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World's first radio astronomer 
operates in Tasmania 

Once a week a rather bat­
tered o ld ca r tru ndles in to the 
courtyard at the back o f 
'St ow ell' , CS I RO'S Hobart 
lab or at ory . 

One might expec t somethi ng 
different fro m the inven to r of 
an electric car but as fa r as 
D r G ro te Reber is concerned, 

the vehicle is good enoug h to 
get h im from hi s ho mc at 
Bothwell, 80 km fro m Hob art , 
to the office. 

Dr. Grote Reber. the wo rld's 
first radio astron om er, is the 
holder of a CSIRO hon or a ry 
research fellowship. Hi s quiet 
mid -wes tern American dr awl 
has become, over a long peri od, 
a familia r sound a rou nd 'Sto­
well' al though there are int er­
vals when he may be back 
home in the United Stat es for 
two o r three yea rs at a time. 
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he had det ected unsuspected 
radi o emission from the Milk y 
Way Ga laxy . 

D r Jansky was no t abl e to 
tak e the subject furt her, but 
whe n Dr Reber heard about the 
discovery, he becam e intensely 
curi ou s, He co rrespo nded with 
D r Jansky and offered to wor k 
fo r him . but it became obivous 
that nothing mor e was go ing to 
be done. 

F urther co nsultatio n with 
othe r as tronome rs only brought 
a simila r response. 

'1 fclt th is was fert ile field 
, ,, to ( • ..,,4,..,,,, ""11 r ~ n rl rl for'rl",.n 1 0 
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Reb er do ing qui te u nusua l 
th ings. 

T o sta rt with , he 's the o nly 
person known to be wo rki ng 
in the field o f radi o as tro no my 
in 150 m and 300m wa velengths . 
And fa r from having an ela­
bo rate set-up suc h as th e Parkes 
rad io telescop e, he op e ra tes a 
o ne -man establ ishment on the 
Both well property he rents . 

H e' s an electr ical cncinccr 
of so me note and whe n he is 
not involved wi th h is search of 
th e sk ies he wo rks on his elec­
tr ical car s. 

H e believes there 's a future 
fo r a veh icle th at is powered 
fro m nickel cadmium batt erie s 
th at can be plugged int o a 
power po in t and rech arged fo r 
abo ut 15 cents while the ow ner 
is at work o r goes shoppi ng, 

Wh en he wa nts to get away 
fr om the future , Dr Re ber turns 
the cloc k back 10 study hi s­
tor ical o rigi ns o f the Australian 
Aboriginals and has d iscovered 
camp s ites th ou sands o f ye a rs 
o ld, 

An d as a passing interest, 
he 's ca rrie d out a few odd ex­
perimen ts like gr owi ng beans 
to sec if th er e 's a ny ditIeren ce 
in the way th ey twi st in the 
so ut he rn hemi sphere to the way 
the y g row in the north, (The 
answ er , he sa ys, is non e.) 

First love 
But ra d io astro nom y is Dr 

Reber 's first love an d it is fo r 
this tha t he is best kn own . 

With a degree in electrical 
engineeri ng behind h im, he 
first became invol ved in the 
subject when Dr K arl Janskv, 
who had built a rot at in g radio 
antenna at the Bell T elephone 
Lab orat ories in 1931, revealed 

h~ii ~1 m};-'Q"\Vn -rad i l~ telescop e 
at my hom e in Wheat on, Ill i­
noi s,' Dr Reber sai d . 

Apart fr om the genera l state 
of igno rance abo ut the ne w 
subject. he was hampered by 
th e sus picio ns o f hi s ne ighbours 
wh o we re none too su re o f wha t 
he was up to , a nd by their ch il­
dren who th ou gh t th e new tel e­
sco pe was a playing a rea. 

Nevertheless Dr Reber was 
able not o nly to de tect rad io 
waves from th e Mi lky W ay 
w ith the 10m d iamete r instru­
ment he built , hu t was abl e to 
map their d istribut ion on the ,. 
sky a t a wav elength o f 1.9m.' 

By the 19505 radi oastronomy I 

was ac cepted as an exci t ing n C\1/ 
a rea for research. Wh ile most 
pe ople we re co ncent rat ing on 
the sh ort wa velena ths, Dr Reber 
decided to he different - he 
would work in lo ng wav eleng ths 
ab ove 10m. 

' I first had to find the right 
place to set up a n instrument,' 
he sa id . ' I was work in g in 
H awai i an d had ac cess to ion o- ) 
sphere data and by the process 
of elimi na tion ] reckoned that 
Tasmania was the best place in 
the wo rld to co me to . . 

