MT. PALOMAR OBSERVATORY - EYE ON THE SKY
Bill York (SU 5423)
          The Mt. Palomar Observatory, located in north San Diego County, California, is owned and operated by the California Institute of Technology.  It is a very impressive facility with its 200-inch telescope, which has made many important discoveries in 57 years.  The dedication of this observatory (3 June 1948) was marked by the issuance of a 3¢ pale blue engraved stamp on 30 Aug 1948 (Scott 966).  The stamp was designed by Victor S. McCloskey, Jr., designer of several US stamps of that era.  This stamp is considered by some collectors to be the first US space stamp.  If you think about it, the Mt. Palomar Telescope, like the Hubble Space Telescope, allows us to reach into space. In the case of many spacecraft (Mariner, Pioneer, Voyager, Galileo, etc.), we actually send the "telescopes", in various wavelengths, to the object to be observed.  In Mt. Palomar's case, it remains on Earth to make observations of space.  So, yes, it should be classified as a space stamp. 
          Ed's Stamp Page (www.edsmart.com/stamps/space.htm) lists the Mt. Palomar stamp as a space stamp.  However, CollectSpace.com does not.  CollectSpace.com does list the Edwin P. Hubble set (Scott 3384-88) and the "Probing the Vastness of Space" set (Scott 3409-13) as space stamps.  The latter is a souvenir sheet of six stamps dedicated to space telescopes of various kinds.  Included is the 100-inch Hooker Telescope of Mr. Wilson.  Perhaps it is only a matter of opinion or choice, but in my opinion the Mt. Palomar Observatory stamp of 1948 should be classified as a space stamp.  Another point to consider is: which has contributed more to space research, the Mt. Palomar Observatory or the ECHO satellite (an inflated reflective balloon) launched in 1960?  Obviously Mt. Palomar is leagues ahead.  The 1960 ECHO I satellite stamp is classified as a space stamp because the satellite was launched into space.  These old space stamps can usually be purchased at near face value and should be used on your space covers next to recent space stamps.  Use space stamps when preparing space covers, whenever possible.  
          I could not locate any mention of a first day ceremony or first day program for the Mt. Palomar stamp.  Does anyone know if they exist?  According to the USPS, there were 401,365 first day covers prepared and 61,120,010 Mt. Palomar stamps were issued.  Shown here is a Mt. Palomar FDC with an Artcraft cachet, which is autographed by renowned "comet" astronomer David Levy.  As you recall, he was a co-discoverer of the Shoemaker-Levy 9 comet, which collided with Jupiter on 16-22 July 1994.  Thanks to space collector Garry Laing for sharing this FDC with us.  
          In preparing this article I searched for a point to make or story to tell related to this subject.  I did not have to go far to find the story.  It is the story of visionary George Ellery Hale (1868-1938).   From his youth Hale had been fascinated with space and wondered what we would discover with better telescopes.  There was always a need for "more light."  This meant that a larger telescope lens would collect more light from space than a smaller lens.  Actually, the 200-inch Mt. Palomar Telescope grasps four times the light than the 100-inch Mt. Wilson Telescope, which Hale was also instrumental in creating.    
          The story of the Hale Telescope, which it was later proclaimed, is a story of the realization of a dream.  Hale was instrumental in raising the funds for construction, mainly from the Rockefeller Foundation, which donated $6-million.  It is the story of years of research by scientists and testing by technicians.   It is the story of Hale's collaboration with artist, architect, Russell W. Porter, who supplied over 1000 graphic drawings of the workings of the telescope for the builders.  This is what happens when two visionaries work together.  

          The 500-ton, 200-inch Pyrex glass mirror was poured at Corning Glass Works in December 1934.  After years of cooling, casting, and grinding, the mirror (with a focal length of 660 inches) was mounted in the 55-foot telescope.  The Hale Telescope joined the 60-inch, 48-inch, 18-inch and Snoop Telescopes on the mountain, making this the land of the "Glass Giants."  [] 
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