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The Sundial's Namesake: Ronald N. Bracewell (1921-2007) 

An Australian native, Ron Bracewell received his Ph.D. from Cambridge 
University in England. During World War II, he worked in Sydney designing 
radar equipment. After the war, he turned his expertise in physics and 
electronic engineering toward establishing Australia as an early world leader 
in the emerging field of radio astronomy. 

In the 1950s and 1960s, Bracewell made major contributions to developing the 
mathematical techniques for combining the radio signals received by multiple 
antennas to produce detailed images of astronomical objects. These techniques 
remain at the heart of how the VLA and many other radio telescopes operate 
today. In addition, Bracewell applied these mathematical techniques to 
developing Computer-Assisted Tomography (CAT) scans for making images 
of the interior of the human body. He was honored for his pioneering work 
in producing that valuable medical tool. 

Bracewell became a professor at Stanford University in 1955. At Stanford, 
he built a radio telescope using 32, 10-foot-diameter dish antennas, one 
of which is mounted south of the sundial. He used this system to study the 
Sun and to refine his mathematical techniques. For a decade, beginning 
in 1961, Bracewell monitored variations in the Sun's radio emission on a 
daily basis. In addition to helping understand the Sun's workings, his system 
provided warnings of solar bursts that could affect satellites and endanger the 
Apollo astronauts during their voyages to the Moon. 

A man of many interests, he wrote about such disparate subjects as trees and 
the search for extraterrestrial intelligence. He designed several sundials, 
including one that remains on a building at Stanford. 


