standing for ESO’s interest in alternative
solutions was expressed. Oort informed
Edmondson on the decision of the ESO
Council by letter of June 12, 1964, with
copy and accompanying letter to May-
all. From the last one | quote: “~—— Per-
sonally | am disappointed that this deci-
sion will make our relations in Chile less
intimate than they would have been if
our observatories could have been
erected on Morado, as had been provi-
sionally planned during our beautiful
common trip, last year. But, considering
the circumstances as they have gradu-
ally developed, | believe that the course
we have now decided on, may be the
best. ———". Mayall, in his reply of June
20, expressed the same feelings. From
Edmondson’s reply of July 7, let me
quote: “———[ see no reason why there
should not be frequent contact between
ESO and AURA astronomers, even
though ESO locates outside of the
AURA domain. | am sure that such con-
tacts will develop in a very natural
way. —— =" [34].

As we know now, the conditions im-
posed by Council were satisfactorily
met by Heckmann’s subsequent negoti-
ations, and so the decision of the Coun-
cil meeting on May 26, 1964, did imply
the final choice for ESO’s site: La Silla.

With many suitable mountains in the
Andes around La Serena, how had the
working group arrived at narrowing down
the choice to La Silla and Guatulame,
besides Cinchado Suron the AURA prop-
erty? The basic idea, as described by
Heckmann [35] was, to look first of all for
government property, as this would facili-
tate the negotiations for purchasing,
especially in view of the recently con-
cluded Convenio. Rosch, according to
Heckmann, managed to borrow from the
Ministerio de Tierras y Colonisacion a
unique atlas, scale 1 : 200,000 of all gov-
ernment property. From it they selected
the two new sites and they obtained
further information on water sources and
mining activity from maps of the Instituto
de Investigaciones Geolodgicas. Closer
inspection of the sites was done by
means of a helicopter put at their disposal
by the Chilean Air Force.

Reviewing these developments, the
reader may be surprised by the absence
of a thorough test of La Silla before it
was adopted by ESO. André Muller re-
minds me of the conviction established
at that time by Stock’s tests: almost any
mountain top in the La Serena area at
the level 2000 to 3000 metres, well iso-
lated from the surrounding peaks,
should be adequate. The almost univer-
sal property of the near-absence of tem-
perature drop during the night on these
mountain tops virtually guarantees good
seeing quality.

A comparison of seeing between La
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Silla and Morado was carried out in the
context of CARSO’s Site Survey in
1966/67 by John B. Irwin and reported
in ESO Bulletin No. 3. Equality of seeing
conditions on the two sites, confirming
the above expectation, is implicit in Ir-
win’s Table 1. Explicit is John'’s praise of
ESO’s “meals that are the envy of the
Morado observers”.
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High-altitude Observatories

The astronomer and the mountain
have always been good friends, the first
knowing well that the higher he mounts
on the second, the clearer and the more
transparent is the sky he can study . . .

During the past century, high altitude
observatories have sprung up in various
places of the globe. They are real ea-
gles’ nests, the objects of cult and
dreams of amateur astronomers: Pic du
Midi (2870 m above sea level), Gorner-
grat (3100 m), Jungfraujoch (3580 m)
and recently the famous Mauna Kea
which now has the world record at
4210 m elevation.

As a science journalist and amateur
astronomer, | was impressed during my
visit to La Silla last year by the efforts
which ESO currently invests in the VLT
site selection. At that time | learned that
at La Silla (2400 m) and Cerro Paranal
(2660 m), and also at even higher
places, very advanced meteorological
research has been going on in the hope
of finding a site with ideal sky condi-
tions.

At that time a crazy idea germinated in
my amateur astronomer’s mind, envious
of the large telescope observatories:
why not try to install under the Andean
sky a temporary astronomical observing
station at extremely high altitude, in-
deed the “highest observatory in the
world"?

This idea became reality this Febru-
ary, thanks to the studies undertaken by
ESO in the Atacama desert and the ex-
perience by La Silla Andinist specialists
Christian Gouiffes and Bertrand Kohler.
Together with seven amateur astronom-
er friends and four French and Chilean
high mountain guides, | was able to
transport an equatorially mounted tele-
scope through the Atacama desert to
the slopes of the Ojos del Salado vol-
cano, whose peak is the highest point in
Chile at almost 7000 m altitude.
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Figure 1: Nevado Ojos del Salado in the Atacama is the tallest volcano in the world and the
second highest peak in the Americas.
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Figure 2: “The highest observatory in the world”. At the second camp, 5200 metres above sea

level, all members of the team gather proudly behind the telescope.
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