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The Spirit of SPIE
by Robert L. Woltz

From the beginning, the spirit of SPIE has been to seek and apply any 
method or discipline that will solve the problem presented to it and to not 
be held back by old, shop-worn methods, techniques and disciplines that 
are not productive. As it happened, photographic recording and analysis was 
the most appropriate solution for the time. One of the obvious alternate 
solutions for recording was video, but it didn’t become viable for our use 
until about 1985. Growth in miniaturization, the increasing of computation 
speed and recording, along with the eventual elimination of mechanical 
scanners, etc., will likely help video to take over in the next decade or so.

Optics has always been a necessity from the beginning. It was standard, 
made for off-the-shelf camera equipment, and served us well. The only 
notable development in the first years was in large focal length fixed-focus 
and zoom lenses. Practically no one had access to fifth-place log tables for 
design; that was to come much later when reasonable computers became 
available. In time, optical developments led to greater capabilities and 
enlarged the scope of projects. In recognition, SPIE changed part of its 
name from photographic to photo-optical. We have been blessed with the 
arrival of many talented optical scientists and engineers in recent years. 
They have added a whole new dimension to our discipline. Electronics has 
become a vital part of many projects, too.

Our splendid magazine, OE Reports—later oemagazine—has done 
an excellent job of showing the true breadth and growth of our interests. 
We are not just photo and we are not just optics. Those are necessary but 
are not the only elements of our future. The recent invention of an atomic 
microscope has opened a whole new field of nanotechnology and moves us 
to work with sub-visible wavelengths. No one can predict the consequences 
of this development. It also highlights the developments in lasers, which 
have become a vital contributor, as have fiber optics.

I do not see our work as one narrow discipline. Remember, no matter 
what is viewed or recorded or sensed, it has no value until it is analyzed 
and interpreted intelligently for the user. Optics or film or video, etc., are 
just needed tools to be analyzed and interpreted. That field was once called 
data-reduction and was part of SPIE.
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Our technical sessions started out being exciting, sometimes controversial, 
but memorable, too. We should endeavor to keep that spirit, because managed 
properly, it is the most productive and seldom dull.

Recognition of our discipline is minimal. It is almost absent in job 
descriptions. It is not in telephone books. It is seldom heard in schools. Among 
ourselves, we are either photo-optical or opto-electronic or photonic or electro-
optical engineers (or to ignore the photographic and electronic portion of our 
work—just plain optical engineers). I am certain that until we, in conjunction with 
several fine publications in our field, work out a single, not hyphenated, title that 
clearly identifies our profession and promote it, we will remain almost unknown. 
Considering what we have accomplished in these last 50 years, that is a tragedy!

Rarely does a remarkable event like SPIE happen to anyone like it did to me. 
When we were getting started in 1955, I had a position with the freedom to be 
a sparkplug, and to help and to coordinate anyone, anywhere, as was needed. I 
had become western manager of Fairchild Camera and Instrument. Our specialty 
was photographic reconnaissance and I came to deal with the advanced design 
departments of many companies. I reported to an office on Long Island and was 
expected to move freely anywhere in the west that my intuition led me. The Hughes 
Aircraft electronic division had been my previous employer, as an engineer, spare 
parts supervisor and trade association representative.

This new position led me to become acquainted with flight test engineers at 
all of the aircraft companies. Since I had just left Hughes, where they were in the 
midst of adapting their new fighter fire-control system to the F-86, F-102 and 
the F-89 planes, I was somewhat familiar with some of the challenges. At Hughes 
I met Dick Councilman, who explained his frustration with data acquisition and 
measurement. They had given up on electronics for most uses. The cameras 
they could use were marginal. Being curious, I also visited Northrop Flight test, 
Lockheed, North American, Convair and even Rocketdyne. I found that the 
problems mostly fell on the photographic departments in these companies with 
little or no engineering guidance. I forbade myself from revealing any of my 
discoveries to anyone, and it was hard because it is my nature to help.

Sometimes I would learn how one person had made progress on (or solved) a 
certain problem, but I couldn’t reveal the solution to another, competing company. 
There was such intensity that it was agreed the we needed to all meet somewhere 
in the evening and at least get acquainted. Well, we did and it was a success. At 
that meeting, I was elected as program chairman. Now that they had become 
acquainted, there were many phone calls and plans discussed. History reveals that 
this and subsequent meetings became solid building blocks in the sometimes rocky 
road to where we are today. I came to realize that I was embarking on a dual path 
that was getting to be full time.
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Very fortunately, we Woltzes had just made a real estate deal that put us in a 
huge house in Beverly Hills that was perfect for all the weekly meetings that were 
to follow. Not one of us in the meetings had experience at this kind of work, but 
we sure had strong feelings about what we did not want... that came from our 
experiences with other societies and clubs. A new direction was needed. We were 
exploring new techniques. Some brought organization notes and requirements 
from other groups into the discussions. It also became clear that our field was 
not taught at any school and that our members were commonsense, practical 
people. My thought was to not have it be stuffy and to have each contributors’ 
work or ideas stand on their own merit. The concept of peer review was regarded 
as a stumbling block. I looked forward to getting better acquainted with these 
new, fine people and their ideas.

