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Educating
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Ethel Walker brought
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100 years ago
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Down to a science
Center atop Talcott Mountain opened 50 years ago
by Lynn Woike
Editor
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and the valleys – was ideal for
those kinds of sciences,” he
said of the ability to study
geography, geology, weather
and the cosmos.
“We ran pilot programs in
the Valley and met with science teachers and administrators to convince them we
could do things together that
we couldn’t do individually –
both educationally and financially,” La Salle said, admitting
it was a challenge to get area
school districts to buy into the
idea of a regional science center.
Avon applied for a small
planning grant of about
$11,400, La Salle said.
“There were 3,000 projects submitted and they funded 10 percent. We were one of
the 10 percent, so we did some
planning for a year and then
we submitted a new proposal
for the operational grant and
were successful at getting that
grant for like $180,000,” he
said.
At the same time, the district submitted a proposal to
the government’s Surplus
Property Division for the land.
There were a lot of naysayers who thought the idea
was crazy because regional
cooperation was not being
done, La Salle said.
Talcott Mountain Science
Center opened October 1,
1967.
Fifty years later, it’s
proved to be a success, and La
Salle still remains involved,
serving now on the board of
trustees.
”We took a risk and tried
something innovative. I’m
proud to say we’re still going,”
he said. “I’m proud of the
concept of bringing scientists
into a science program.
Meteorology was taught by a
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nflation was growing
as the Vietnam War
continued. “The
Sound of Silence,”
“We Can Work It Out”
and “Monday,
Monday” played on the radio.
Fashion was dictated by
London’s Carnaby Street, the
National Guard was being
called out to quell race riots
across the country, and “Star
Trek” and “Batman” debuted
on television.
It was 1966 and the
United States was in a space
race against the USSR to land
a man on the moon. The
Soviets landed Luna 9 on the
moon in February. NASA
launched the Gemini 8 space
mission in March, put
Surveyor 1 on the moon in
June and sent up Gemini 10
in July.
Then President Lynden
Johnson had created a program called Projects for
Advanced Creativity in
Education. Superintendent of
Schools Francis Driscoll, Avon
science teachers Donald La
Salle and George Atamian,
and school board member Dr.
Alvin Liftig formed the core of
a small group that applied for
a grant.
Earth science was not a
priority in those days, La Salle
said. They wanted “to see
what the possibilities were for
extracurricular kinds of education in earth sciences. …
There was a possibility of getting some funding for innovative projects. They were looking at creative approaches to
science teaching.”
The former Nike missile
radar site on Montevideo
Road atop Avon Mountain
was abandoned by the military and “the mountaintop –
with its clear view of the sky

“One of our greatest
accomplishments was starting
a Saturday program that
brought students from all
over the region to study
hands-on science and work
with experts in the field.
That led us to our academy.”
–Jonathan Craig

Executive Director Jonathan
Craig stands with one of two
telescopes in the newly dedicated
Brian Lindsay Observatory.
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Left: Artist and Astronaut Capt. Alan Bean, the fourth man to walk on the moon, inspires students. Right: Making their
own weather instruments enhances the lesson. Below: Flying a drone is not only fun, it gives students a new vantage point
for learning.

meteorologist and our astronomy
class was taught by an astronomer.
They come from a different perspective. … That really inspired the kids.
We put together a scientist with the
guidance of an educator. We put the
two together and that’s been a successful model for 50 years.”
From the start, it partnered with
local schools, offering hands-on,
dynamic, authentic science activities
in their classrooms and on the mountain.
“They should have fun in school.

