
possibly reveal our galaxy's spiral struc­
ture. Eventually this feat was accom­
plished at the 21-cm wavelength emitted 
by neutral atomic hydrogen. 

Reber tried unsuccessfully to detect plan­
ets, stars, and nebulae. In September, 
1943, he finally turned his telescope to­
ward the Sun. On the very first meridian 
transit the recording pen was driven to 
full scale, even though it was a time of 
low sunspot activity. Reber reported this 
"discovery" of the solar background con­
tinuum in a 1944 paper. Transient surges 
of solar radio waves had been detected 
accidentally in 1942 as noise that jammed 
British radars. However, this finding had 
been kept secret and was not published 
until after World War II. 

The last observations in Wheaton were 
made from 1945 to 1947 at a wavelength 
of 62.5 em. Reber easily detected the 
Milky Way and the Sun, but now our star 
was much more active and produced many 
intense transient signals. These were the 
same phenomena discovered at meter 
wavelengths in England. With the nar­
rower beamwidth provided by the sho rter 
wavelength, he found much more detail in 
the Milky Way, as illustrated at right 
below. 

The Cygnus region was now revealed to 
contain two noi se peaks, lat er identified as 
the Cygnus A radio galaxy and the 
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Reber's earliest data confirmed the exist­
ence of radio noise from the Milky Way at 
a wavelength of 1.87 meters. In these 
graphs meter readings in microamperes are 
plotted against Central standard time. A 
cosmic signal is indicated by dots that lie 
below the dashed line, which represents no 
radiation. During these observations the 
antenna was Iixed in place and pointed at 
the meridian toward declination - 20° , 
and the Earth's rotation swept a band of 
sky through the telescope's beam. The 
arrows are labeled with hours of right 
ascension, and P denotes when the plane of 
the Milky Way crossed the meridian. Each 
dot is a separate visual meter reading by 
Reber - he did not use a chart recorder. 
From Reber's 1940 article in the Proceed­
ing.• of the Institute of Radio Engineers. 

Cygnus X source associated with a spiral 
arm in the Milky Way. Later, a maximum 
in Taurus was matched to the Crab neb­
ula, while one in Ca ssiopeia was the 
remnant of a 17th-century supernova. 

AFTER WHEATON 

Operations at Wheaton ceased in 1947, 
and the radio telescope was moved to the 
U. S. Bureau of Standards. In 1960 the 
instrument was relocated at the National 
Radio Astronomy Observatory at Green 
Bank, West Virginia, and it remains there 
on public view. 

In 1954 Reber moved to Tasmania, 
where he constructed a large wire-antenna 
instrument to measure radiation at a wave­
length of 150 meters . He has since worked 
on projects ranging from Tasmanian ar­
chaeology to developing an electric car to 
torturing bean vines by twisting them in 
reverse direction. 

Reber recently came to the attention of 
the Wheaton city fathers, and in 1986 he 
was inducted into the DuPage (county) 
Heritage Gallery, where he joins such no­
tables as football star Harold "Red" ~ 

Grange and Rev. Billy Graham. ~ 

Joseph L. Spradley is a professor of physics 
and teaches courses in the history of science 
and astronomy. He earned a Ph.D. in engineer­
ing phy sics by studying microwave antenna 
arrays. 

l.ejt. The first radio map of the Milky Wa y resulted from some 200 traces made at a wavelength of 1.87 meters with an effective beamwidth 
of about 12°. Contours of equal intensity reveal the center of our galaxy at declination - 25° , as well as peaks in Cygnus (+ 40 °) and 
Cassiopeia (+ 60 °). Adapted from Reber's November, 1944 , article in the Ih lm physiclI l JoumL11. RighI: This radio map has greater resolution 
because it was made at a wavelength of only 62.5 centimeters, resulting in a heamwidth of ahout 4°. Note that two peaks are now resolved 
in Cygnus at declination + 40 °. The small circle in Cassiopeia ( + 60 °) is a supern ova remnant. Adapted from an article by Reber in the 
October, 1948 , Proceedings of the Institute of Radio Engineers. 
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