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Lower RH  The Molonglo Radio Telescope east-west arm. The Molonglo Radio Telescope 
(originally the 1965 Mills Cross Telescope) was designed to be a broad-spectrum radio 
telescope to scan large areas. It has a distinguished history of contributions to astronomy 
and is still involved in cutting edge science. (Photo: Alison Wain, 2018). 
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Abstract  

The Molonglo Radio Telescope near Hoskinstown in New South Wales is both heritage and a 

working research instrument. A large cross-shaped array designed by prominent Australian 

radio astronomer Bernard Mills, the telescope has been a test bed for new technology and 

ground-breaking science for over 50 years and is currently being used to study Fast Radio 

Bursts. The advent of remote data acquisition, however, has reduced the number of people 

visiting and forming personal connections with the instrument, leading to perceptions that it is 

ageing and unfashionable, and making it vulnerable to decommissioning and disposal. To make 

this significant piece of heritage sustainable it is necessary to ensure that more people are aware 

of it and feel that they value it and are connected to it. This should not be limited to scientists, 

but should include the general public and especially the local communities, for whom it can be a 

source of inspiration and opportunity.  

This paper looks at a project undertaken to explore ways to generate public interaction with the 

telescope, drawing not just on its astronomical significance but on the stories of social, political 

and technological changes reflected in its history; embodied experiences of the site; interest in 

the mechanical design; interest in the on-site animal communities; and creative responses to site 

experiences. These activities allow people to find bridging values to connect their existing lives 

and interests with the sometimes unfamiliar world of professional science.  
 
 
 

Introduction  

A significant number of both optical and radio telescopes exist along the eastern side of 

Australia. They include smaller, private telescopes, large university and government 

installations, current working telescopes and the remains of historic telescopes. Some are 

both of these last things: telescopes that are still involved in cutting edge science, but which 

have long and distinguished histories of contributions to astronomy. 

One of these “double-dippers” is the Molonglo Radio Telescope (MRT). Officially known 

as the Molonglo Observatory Synthesis Telescope (MOST), and owned and operated by the 

University of Sydney, the telescope sits in a wide, shallow valley near the small town of 

Hoskinstown in New South Wales (NSW), just outside Canberra (refer Figure 1). The MRT 

was designed by iconic Australian radio astronomer Bernard Mills and opened as the Mills 

Cross Telescope in 1965. Constructed as an array, rather than a dish, with East-West and 

North-South arms of a mile (about 1.6 km) in length each, it was designed to be a broad-

spectrum radio telescope able to scan large areas of the sky (McAdam 2005; Mills 1991). In 

1978 it closed for three years for a major reconfiguration, reopening in 1981 as the MOST 

using just the East-West arm of its design (Mills 1991). More recently it has been 

reconfigured again and the North-South arm brought back into play with new antennae to 

allow Swinburne University of Technology (Swinburne University) to search for Fast Radio 
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Bursts, one of the hottest topics today in radio astronomy (Swinburne University, n.d.). 

MRT is managed by a close-knit team of site staff who maintain the telescope, prototype 

new components, install upgrades and new experimental equipment on the telescope, and 

provide data to off-site researchers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1   The East-West arm of the Molonglo Radio Telescope. (Photo: Alison Wain, 2018). 

The telescope has a continuous history of scientific use dating back 50 years, which makes 

it one of the first generation of radio telescopes to emerge out of the work done on radar in 

WWII (Wild 1987). It was, and still is, an innovative instrument which has made 

fundamental contributions to the development of the discipline of radio astronomy at an 

international level, and it is representative of Australia‟s leading international role in radio 

astronomy over many decades (Mills 1991). Its initial identity as the Mills Cross was 

recognised, not just by scientists, but by a broad cross-section of the public (at least in the 

Sydney-Canberra region) and was linked in the public‟s mind with its creator Bernard 

Mills. Mills‟ widow, Crys Mills, said that “it was very well known, and [when] I‟d go into a 

shop some of [the shopkeepers] would see my credit card and say „Oh! Are you Mrs Mills? 

Are you married to Professor Mills?‟” (Crys Mills interview, 03/03/2019). This level of 

significance, recognition and persistence in the landscape as a physical embodiment of the 

processes of radio astronomy make the telescope a significant piece of cultural heritage.  

