
July 2004 ■ Optics & Photonics News 7

of the estate to other family members 
so that he could focus on science.

The blue-sky Lord Rayleigh was not
the only Lord Rayleigh to make funda-
mental contributions to atmospheric
optics. His eldest son, Robert John Strutt
(1875-1947), the fourth Baron Rayleigh,
was an avid observer of the night sky; his
scientific contributions include the dis-
covery of atmospheric ozone and funda-
mental studies of airglow and the aurora.

Many more details about the
Rayleighs’ scientific contributions can 
be found in a fabulous set of articles 
published in the October 1964 issue of
Applied Optics, shortly after the U.S. Air
Force Cambridge Research Laboratories
came into possession of the Rayleigh
notebooks. Optics & Photonics News
Contributing Editor John N. Howard is
largely to credit for that issue.

This letter cannot convey in signifi-
cant detail the story of the optical contri-
butions of the Rayleighs. My hope is that
it encourages readers to investigate the
topic further. I also hope that more edu-
cators will encourage their students 
to read some of the original Rayleigh
(Strutt) papers, which lay out such beauti-
ful arguments for what we see in the sky.

— Joseph A. Shaw
Montana State University

jshaw@ece.montana.edu

A note on Lord Rayleigh

I greatly enjoyed reading Pedro
Lilienfeld’s article (June 2004) about

research on sky colors. It motivates me 
to recap some of the history of Lord
Rayleigh, whom we recognize as the first
to quantitatively explain the blue color 
of the clear sky.

Lord Rayleigh began life as John
William Strutt (1842-1919). He appears
to be the first in the wealthy Strutt family
to have been seriously inclined toward
science. A few years after receiving his
university degree in 1865, Strutt began 
a prolific scientific publishing career, in
which he addressed primarily topics in
acoustics and optics. His first optics
paper was his sixth overall. It addressed
an area of current interest to me: atmo-
spheric coronas. His eighth paper (his
third on optics) was the one we perhaps
unknowingly refer to when discussing 
the blue color of the clear sky: “On the
Light from the Sky, Its Polarization and
Colour.”* This paper is a beautiful exam-
ple of scientific insight through dimen-
sional analysis combined with reasonable
logic. The full, rigorous derivation and
explanation of “Rayleigh scattering”—
as we know it today—came through a
number of articles Strutt published over
a period of about 30 years.

Strutt became the third Baron Rayleigh
upon the death of his father, John James
Strutt, in 1873. He converted part of the
family mansion into a scientific laboratory
and entrusted the routine management
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Correction
The Canadian Rockies, Yoho National
Park, British Columbia (P. Lilienfeld, 
“A Blue Sky History,” OPN June 2004).
OPN regrets the editorial error that
resulted in the photo being incorrectly
captioned as depicting part of the Rocky
Mountain chain that runs through
Colorado in the United States.

Memories of OSA in the 1970s

My purpose in writing is to say how
much I enjoyed John N. Howard’s

“History of OSA” column in the April
2004 issue of Optics & Photonics News.
I was a Member-at-Large of the OSA
Board of Directors at the time Jarus
Quinn was hired, and I never had any
regrets about that decision. I was very
sorry when he retired, but it happens 
to all of us, sooner or later.

I remember when Mary Warga and
Patricia (Paddy) Wakeling were practi-
cally the whole office, and the Society was
run mainly out of the department of the
current president. OSA programs were
thin, and parallel sessions were unknown
at the national meetings.

I have been retired for 13 years, but 
I retain most of my professional mem-
berships. Optics & Photonics News is
an important OSA benefit for me.

I remember when John Howard
started Applied Optics, and that was a
good idea, too. Progress in optics seems
eternal and amazing things are going on
these days.

— Robert M. Boynton 
Del Mar, Calif.

rboynton@ucsd.edu

* J.W. Strutt, Phil. Mag. 41, 107-274 (1871); reprinted
in Selected Papers on Scattering in the Atmosphere,
C.F. Bohren, ed., SPIE Milestone Series MS7, 9-25
(1989).
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