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Leading a Hidden Legacy  

Research and development in the STEM fields have had far reaching impacts on a variety 

of fields around the world. From computers and smartphones making it easier to gain 

information and communicate with others to new discoveries in physics that have increased 

man’s understanding of the world we live in, it is easy to simply credit clichéd innovators and 

thinkers such as Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, Nikola Tesla, and Albert Einstein. Although all of these 

great entrepreneurs and scientists did amazing work in STEM and should be revered, their stories 

have overshadowed other extremely important and accomplished men and women who have 

committed their lives to the studying and advancement of STEM. It is these lesser known 

individuals who make up the majority of the knowledge we have today, and it is vital that we pay 

our respects to these individuals. 

From the early 1900’s, Karl Jansky always knew he was going to shock the world. The 

son of a Czech father and a French mother, Jansky embodied the American dream as he came 

from diversity and was able to make a life for himself in Oklahoma, which was only a US 

territory at the time. Jansky, from a very young age, developed a keen interest in physics and 

pursued it at an early age, graduating from the University of Wisconsin at Madison with a degree 

in physics. Upon graduating from college, Jansky worked as a radio engineer researching static 

interference in radio communication. It is from this job that Jansky made the most important 

discovery of his life. After building an antennae and making significant progress in solving his 

static problem, Jansky concluded that the source of static was coming from multiple sources 

including nearby thunderstorms, far-away thunderstorms, and an unknown and distant source. 

Upon further investigation, Jansky concluded that the frequency of the distant source of static 
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occurred every 23 hours and 56 minutes, and he was able to make the bombshell conclusion that 

the static was in fact coming from the Milky Way Galaxy, shocking the world.  

Karl Jansky’s discovery of radio waves being emitted from the Milky Way Galaxy 

opened the doors to a new technology that would be of great aide to astronomers in the decades 

to come - radio telescopes. Since their invention, radio telescopes have been instrumental in 

detecting distant bodies in the universe and have extended mankind’s line of sight far beyond 

what was originally thought possible with even the strongest optical telescopes. Unfortunately, 

Karl Jansky died at the young age of 44 and did not live very long to see the true impact his 

discovery made on the scientific community and our understanding of the universe, but his 

legacy lives on in every discovery made with the use of radio telescopes and even the unit of 

measurement for the strength of radio waves - the jansky. Although he may never receive the 

proper recognition he deserves, Jansky’s contributions and humble beginnings in Oklahoma will 

never be forgotten. 

 