But that is not how people mostly thought about it. When I first became acquainted with it 

in the early 2000s, its identity – its “branding” – centred on its being a scientific instrument 

and in that context it was considered old, somewhat run down and a bit unfashionable. As 

Crys Mills noted, it had faded from view (Crys Mills interview, 03/03/2019). Ironically, the 

fact that it had kept pace with digital advances actually contributed to its fading from view. 

In the 1960s and 70s researchers would typically come to the site in person for days at a 

time, living in the small accommodation block and physically working with the instrument 
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(Richard Hunstead interview, 17/10/2017). As quicker digital connections became available 

however, researchers were able to request data from the on-site staff, and even operate the 

telescope and receive data remotely. Most researchers, therefore, had no incentive to 

actually visit the site, and certainly not to stay there for extended periods. This was efficient 

in terms of time management, and utilised the site staff‟s intimate knowledge of the 

instrument to get the best out of it, but the reduction in people actively working at the site 

meant that a decreasing number of people were aware of the instrument‟s true potential or 

were thinking creatively about how to extend its capabilities. Duncan Campbell-Wilson, 

Officer-in-Charge at the site from 1975-2016, has commented on the insight and creativity 

that result from an intimate understanding of both the physical nature of the instrument and 

the digital data that it produces (Duncan Campbell-Wilson interviews, 2016), and that 

without personal experience of the physical instrument, fewer and fewer researchers were 

having the opportunity to develop this insight.  

As well as limiting creativity, a lack of personal engagement was reducing the community 

of scientists who felt personally invested in the telescope. This is important because radio 

astronomers are, first and foremost, human, and like all humans they grow to love the things 

they spend time with, that they have a personal investment in, and that are woven into their 

personal stories and identities.  

Richard (Dick) Hunstead, who helped to commission and test the telescope, used the 

telescope for his Ph.D. work in the 1960s and is currently the director of the telescope, 

remarked on the vivid memories he had of a community, forming social bonds with 

colleagues. They drove together from Sydney to Hoskinstown, bought food and ate together 

and spent long days and nights in both the hot summer and often freezing winter weather 

(Richard Hunstead interview, 17/10/2017). Anne Green remembers sleeping in the control 

room to keep warm in the winter: “…every morning when the staff would come in they 

would bang the door open and I would levitate and they thought it was very funny” (Anne 

Green interview, 30/01/2019). These people were young scholars when they first visited the 

telescope, and their experiences there helped to form their identities, both as scholars and as 

people. Without a stream of enthusiastic and, particularly, young people visiting and 

coming to know the site, the pool of people who loved the telescope, who felt a personal 

investment in it, or who even knew it existed, was dwindling rapidly. This made it 

increasingly vulnerable to being seen as a liability rather than an asset, and to be at risk of 

decommissioning and disposal. 

New perspectives 

As a member of the local community, and as a heritage professional rather than a scientist, I 

came to know the telescope in a different context. I came to know it through social contacts 

within the community and through an interest in the opportunities the telescope could 

provide for the community. This meant that, for me, the identity of the telescope was not 

centred around its role as a professional scientific instrument, but around its intricate and 

beautiful engineering, its connection with an earlier time in the Canberra region, and the 

way it contextualised science as part of the world around us.  

I and my husband came to know Duncan Campbell-Wilson, who ran the telescope, through 

the Rural Fire Service in Bungendore, a village close to the telescope, where we all lived. 

My husband has a background in maths, physics and computer science, so he and Duncan 

had an immediate connection. I was a heritage conservator with a passion for preserving 
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large old machinery, so I was fascinated by the age and history of this big machine. Visiting 

the telescope with Duncan was an inspiring experience not only because of the instrument 

itself, but because we had the opportunity to experience it through Duncan‟s eyes – to hear 

the inside stories, to see his passion for it, and to have him tell us its story and how it had 

changed over the years.  

When my children joined Scouts, I became a Scout Leader. Scouting is strongly focused on 

doing outdoor things that involve practical skills and finding out about the world, and I 

believed that the telescope would be a perfect place to take my Scouts to talk about science 

– not just the specific scientific work that was done at the telescope, but related topics such 

as identifying compass directions, identifying objects in the sky, and taking accurate 

measurements. I also believed that the telescope could present science as part of the world 

around us, not as something separate and „hard‟, to make children feel that being interested 

in science could be part of their identities and senses of self.  

