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Geo-synchronous satellite pioneer Harold Rosen to join the National Inventors Hall of Fame

Rosen’s work revolutionized international communication.

FEBRUARY 11, 2003, WASHINGTON, D.C.(In 1965, Harold Rosen predicted in the New York Journal-American that geosynchronous satellites would "result in a multimillion-channel equatorial communications network carrying television, voice, photo, facsimile and teletype everywhere in the world."  He wasn't clairvoyant. He was a visionary and his development of the Syncom communications satellite would change the world.

The National Inventors Hall of Fame announced today that Harold Rosen would be inducted in to the Hall of Fame in recognition of his contributions to the development of geo-synchronous satellite communications.  In 1903, the Wright Brothers changed the world forever with their first successful powered flight. To commemorate this historic milestone, this year's 31st annual class of inductees are being recognized for their remarkable contributions to the advancement of aviation and aerospace with a special induction ceremony in May celebrating this one-hundredth year of flight. 

In 1957, the United States was facing a problem. The Russians had successfully launched Sputnik and effectively beat them into space.  As a result, Harold Rosen, an engineer at Hughes Aircraft Company, found himself heading in a completely new direction from the airborne radar project on which he was working.

The need to develop global communications was clear.  Global telephone calls were expensive, relying on cables to transmit signals, and global television transmission was nonexistent.  Technology available at the time provided limited international communication with the use of numerous aluminum-coated balloons in a low-orbit above the Earth. 

Given the demand for better international communication and new opportunities in aerospace, Harold Rosen began to pursue work on a new communications satellite.

Rosen knew that to provide consistent 24-hour communication, he would need to develop an active communications satellite that remained in orbit with the Earth. To do this required a simple and lightweight design with a spin-stabilized control system to keep the satellite in synchronous orbit.  While the physics were always there, a spin-stabilized control system was not developed until the 1950’s and even then it was considered impractical, as the system required a crew of people to change transistor tubes every day. 

The ultimate solution for a satellite that would maintain an orbit above a fixed point on earth came with “spin-stabilized configuration.”  One of the challenges of maintaining a satellite in this fixed orbit came from the heavy weight of its stabilizing devices.  Rosen’s ingenious solution was for a lightweight satellite that stabilized itself by continuous spinning.

Rosen’s team, including Don Williams, an engineer with previous work on the development of a navigation satellite that became the predecessor to GPS, along with Tom Hudspeth and John Mendel, began work on creating a lightweight transmitter and receiver for use in the satellite. The team began building a ground model of the satellite for Hughes Aircraft in 1958 and received additional funding in 1960 to build a prototype.  The team took their satellite to the Paris Air Show in 1961 and demonstrated the satellite’s capabilities by taking pictures of the crowd, relaying them through the transmitter and receiver to beam the images back to the crowd. When they returned from Europe, the team received a contract from the government to build a flight model.

The government project, titled Syncom (Synchronous Communication) continued for another two years before the satellite launched in 1963.  Syncom 1, a model of the satellite only intended for a few voice channels never made it off the ground, exploding at launch in February 1963. A few months later the team successfully launched Syncom 2 and the next year launched Syncom 3. With a wider band receiver, Syncom 3 could accommodate television signals and was used during the Tokyo Olympics to deliver the first continuous transoceanic television broadcast. 

With the launch of Syncom 1, CommCast Corporation was formed by an act of Congress, charging it with a charter to provide commercial communications via satellite. With the success of Syncom 2 and Syncom 3, Hughes Aircraft was selected to build a satellite based on its previously demonstrated technology but with commercial frequencies. This new satellite was first launched in 1965.

CommCast worked with European affiliates to form an international communications satellite organization, IntelSat, thus leading the way to international commercial communications via satellite.

Harold Rosen has received such honors as the Lloyd V. Berkner Award from the American Astronautical Society in 1976 and Presidential Medal of Technology in 1985. He was also inducted into the Society of Satellite Professionals International Hall of Fame in 1987, and during his lifetime he has been the recipient of more than fifty patents.

Born in 1926 in New Orleans, Louisiana to Isidore and Anne Vera Rosen, Harold Rosen graduated from Tulane University in 1947 with a degree in Engineering and went on to receive degrees from the California Institute of Technology.  Always interested in math and science while growing up, Rosen built a crystal radio, became a radio amateur in high school and was a transmitter engineer at a radio station in college. He has two children from his first marriage and currently lives in Santa Monica, California with his wife Deborah Castleman.

The not-for-profit National Inventors Hall of Fame® is the premier organization in America dedicated to honoring and fostering creativity and invention.  Each year a new class of inventors is inducted into the Hall of Fame in recognition of their patented inventions that make human, social and economic progress possible.  Founded in 1973 by the U.S. Patent & Trademark Office and the National Council of Intellectual Property Law Associations, the Hall's permanent home is Akron, Ohio, and serves as both a museum and an educational programming resource.  For information on the National Inventors Hall of Fame, you can visit the organization’s web site at www.invent.org.  
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