They should be learning topics that
are fun and interacting with topics
that are fun. They shouldn’t be reading about them in a textbook,”
Executive Director Jonathan Craig
said.
La Salle quoted an old Chinese
proverb to explain the center’s
philosophy: “I hear and I forget, I
see and I remember, but I do and I
understand.”
After the grant ended, “we had to
become self-sufficient,” he said. The
center chose to become a nonprofit

school. La Salle was the executive
director and Atamian was the assistant director – both giving up their
positions with Avon Public Schools.
The advisory committee of representatives from participating towns was
replaced with a board of trustees.
Talcott Mountain Science Center
continued what it was doing, but now
schools purchased the instruction
they wanted.
“We continued to sell tailormade services. There was a smorgasbord of science options. We only
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Left: Board member Don Wilson gathres with volunteers and students who accomplished Connecticut’s first amateur radio, ARISS, contact with the International
Space Station. Right: Making a mess is part of the fun for second graders at Talcott Mountain Academy.

asked schools to pay for the services
that were specific to them. We would
adapt our offerings to meet their
needs. If you couldn’t come to the
mountain, we’d bring the mountain
to you,” La Salle said.
He credits that model with the
center’s success, noting many other
projects failed after their grants
ended because they couldn’t support
themselves.
Several summer programs
attracted exceptional students from
all over the country and staff from
overseas.
”We came along parallel to the
space program. As the space program grew and matured, we also did.
And we were very much a big part of
that,” said La Salle who was invited
to the Apollo 10 and two shuttle
launches.
“We always felt a very good kinship with the NASA Space Program,”
he said. “The NASA Space Program
had a lot of spin-off into the schools.
They used to have a mobile van, the
Space Mobile, that went out to
schools and we coordinated the one
for Connecticut.”
Craig said, “We used to have a
lunar landing program that simulated the lunar landing just as it was
done in the cockpit of the lunar lander. We used the same power they did.
We crashed a few times.”
“It was one of their most popular
programs,” La Salle said, adding that
today, the simulation would be done
in 3D.
“The space program contributed
a lot to what we do,” he said.
It wasn’t just robots and computers, it was also time and talent.
Fourteen astronauts came to the
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Talcott Mountain Science Center,
including Alan Bean, the fourth person to walk on the moon; Kathy
Sullivan, the first American woman to
walk in space; and Mae Jemison, the
first African American woman to
travel in space. Bean became a supporter, frequent visitor and a featured
speaker numerous times. The center’s
planetarium is named after him.
“As technology developed, we
were able to make good use of it and
talked to people through satellite
communication around the country
or around the world,” La Salle said.
“We were leaders in the program for
gifted kids in science.”
The center’s first computer was a
PDP-11 that stood more than six feet
tall and had 4 kilobytes of memory,
said Craig, noting that today’s
phones have 64 gigabytes.
“It was a timeshare computer,
so local businesses used it with
terminals that they’d call in on and
there were terminals up here that
were wired to it. So our first completely new building in 1978 was
dedicated to using a timeshare
computer. Now we have three
computer labs and computers in
every classroom,” he said.
“One of our greatest accomplishments,” Craig said, “was starting a
Saturday program that brought students from all over the region to
study hands-on science and work
with experts in the field. That led us
to our academy.”
Students were not just gifted on
Saturdays; they needed a full-time
program, he said.
After two years of planning,
the Talcott Mountain Academy of
Science, Mathematics and Technology

opened in 1983 for grades 4-7.
“It turned out there was a lot of
interest,” De Salle said.
The academy has since expanded to K-8 and four years ago,
celebrated its 30th anniversary.
Small class sizes mean individualized instruction. This year there are
about 65 students. Top enrollment
was 78. A number of students have
gone through the entire program.
“Graduates have gone on to
make their mark in medicine, astronomy, earth sciences,” La Salle said.
“They are now capable of being
future Shoulders of Giants,” Craig
said, referring to a speakers program
that La Salle began in the early 1980s.
Two or more times a year, notable
speakers have visited. In addition to
the 14 astronauts, they have included
British primatologist Jane Goodall,
Dr. Henry Lee, “Shark Lady” Eugenie
Clark, marine biologist and explorer
Sylvia Earl, three Nobel Laureates
and hundreds of others. The latest
was Dr. Priya Natarajan, an astrophysicist from Yale University.
The campus’ 20 acres atop the
mountain features a variety of microhabitats and several buildings. There
are more than a dozen telescopes –
including an automated 16-inch
Meade – and three observatories.
“Our planetarium is the largest
teaching planetarium in the state,”
Craig said.
The Alan L. Bean Hypospherium
multi-media tilted-dome planetarium seats 98. Built in 1990, it provides
views of the night sky, large screen
viewing and special effects.
The Steve Perlman Hypermedia
Library and Conference Center, dedicated to an alumnus and West