Initially I took Joey Scouts, who are 6-7 years old, and we thought about the idea that you 

could „listen‟ to the stars as well as see them. Duncan spoke to them in age appropriate 

language about the sorts of things he had found out from listening to stars. He also told 

them about the birds that tried to nest in the mesh of the reflector, and the frogs that got into 

the receiver boxes. They were able to run around, and look at the sheep that „mowed‟ the 

grass. Being so young meant that they were interested in the things about the telescope that 

they could relate to their own lives. However, their age did not prevent them from 

appreciating the telescope.  Meeting the person involved, Duncan, was an important part of 

the experience.  

Later I took Cub Scouts (8-10 year olds) and „Scout‟ Scouts (11-14 year olds). Each time 

we varied the language and program to suit the age group, and each time we had a great day 

out. We also hosted a Scout JOTA/JOTI event (Jamboree of the Air and Internet) at the 

MRT site, an overnight camp with opportunities to try ham radio, soldering, and taking 

computers apart to see what was inside. None of these things were radio astronomy, but 

they all reflected tangents of life and work at the telescope – understanding more about how 

radio waves work, opening up the „black box‟ of electrical equipment, and seeing how easy 

it is to wire up and test electronics. Duncan was an integral part of all these activities, and 

for the JOTA/JOTI event we also had a ham radio enthusiast, an electrician and some 

tertiary level work experience students to help with the activities (refer Figure 2). I will also 

mention that Scouts these days includes both girls and boys, and we did not experience any 

obvious gender-based differences in interest levels for the activities. It is perhaps worth 

noting, though, that the electrician and I were both female and therefore providing identity 

models of females who were interested in science and engineering.  

These first-hand experiences consolidated my perception of the telescope as a place where 

people of many different ages, interests and personalities could go and have a good time, 

with the opportunity to pick up new information and experience as they went. This is a 

process known as “informal learning”, which is a fundamental part of experiences in 

institutions such as museums, zoos and experiential science centres and which research 

shows is becoming an increasingly important part of science learning (Dierking, 2005). 

In 2016, as Duncan was approaching retirement, I decided to capture some of his 

understanding of the telescope through a series of oral history interviews. These turned out 

to be not so much about the details of the science done at the telescope – much of which is  
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Figure 2   Duncan Campbell-Wilson teaching a Scout to solder at the MRT. (Photo: Alison 
Wain, 2012). 

published in formal papers – but about the telescope‟s role in social and political life. 

Duncan spoke about the people and politics that surrounded its inception, funding and 

design, and made it clear how much science is dependent on relationships between powerful 

players and vested interests. He spoke of the increasing cost and technical challenges of 

signal filtration as mobile phones and the myriad other electronic devices of the modern age 

began to produce radio interference that swamped the delicate signals from space. He spoke 

of the importance of merging analogue and digital information to develop a really accurate 

understanding of the data the telescope produced, with creativity and clarity born out of 

moving between these realms. Duncan also spoke of the MRT‟s role in the integration of 

women into mainstream science. These are not just those women who were so talented that 

their gift could not be ignored, but women who, like most of their male counterparts, were 

just regular scientists who could marry and have babies and STILL do a good day‟s science 

as an ordinary day job. It is nice to note in this context that Professor Anne Green, who was 

the first young woman to do Ph.D. research at the MRT, eventually became Director of the 

telescope, and Head of the School of Physics at the University of Sydney.  

As Duncan spoke I began to see the physical telescope both as a symbol of the 

achievements of the past, and as a big analogue and digital playground, with tendrils of 

meaning snaking out of the world of academic science and into the world of everyday life. 

The benefits of getting involved 

As well as the telescope itself, the MRT site is home to an important archive. There are 

boxes of paper records and a range of other objects that preserve a record of the technical 

development of the telescope, its scientific observations (some of which have never been 

fully published) (Mills, 1991), the lives and work of its personnel and its participation in the 

sometimes collaborative, sometimes combative world of international astronomy.  



 

 

 

 

Proceedings of the 2018 Australia ICOMOS Under the Microscope - Exploring Science Heritage Symposium   136 

Lack of space, time and funding meant that the archive had been stored in an uninsulated 

shipping container on the MRT site. Boxes were piled on top of one another, leading to the 

deformation and partial collapse of some boxes and crumpling of the materials inside them. 

In time, the shipping container began leaking, placing the archives at serious risk. Every 

cloud has a silver lining, though, and the plight of the MRT archive made a perfect 

opportunity for heritage and conservation students from the University of Canberra, where I 

teach heritage and conservation, to practice their collection salvage skills on a real 

collection.  

