
54. How I Discovered (and Rediscovered)
The Institute of Optics
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I recently found out that my association with The Institute of Optics actually started even
before I was born. According to Myrta B. Knox, shortly before I was born, one of the
members of The Institute of Optics wives club knitted me a blanket. We have ascertained
that it was in fact Ruth Hopkins, wife of Bob Hopkins, who did the knitting. I also recently
met Bob Boynton, who reminded me that I lived in his house for a year when I was only
three. But then, when I graduated from East High School in Rochester in 1975, I decided
to go to the Rochester Institute of Technology, because the school offered a five-year 
co-op program of work-study, leading to a bachelor’s degree with one and one-half years
of work experience. I always believed that working in your chosen field concurrently with
education was the best way to be sure that you are putting your maximum efforts into what
you really want to do—a continuous reality check.

I was a freshman in the physics department at RIT when I overheard Professor Norm
Goldblatt talking to several third-year physics students that the Laboratory for Laser

Energetics was looking for co-op students. I
asked him if I should apply for a summer job,
and he encouraged me to do so. I interviewed
with Professor Moshe Lubin, founder of
LLE, and he immediately offered me student
employment. Wolf Seka had recently arrived
and needed some help in the lab, so he agreed
to supervise me. This was 1976, before the cur-
rent LLE buildings were finished, shortly after
Wilson Commons had been built. I worked in
the old Morey Annex buildings that had just
been cleaned out of messy monkey cages from
a previous project. I helped to build the Delta
laser there in Morey Annex, and we spent
many long nights building mono-mode and
modelocked Nd:Glass, Nd:YAG and Nd:YLF
lasers, and characterizing large aperture Pockels
cells, making apodized apertures and learning
how to operate streak cameras.

One particularly long night, I went to din-
ner at a German restaurant with Jo Bunkenburg
and Steve Kumpan, and I told them that I was
really excited about optics. They replied, “Then
why don’t you transfer to The Institute ofWayne H. Knox an Optics student.
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Optics?” but I had never heard of the place. I next asked my dad, Robert S. Knox, who
was a professor of physics at the University and former department chair of physics, about
the optics department. He told me that, in fact, his degree was jointly awarded by the
physics department here and The Institute of Optics, since solid-state physics was a part of
both departments in the 1950s. I asked him why he had not ever told me about the optics
department, and he replied that he thought that if he had told me, I would not be inter-
ested. That way, I could claim that I had discovered it myself.

Needless to say, I applied for a transfer, and my transfer was accepted by the director
at the time—Professor Nicholas George. I transferred in the spring semester of my sopho-
more year, and I immediately went into OPT 261 with Professor Brian Thompson. I was
immediately hooked, fascinated that you could describe such easily observable phenomena
with such great mathematical precision. But, I had missed the OPT 241 geometrical optics
course that was being taught by none other than Professor Robert E. Hopkins himself.
He had his office at LLE, and I stopped in to ask him what I should do. He told me that
he wouldn’t want me to get behind, so he would teach it to me over the summer. Imagine
that. I took the infamous 471/472 lens design course from Rudolf Kingslake on Wednesday
night—I believe the fifty-first time he had taught the course, thirty-five years as an adjunct
while working at Eastman Kodak. I took quantum optics from Carlos Stroud, lasers with
Conger Gable, physical optics from Nick George.

I greatly enjoyed my undergraduate years, working as a founding member of Gérard
Mourou’s ultrafast group at LLE, spending considerable time working at LLE with
Professor Ken Teegarden (the director at that time) as my academic advisor. Again, the
profound synergy between lab work and coursework kept me riveted (it didn’t help me
very much in my Shakespeare class, though). I stayed for graduate school and continued
my research at LLE and finished my Ph.D. in January 1984.

When I finished, I received a staff scientist job offer at Hughes Research Laboratory in
Malibu, and a post-doc offer at Bell Labs in New Jersey; I accepted the latter, working with
David A. B. Miller and Daniel Chemla in the ultrafast physics of excitons in quantum wells.
I also worked in the labs of Charles V. Shank with Richard L. Fork in some very exciting
technology advances in femtosecond lasers, amplifiers, spectroscopy techniques and optical
pulse compression. I advanced steadily in Bell Labs research until I was appointed in 1997
director of the Advanced Photonics Research Department, in charge of twenty Bell Labs
scientists. I continued my ultrafast research focusing mainly in the telecommunications area.
In 1998, I was appointed to a visiting trustees panel to review LLE, and I came every
October to get an update on the happenings there and in the University in general. At the
October 2000 meeting, I heard that Director Dennis Hall had accepted a position at
Vanderbilt University, and that the Institute was looking at some possible new directions.

These were the conditions that led me back where I started. Now, I am teaching
Optics 101, expanding my research in ultrafast science and technology in biomedical optics,
ultrafast manufacturing and telecommunications, and greatly enjoying the academic atmo-
sphere and position of strong growth and support from the administration that we are now
in. It is also nice to be back into the Rochester music scene, and have some decent sled-
ding occasionally, as well. One very exciting thing is to have several generations of optics
professors teaching and working together here on one common goal—furthering the field of
optics through education, research and training in the best way that we know.
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