in the Society. He was,
however, involved in IRIS. Perhaps his
chief notoriety, from the point of view of
the OSA Board, was that a few months
earlier he had agreed to become an editor
of Pergamon’s proposed new journal,
Infrared Physics. Several members of the
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The Launch of OSA’s Second Journal
Applied Optics Is Born

In 1960, John N. Howard became
Applied Optics’ first editor.

Stanley S. Ballard (1908-1998), who
had been the leading candidate, was
unable to reconcile the demands of the
job with his new career at the University
of Florida in Gainesville. 
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Board—Ballard, Baird, Williams, Strong
and Barnes—were also active in IRIS,
and some of them feared that the new
Pergamon journal, aimed as it was at 
the IRIS community, might ultimately
portend a departure from OSA of the
infrared crowd in a quest to establish a
Society of their own.

Howard recalls that at lunch that day,
Bowling Barnes came over to his table
and asked, if he were offered the editor-
ship of Applied Optics, would he be will-
ing to resign from Infrared Physics? Of
course he would; the OSA journal would
be a much more prestigious post! That
afternoon, Howard was chairing a session

of IRIS when someone tapped him on
the shoulder and said a man wanted to
see him at the door. He set the clock for
the speaker’s time and went to the door.
It was Van Zandt Williams, who asked
him to come down the hall to the room
where the OSA Board was meeting.
Howard recalled that he felt somewhat
like a prisoner being ushered into a ses-
sion of a parole board. There was the
Board of Directors of OSA seated around
a long table—all important and distin-
guished people in the optics community
(although he only knew a few of them).
And he was asked to take on the task of
the new journal!

At the same Board meeting, the assis-
tant secretary of OSA, Patricia Wakeling,
was appointed managing editor of
Applied Optics. Wakeling had already
been working for over a year as adminis-
trative editor of the OSA translation
journal Optics and Spectroscopy, which
was being supported by a National
Science Foundation (NSF) grant.
Wakeling wrote up a proposal that NSF
also support OSA in initiating Applied
Optics. Her effort succeeded, and OSA
received a three-year grant of $66,657
(for 1962-1964) to help underwrite start-
up costs. (It had been largely the prospect
of receiving such a grant that helped 
persuade the Board to begin that second
journal.)

John N. Howard (howards@gis.net), founding editor
of Applied Optics, is retired chief scientist of the Air
Force Geophysics Laboratory.
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At its fall 1960 meeting in Boston, the Board faced
a problem: the launch of the new journal had been
approved in June. But who would be the editor? 