Getting heritage students on-site to move and document the archives began larger shifts in 

perceptions of what the telescope was and what it meant. The students loved it, but they 

were not scientists, so they saw different things in it to the on-site staff. The students loved 

that fact that it was not a dish – for them that was unexpected and quirky. They found it fun 

(refer Figure 3). They loved the beauty of the site, its sense of wide open space, and that 

they shared it with a complex community of wild and domestic animals. They loved the 

handwritten calculations and the old analogue recording formats in the records, the 

historical glimpses of science that emerged with every box they opened. Through their 

enthusiasm the site staff, too, began to see the telescope in a different light. They started to 

see it not just as a scientific instrument, but as something people loved for its age and 

history, its beauty and its environment, and as something non-scientists could be interested 

in and feel a personal connection with.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3   University of Canberra heritage conservation students seeing a less serious side to 
dusty boxes of radio astronomy heritage. (Photo: Alison Wain, 2017). 

This sharing of viewpoints catalysed a search for ways to help other people discover the 

riches of the telescope, and in 2017, in collaboration with The School of Physics at the 

University of Sydney and various academic and community stakeholders, I applied for 

funding from the Heritage Near Me (HNM) program of the NSW Office of Heritage and the 

Environment. To our excitement, the administrators of this funding program were interested 

in the telescope, perhaps mostly because it was not another historic house. It was very 

different in form, associations and meanings from other heritage properties they had funded. 
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This brought its own challenges, though, as along with being different and unusual, it is less 

convenient as heritage than a house. It is further removed from most people‟s daily 

experience, which makes it more challenging to interpret; it is a large piece of engineering 

which makes it potentially dangerous; and it is still in operation, which means that its role 

as heritage must not interrupt or impair its current scientific work. The MRT is also not a 

static physical structure – its very reason for being is to facilitate creativity, innovation and 

experimentation, so preserving the historic essence of the telescope means prioritising not 

its physical fabric, but its intangible traditions.   

Intangible heritage is not conserved by recording people doing things; it is preserved by 

having people actually do things (Smith 2006), thereby preserving the lived experience of 

the tradition and the embodied and tacit knowledge required to continue it. Interestingly, 

this may not mean using the same materials and techniques as in earlier times so much as 

aiming for the same outcomes. This is akin to artistic activities, where creativity is 

considered essential – a dance company that performed only the same works with the same 

sets and costumes as in the past would be considered to be creatively sterile, but a dance 

company that continues a long-held tradition of developing and mounting new works is 

considered to be preserving the spirit and essence of a living tradition. This theory, or 

definition of intangible heritage, means that while the MRT remains an operating research 

telescope, its authenticity is arguably grounded in intangible traditions of creativity, 

experimentation and innovation, and the changes to the physical fabric of the telescope that 

result from that innovation should be embraced.  If the telescope should cease to operate, or 

cease to be actively involved in research, then the preservation of the existing physical 

fabric would assume a greater role, in recognition of the fact that the intangible heritage was 

no longer living, or had morphed into the more common heritage approach of people re-

enacting skills rather than reinventing them. 

HNM allocated a facilitator, Gary Estcourt, to the project. This gave the project team access 

to someone with extensive experience in heritage who could, not being familiar with the site 

himself, see the telescope with fresh eyes. Not being a scientist, Gary could also see what 

non-scientists might relate to and find interesting about the site and the instrument, without 

being constrained by the expectations of someone involved in the radio astronomy 

discipline. Gary encouraged us to find and be guided by the stories at the site – not just the 

headline-grabbing tales of major discoveries, but the „ordinary‟ stories of life working at the 

telescope, such as getting up every hour to move the telescope on long, cold nights; chasing 

down the one faulty part in the 1.6 km length of the East-West arm that was stopping the 

telescope moving; and observing the birds that nested in the receiver mesh. These are 

stories of effort, perseverance, surprise and pleasure that anyone can feel a personal 

connection with, without feeling alienated because they do not have a science background 

or feel they are „not good at maths‟.  

Gary‟s input was important because information about primarily technical concepts, 

presented in technical language with symbols and references that require prior knowledge to 

decode, is a barrier for people who do not possess the knowledge to interpret it. A study of 

audience reactions to large technology heritage, including much industrial and transport 

heritage, found that a focus on machinery specifications and achievements is perceived by 

lay audiences as making the displays inaccessible, threatening, and relevant only to the 

initiated. Most importantly it makes them feel inadequate (Wain 2012), and people 

generally dislike doing things that make them feel inadequate. If, therefore, we wanted to 

help non-scientists engage with the telescope and its work, we would have to find ways of 
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making it relevant and accessible to a broader public, overcoming feelings of strangeness 

and alienation, and bringing the telescope „down to earth‟. 