Through all of this, I was the program chairman who found speakers and who 
wrote and sent postcards to all who wanted to come to the various restaurants. It 
was a multi-ring circus each month that was far from perfect; but it was a start, 
and we learned a lot about the technical understanding and reliability of our new 
group, which was entirely in Los Angeles at the time. Enthusiasm was building 
and it became difficult for me to do the job well and also hold down my Fairchild 
responsibility. The Institute of Aeronautical Sciences was found to have space 
for us at a fee and the manager there agreed to give us secretarial service. I also 
found a person to manage our programs along with our newly elected founders. 
We had also worked out our title: SPIE.

There was a great need for an overall meeting where everyone, including 
vendors, could come and exchange information and ideas at the IAS building, 
so I worked to have a two-day “Exhibitorama” (later called Exhiborama) 
wherein equipment was shown, speakers demonstrated and spoke, etc. We 
took up a collection to stay ahead of expenses that kept ballooning through the 
day. Seemingly disorganized, it was a great success for more than 200 people. 
Following this, most of my work was in making as sure as I could that our next 
meetings were a success.

There was one outstanding meeting that is memorable. It always bothered 
me that people involved in a common challenge frequently failed to communicate. 
So, I proposed a technical meeting that involved everyone from all departments 
in a flight test problem. Accordingly, we had a project engineer, a flight test 
engineer, the aircraft manager, the test photographer, the data reduction person, 
and the test pilot, seated a long table with a blackboard and a pointing stick. 
They each reviewed the assignment from their own perspective. The effect was 
astounding as we saw them develop a fresh, new understanding of each other 
and many misunderstandings were resolved. No one we knew had ever done 
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this before. The meeting lasted until midnight and I am sure our members talked 
about it for days thereafter. It strongly showed the urgent need for appropriate photo 
equipment and training.

Two outstanding events occurred. The first was a joint meeting at NOTS (China 
Lake), which resulted in them joining us as one of our first chapters. They were great 
hosts and I really began to appreciate the work that lay ahead of us. The next was our 
first National Technical Symposium and Exhiborama at the Ambassador Hotel. It was 
lots of hard work for weeks and weeks, but everyone came through and it was wildly 
successful, because most all of the sessions were workshops. Any attendee who posed 
himself as an expert had to prove himself with his ideas.

The person previously chosen to head our Los Angeles group developed an 
illness and was unable to perform, so I asked Bud Weisbrod if he could take over. 
Accordingly, he was elected when we established the Los Angeles group as the home 
chapter. This remarkable guy came in and discovered a severe cash shortage and some 
other problems. He may not admit it, but he put in some of his own money in order 
to pay bills. He also lifted the organization from a low point and made it survive. We 
were like other groups. It is not unusual for technical people to let those interested in 
running things be allowed to do it and then leave them alone. There are the talkers 
and there are the doers. We had a surplus of busy people, unfamiliar with running an 
organization, who were talkers.
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At the next symposium, at the Los Angeles Hilton, our reputation brought an 
even larger audience. Some government agencies were involved. One significant visitor 
was Wernher Von Braun and his assistant. I enjoyed walking them through the exhibits. 
Their questions were interesting. They were impressed with our work.

In 1958, as a newly elected President, I had the good fortune to be working with 
Jack Carr and with a budget based upon pledges from our sustaining members. We were 
no longer a Los Angeles organization but had become national. Our small successes 
attracted the attention of other societies, so Jack and I met with each of them, one at 
a time. Almost uniformly, they wondered what the fuss was all about. They hadn’t a 
clue. One society, SMPE, offered us an opportunity to join them.

We also organized and presented a month-long course for a fee at UCLA on 
photo-instrumentation. Lecturers came from many organizations located all over 
the country. Some also made good demonstrations. I proposed the course and Jack 
organized it. There was very good attendance.

Trips were made to White Sands, NOTS, Vandenberg, San Diego, Albuquerque, 
New York and Cape Canaveral. Charter plaques were presented. It was heartening to 
see the interest and enthusiasm in SPIE.

We undertook the publication of a Photo-Instrumentation Equipment Catalog, 
because users and vendors needed a means to find each other and to communicate. Each 
vendor was asked to supply us with enough material to fill all the copies to be produced. 
It must be realized that few, if any, of the vendors had the appropriate equipment on 
the shelf at that time. For a one-man office (his dear wife and child helped, too), it was 
quite a job, but we did it and it was used and appreciated.

Following my term as President, I was elected and served on the Board of Directors 
for 10 years.

SPIE was started by a small group of people who were dedicated to solving urgent 
technical problems at their work and were frustrated that they could not do it alone. 
They didn’t really know each other and there was minimal information to work with. 
From the first meeting, friendships and enthusiasm developed. People helped each 
other. Most all, we have been blessed with leaders who have been outstanding. As a 
result we are known worldwide, have held many high-level technical meetings, sold 
many thousands of publications, sponsored scholarships, and become a leader in our 
field. There is much more to tell, but being able to tell this is one of the highlights of 
my lifetime experience. I am truly grateful.

What an experience and privilege this has been!
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