Hartford native in 1998, provides
research space and content creation
on iMac computers and iPads, and
houses the robotics labs. Perlman,
founder of WebTV, is the center’s biggest benefactor. It was Perlman who
introduced the science center to 3D
printers in 2000, Craig said.
The cornerstone of the
distance-learning program through
the National Science Foundation and
the U.S. Department of Education is
the Arnold L. Chase Student
Communications and Technology
Center, dedicated in 1997.
A weather lab allows students to
simulate snowflakes, lightning, tornadoes and record live weather from
instrumentation and cameras atop
the ridge.
A scale model of the solar system
begins with the sun represented by
the 18-foot-diameter radar dome,
and with the planets arranged from
Mercury on the rooftop of the
Student Technology Center to Pluto
15 miles away in Bristol, on top of
Otis Elevator Tower.
In October, the new astronomical observatory was dedicated to
Brian Lindsay, an Avon resident,
West Hartford businessman and an
amateur astronomer.
“He bought some very expensive
astronomical equipment and was
using it in his backyard in Avon for a
number of years. His widow left us
the equipment and the Lindsay
Foundation, the family foundation,
gave the money to build this new
observatory. And it’s a rather unique
observatory. It’s got a sliding roof on
it and it houses a 12-inch Meade telescope and a 10-inch Meade telescope
given to us by Dr. Walter Hampton.
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The two telescopes together are
worth close to $40,000, and the
observatory was another $15,000 to
build so it’s one of the finest facilities
in the state,” Craig said.
“We’ve opened our astronomy
programs to the public in the past
couple of years and we’ve had a lot
of people come up for an evening
observing. The new observatory
offered more opportunities to see
more objects including three different nebula, the Andromeda Galaxy
and Saturn’s rings.
“We had about 150 people here
for the eclipse. We had our solar
scopes out and we gave everybody
solar glasses that we’d gotten from
NASA. We were able to accommodate everybody to views of the sun
through projecting off of solar
filters,” he said.
Solar supplements some of
the center’s energy needs.
Laboratories are equipped with
the latest technology.
“We teach with the very things we
are teaching about,” Craig said of computers, 3D printers, robots and more.

“We’re in all kinds of robotic
programs. We had a group from
China here this summer that was
learning robotics. There were groups
of teachers who came here from
South Korea and were learning our
methods for teaching gifted. So we’re
known not just locally, but worldly.”
Science and technology are
integrated into all aspects of the
curriculum that also includes engineering, mathematics and art.
Courses are offered in astronomy,
biology, environmental science,
chronobiology, energy, the environment, geology, meteorology, comThis aerial view shows the mountaintop campus overlooking the Farmington Valley.
puters and robotics.
“There are a lot of neat new
“We’re currently embarking on
identifying mark that the phone
things. Technology is forever changa campaign to enhance our facilicould pick up on and it would aniing and we’re trying to keep up with
ties,” Craig said. “We’ll be working on
mate the picture. It would actually
it. It’s a challenge,” Craig said.
a project for the planetarium and new
bring things to life. We did it for our
That includes a fleet of drones,
facilities to reach out into the commuanniversary
where
we
had
all
of
our
some which are flown inside.
nity further using distance learning.”
speakers and we animated each of
“The students are using a proThe anniversary will be observethe individual photos of the speaker
gram called Aurasma that employs
ded all year with a variety of events
on a poster so that you could hear
augmented reality. You can take your
highlighting some of what’s being
them talking and see them talking
cellphone and download a program
done at the center and with a more
on your phone, just by pointing it
and our students would paint a picformal celebration in the spring. VL
at them,” he explained.
ture and in that picture would be an
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