Gary also urged the team to think about a sustainable future for the heritage of the 

telescope, to look for community engagement and public program ideas, and a funding and 

management structure that would support those activities into the future. He encouraged the 

group to identify a wide range of stakeholders – not just the universities that operate and use 

the telescope, but people who run heritage places and science communication activities and 

engagement programs that have similar aims or challenges, and people with a personal 

interest in making the telescope more accessible. He also encouraged the group to do 

studies of the feasibility of what we wanted to do and the opportunities of which we could 

take advantage. 

The team identified a broad group of stakeholders and held a co-design meeting to 

brainstorm ideas. The site‟s distance from Canberra (about 40 km from the CBD), coupled 

with the dangers and delicacy of active scientific machinery, meant that the telescope was 

never going to be a traditional open visitor site. However, we already knew it could provide 

great informal educational experiences. In addition to the Scout experiences, the site staff 

over the years had hosted a small number of work experience and placement students at 

both secondary and tertiary levels, focusing on skills as diverse as aerospace engineering 

and mechanical maintenance (refer Figure 4). We therefore decided to explore whether we 

could build on this educational aspect.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4   Tertiary engineering students getting hands-on maintenance experience at the MRT. 
(Photo: Alison Wain, 2017). 

The MRT is relatively close to Canberra and a number of rural communities, all with their 

respective schools, TAFEs and universities. There are several complementary programs in 

the region focused on science education and optical astronomy that we could potentially 

partner with, and the MRT can be used to tell stories and support activities not just in 

science, but in the humanities and the arts, which gives it the potential to be used in a 

variety of curriculum areas. We hoped this would increase sustainability for the telescope as 
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it aged by giving it more strings to its bow; by creating a wider audience that was aware of 

it and valued it; and by providing a resource for Canberra and the local Queanbeyan-

Palerang shire in which the telescope is situated. As a proof of concept we also framed the 

project to involve University of Canberra students from areas such as heritage and 

conservation, architecture, education and marketing; bringing new perspectives and skills to 

the project and widening the perception of what the telescope is and can do. 

Realigning expectations 

The HNM funded project started in mid-2018 and finished in November 2019, and 

comprised a Collections Significance Assessment and Management Plan, the production 

and transcription of a series of oral histories, an Interpretation Plan, a Communication and 

Engagement Plan, an Education Plan, and a Business Plan. This work improved the project 

team‟s understanding of the options and opportunities available, but did it deliver the 

outcomes we wanted? 

Most people we spoke to loved the idea of the project – the concept of engaging the public 

with science through the varied interpretive options the MRT could support. Primary and 

secondary educational programs were enthusiastically received by the students who helped 

us to pilot them (refer Figure 5), and two public tours of the site were booked out within 

days. Displays of information and artefacts from the MRT at local libraries and events 

attracted a steady stream of interest. Enthusiasm ran high. Unfortunately, so did the 

logistical challenges.  

The site is 45 minutes‟ drive from the centre of Canberra, which contributes to its beauty 

and low levels of radio interference, but worked against our heritage and educational plans. 

The site is too distant to fit comfortably into the time or financial budget for a typical 

Canberra school excursion, and it is not on any tourist routes that would make it an obvious 

stopover for interstate school tours or private tourists. This means that, while some teachers 

were eager to bring students out for specific project work, the volume of school visits would 

be likely to be too low to support a commercially viable schools program. 

The University of Sydney concluded that having large volumes of students on-site was an 

unacceptable risk, both from a safety point of view and in terms of interrupting the work 

being undertaken at the site. The University of Sydney also noted that it currently expects 

the MRT to close in about 2030, at which point it will be required to decommission and 

dispose of the telescope and its site. This is an issue also faced by many industrial heritage 

sites, where companies often face a legal requirement to remove remnants of the industrial 

activity and rehabilitate the site when it ceases to be operational. While this requirement has 

the positive aim of mitigating environmental damage to a site, it has the unintended 

consequence of making it hard to preserve elements of the site as heritage assets. 