'] consult ed severa l people, 
go t a lot of dis couraging ad vice 
abo ut a ll th e p it fall s, but de! 
cid ed to come here a nyway.' 

Achievement 
Dr Reb er a rriv ed in T as­

mani a in 1954 , set up his equ ip­
ment an d on th e first night he 
began his obse rvat ions, demon­
st ra tcd that th e phe nomena did 
ex ist and that the technol ogy 
fo r th eir observati on wa s avai l­
able. 

'That's really all ] intended 
to do . , , ju st to pr ove th at it 
co uld be don e.' 
Cent ' d on page B 

First radio 'astronomer
 
Cont'd Ir om page 3	 sp eculati on . 

That 's o ne o f the re asons I'm
Back in th e United States, invo lved in the wo rk,' he sa id. 

howe ver , Dr Reb er fo und it was 'The the o ry I like is th at the a 'ha b it th a t co uldn 't be ki cked ' radi o ene rgy comes fr om loss and by 19GI he was m ak ing of en er gy of l ight photons as plan s to return to A ust rali a , they tr avel th rough intergal actic 
th is time a rm ed with mu ch sp ace fr om distant gal axies. 
belter eq uipment. M aybe if th a t' s right we have 
,. He o bta ine d, u nder agree­ a who le new pi cture o f th e 
me nt with a loc al farmer, th e structure o f th e universe.'
right to use an a rea of land That doe sn 't conform with 
be yond Bothwell and set ou t to the o rtho dox vie w, as he points 
work in th e 150m wavelength out, bu t th en as Gro te Reber
region of spect ru m . m ight polit ely remind the 

In 1967 he cea sed his opera ­ sce pt ics, wh at he d id back in 
t ions a nd retu rned to the Un ite d the 1930s didn't conform wit h 
States bu t in 1972 came back o rt ho dox astron omy ei the r. 
to rem odel hi s eq uipment an d T o sec u re good results the 
work in th e 300 metre wave­ ion ospher e must he tr ansparent. 
length regi on . He is believed to There's a sch ool of th ought
be the only person in the wo rld that says, if that's th e case, put
doing this , the equipment abo ve th e ion o­

Dr Reb er 's Bothwell in stall a­ sphere . In other wo rds int o 
tion at 150 me t re wa vel eng th spa ce by satellit e,' he sai d , 
comprises 192 d ip o les support ed 'But satelli te experience s in 
on 128 stri ngybark pol es eac h radioa str on om y ha ve alrea dy 
21- metres above the gr ound and shown th at scientists worki ng 
three metres be low it. in that school pick up man­

The an tenn a system is abo ut m ade interferen ce fr om ea rt h. 
1170 metres in diameter. The ' In spite o f all their co nnec­
accepta nce pattern of beam is tions with mult i-million doll ar 
7, lO in d iam et e r. pr ogram s I'm still gett i ng better 

res ul ts f ro m mv earth-b oundUnknown installati on. ] ha ve been told 
The mai n enc rgv sou rce o f th a t the N AS A pe ople use my 

th e wav elengths Dr Reber is resul ts to interpret th eir satel­
o bserv ing ar e st ill a matter o f lite data,' 
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November 28, 1974. 

Dr Grote Reber,
 
Tasmanian Regional Laboratory,
 
CSIRO,
 
Stowell Avenue,
 
HOBART, TAS. 7000.
 

Dear Dr Reber,
 

I'm sending a copy of the story I've written about you 
for 'Coresearch.' There's a chance that it will be going ~ the 
January issue so if there are any changes I wonder if you could 
give me a ring. My direct number is 484478. 

If there are substantial changes you'd like made could 
you send me a telex message and then post them up as soon as 
possible. 

My reason for the indecision on its publication date is 
that we're planning an eight page edition for January to take in 
the material that will come out of a staff seminar being held here 
next week. 

If that doesn't produce as much copy as we expect, Coresearch 
will get cut back to a four-page edition as usual, but this does 
mean that a lot of copy that would normally have gone in will be 
held over and used during the next few issues. In that way we'll 
keep Tasmania in the news for some time to come. 

I enjoyed meeting you and hope some time I'll get an 
opportunity to talk with you again. 

Kind regards, 

Dorothy Braxton 

co;" MmNvEALTH SCI ENTIFIC AND INDu slRIAL RESEAR<;H ORGANIZATION, AUSTRALIA 


