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Provocations No. 278 
September in the High Rockies

Janet and I are spending a week with our eldest son David and his 
wife Sharon in the high Colorado Rocky Mountains near Telluride at 
9,600 feet altitude. We decided to stay at the Skyline Guest Ranch run 
by David and Sherry Farney, a zesty couple who tenderly care and feed 
thirty-some paying customers. It's really a "dude ranch" with all sorts 
of organized activities like horseback riding, fishing, sing-along picnics 
by the lakes, jeep tours, and other options. Somehow it reminds me 
faintly of what happens on a cruise ship with an activities director to 
keep you jumping. It's a new experience and one we probably won't 
repeat. But the negatives are strongly compensated by the unmatched 
splendor of the mountains, the excellent fishing, and the glory of 
rapidly growing yellows and reds of the quaking aspen trees.

Janet and I have today chosen the option of doing nothing, and are 
sitting now in our rustic but comfortable cabin scanning the incredible 
panorama of the rugged 14,000 foot San Juan mountains to the west, with 
their still remnant snowfields from winter, and a thin coat of fresh 
snow from last night. I am using my new Z8S laptop computer, a less 
than three pound miracle made in Scotland. It is my first upgrade from 
the trusty TRS 80 Mod 100 that I've used for years. Lots of memory, 
but much to 1 earn.

In a strange way being here reminds me of the years Janet and I 
spent at Climax, Col orado from 1940 to 1947, just after our marriage.
There the altitude was even higher, 11,500 feet. The Observatory and 
attached residence where we lived was poised precisely on the 
continental divide, so that the rain that fell on the east side of the 
roof of the house drained to the Atlantic, and the rain on the west to 
the Pacific. Three of our four children were born while we lived 
there, and they began in life the mountain environment, of which son 
David still has vestigial memories, The skies there at Climax had the 
same deep blue, the air the same thinness and aridity, and the frosty 
nights the same glorious spectacle of stars and the Milky Way as you 
rarely see them anymore from the urbanizing world.

For seven years there at the Observatory, the first three of which
I was unassisted, I took photographs of the sun's corona and 
prominences by means of an artificial eclipse produced within what was 
then America's first solar coronagraph. I had completed building the
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instrument and was operating it as part of my Ph.D. thesis research at 
Harvard College Observatory. The sun's corona emits radiation that 
affects the earth's upper atmosphere at levels that are responsible for 
reflecting short wave radio signals. Over the horizon communications 
by short wave was important during the WWII years, and when armed 
conflict involving U.S. broke out in December of 1941 I was frozen in 
my secret job till 1947. My encoded measurements of the corona were 
used for prediction of communications by the allied military forces. 
Because of this my days off were only when it was cloudy, so I 
developed a special affinity for bad weather.

The work was fascinating, and the mysteries of the sun's corona 
and its influences in space propelled me into a lifelong career in 
solar astronomy, climatology and related atmospheric research. When 
the war ended I decided to devote the rest of my professional life to 
running the post-war successor organization, the High Altitude 
Observatory headquartered in Boulder, and still 1ater to the institute 
with which it merged, the National Center for Atmospheric Research.

Coming to the mountains to a wilderness location like this ranch 
brings back to Janet and me sharp memories of life in the mountains, 
with all its scenic and natural rewards and its hardships. Here, 
unlike then, we are living in the comfort and convenience of a place 
that serves wonderful food, carts away the trash, fixes whatever is 
broken, and is without telephone, TV, or newspapers. For a week it is 
a welcome break, and it's gratifying to be with two of our family's 
next generat ion. But it will be good to get back home, and into touch 
with our regul ar work and for me with the Climate Club.

*** End of transcript on 10-SEP-1989 ***
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