Having significant numbers of students at the site would also require a facility for them to 

shelter, work, eat and meet hygiene needs, as well as to insulate the site staff from constant 

interruptions. The options for such a facility all turned out to be more expensive than 

anticipated, and more importantly to add to the University of Sydney‟s reluctance to invest 

in the site given its anticipated life span, or to accept the risks associated with having 

regular groups of students on-site. 
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Figure 5   Students from Queanbeyan Primary School at the MRT site using a small solar dish 
to track radio signals from the sun. (Photo: Lyndal de Ligt, 2019). 

So, the members of the project team have had to rethink their expectations. Perhaps we 

were, in our hearts, still thinking along the lines of an historic house model, with 

commercial volumes of visitors. We have learnt that we will have to be more nuanced, and 

to grow our vision from the ground up. We are now planning to change our approach to 

focus on a series of smaller community collaborations, using the MRT to provide added 

value to existing programs and events and drawing on in-kind support and relatively small 

amounts of activity-specific funding. We will work with the local Council to assess the 

feasibility of a roadside pull-in bay with interpretive signage recording the identity and 

presence of the MRT, to provide an attraction for both locals and tourists interested in 

exploring the history of the Queanbeyan-Palerang shire. We will pursue online engagement 

and off-site community outreach events to generate awareness of the MRT and its activities 

without physical access to the site. We will explore the possibility of developing trusted 

relationships between local schools and the MRT, building its history, people and work into 

both science and humanities curricula and preparing selected students for access to the site 

itself for project and work placement experiences. We will continue to take University of 

Canberra heritage students to the site to work on the archive, and we will continue to 

develop collaborative relationships with other organisations that have similar aims.  

In particular, we will continue to partner with the Inland Astro-Trail (IAT) project – an 

“astro-tourism, cultural heritage, STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts and 

Mathematics) outreach and sustainable development initiative to link, promote, utilise and 

conserve sites of astronomical significance in southeastern Australia‟s rural inland for the 

benefit of rural and remote communities” (Findlay, 2019). Rather than concentrating on 

visits to one site, mandating an educational focus, or focusing on the science, the Inland 

Astro-Trail project is encouraging people to engage with a variety of astronomical 

observatories; to experience multiple cultural understandings of the sky; and to respond to 
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their experiences artistically through activities such as creative writing, weaving and dance. 

Dr Merrill Findlay, who runs the Inland Astro-Trail project, is first and foremost a creative 

arts person, and her comfort in this space is reflected in the emphasis she has given it in her 

project. While we initially aimed to do similar arts and humanities activities at the MRT, the 

MRT project team allowed itself to be pulled back from these ideals toward an emphasis on 

western scientific traditions as the central mode of understanding the MRT. This is a 

powerful reminder of the influence of prior personal experience on people‟s choices, and it 

should remind us that the audiences we wish to reach are affected by similar desires for 

feelings of personal connection, familiarity and confidence. 

Conclusion 

Is it important to cater to the interests of people who are not scientists? I believe the answer 

has to be yes. Science, above all, is a process of asking questions, not taking things for 

granted, and not acting on hearsay. It relies on a mindset of independence, personal 

initiative and the willingness to find out information for yourself rather than relying on what 

other people tell you. Independence requires role models, inspiration, and a self-

identification as the sort of person who does ask questions and the belief that it is right to do 

so. If science seems to be out of your reach, walled off by barriers of unfamiliar language 

and symbols and devoid of people with whom you feel a connection, you are unlikely to 

engage with it. This means that an important route to developing habits of critical and 

analytical thought will be denied to you. If, however, you are already interested in history or 

biography, or love a good detective story, or a tale of effort pitted against the odds, finding 

these human interests reflected in a scientific context may provide you with a way into the 

subject that you can then explore with your existing skill set, and that can form a bridge to 

further engagement.  

There are more directly practical reasons for wanting to engage people who are not 

scientists. Young people still searching for their path in life may be inspired to become 

scientists, providing a source of future students for the universities that own and use the 

MRT. Politicians are generally not scientists, yet they are often responsible for decisions 

about whether to provide the money to support science. And politicians are guided by the 

interests of the public whose votes they are trying to attract, so if there are votes in science, 

there will be money in science. Most of these people have the potential to be interested in 

science, and very often the bridge to that interest will be through elements that professional 

scientists see as peripheral, or even irrelevant, to the dissemination of their work. These 

elements are not trivial, though, they are essential. They are the bridges that allow us to see 

a new realm through a familiar lens and thereby gain the confidence to explore further.  
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