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Home to the 200- inch Hale Telescope
and the 48- inch Samuel Oschin
 Telescope, Palomar Observatory in

Southern California has been at the fore-
front of astronomical research for more
than seven decades. The Hale Telescope
was the largest such instrument in the
world when it saw first light in 1949, and
although in recent years larger tele-
scopes have been built at sites with better
atmospheric conditions, it has probably
contributed more to our understanding
of the universe than any telescope other
than Galileo Galilei’s.

The Oschin Telescope, which began op-
eration in 1948, has a similarly impressive
resumé. The  wide- field survey telescope’s
first decade in operation was devoted to
the National Geographic  Society– Palomar
Observatory Sky Survey, a survey of the
northern sky that led to the discovery of in-
numerable astronomical objects and was
supplanted by digital successors only in
the last 15 years.

Nevertheless, Linda Schweizer’s new
book, Cosmic Odyssey: How Intrepid As-
tronomers at Palomar Observatory Changed
Our View of the Universe, is not a history
of the telescopes themselves, nor of
 Palomar Observatory (although there’s
plenty of history in it). Her goal is more
ambitious: to describe a selection of the
century’s most important advances in as-

tronomy from the perspective of Palo-
mar Observatory.

That approach is uniquely suited to
Palomar. The observatory has been re-
sponsible for the discovery of an aston-
ishing variety of astronomical objects, in-
cluding the first quasar, the first brown
dwarf, the first Centaur asteroid, the first
 solar- system object with an orbit extend-
ing beyond the Kuiper belt, and the super-
massive black hole recently imaged by the
Event Horizon Telescope collaboration.

Less spectacular but equally impor-
tant results have come from long pro-
grams of observations at Palomar. Allan
Sandage described the evolution of stars
after they exhaust the hydrogen fuel at
their centers in 1953 and worked through-
out his career to refine the cosmic dis-
tance ladder. Fritz Zwicky hypothesized
that the tidal forces at play during en-
counters between galaxies create galactic
filaments and other peculiar structures.
Other developments include the inter-
pretation and classification of super-
novae, which led to the discovery that
the expansion of the universe is acceler-
ating; the first description of the evolu-
tion of quasars over cosmic time; the
study of young galaxies at high redshifts
and of the intergalactic gas from which
they formed; and the first influential
models of the Milky Way’s formation.

The Hale and Oschin telescopes are
among the oldest ones still actively used
by researchers. That longevity is a tribute
not only to the vision of their builders
but also to the efforts of scientists and en-
gineers who over the years built new
 state- of- the- art spectrographs, cameras,
and detectors for the two telescopes.
Prominent among those are Gerald
Neugebauer and his students, who dis-
covered and studied many of the bright-
est infrared sources in the sky at Palo-
mar; James Gunn and James Westphal,
whose work on CCD detectors at Palo-
mar prepared them to build the Hubble
Space Telescope’s  first- generation camera;
and Shrinivas Kulkarni, who led the de-
velopment of a 600- megapixel camera
for the Oschin Telescope. The camera is
now being used to detect moving objects,
including asteroids and comets, and
transient events such as supernovae and
 gamma- ray bursts.

Schweizer is a research astronomer
and science writer, and her experience in
both disciplines has resulted in an au-
thoritative book covering a wide breadth
of topics. Based on hundreds of inter-
views she conducted over more than a
decade, the book provides a unique his-
torical record of 20th- century astronomy
at Palomar. Cosmic Odyssey is aimed at
the general public, but readers with some
background in undergraduate physics
will have an easier time with the book.

My only regret is that Schweizer did
not include more stories about the color-
ful personalities who spent their careers
at Palomar. She mentions Zwicky’s fa-
mous comment that some of his col-
leagues were “spherical bastards”—be-
cause they were bastards when viewed
from any  direction— but that anecdote is
only one of many legendary tales from
Palomar’s long history. I hope that some-
day she will tell those personal stories too.
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Palomar Observatory, home to the 200-inch Hale Telescope pictured here,
is one of the most important astronomical research sites in history.
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