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Serendipity 

• accident 
• Unexpected result 

• Unprecedented result 
• luck 

 

• Accident – Goodyear’s vucanised rubber, Flemming’s 
Penicillin, Tombaugh’s Pluto 

• Unexpected result – Jansky’s radio waves, 
Penzias&Wilson’s CMB 

• Unprecedented result – Linden-Bell’s discovery of 
pulsars, Weaver’s OH masers 

• Luck – mm obs of Kitty 



Astronomical Serendipity 
Accidental 

Unexpected 

Unprecedented 

Tombaugh 
1930 Jansky 

1933 

Bell 1967 



Scientific Method 

Hypothesis – Excited OH masers 
are rare because they are 
variable 
 
Experiment – multiple epochs 
of 100 OH masers 
 
Results – new detections 
suggestive but must modify 
hypothesis 
 
Experiment – monitor masers 
to see how long they live  
 
 



LUCK 



Result of Luck 



Unexpected? 



Telescopes for Serendipity 

• Design for the unknown NOT know 
• Optimise range of obs 
• Allow for simultaneous obs 
• Robust flexibility 
• Allow for crazy ideas from wild-eyed astronomers 



Expect the Unexpected 

No question, nor idea, is stupid… 
But there are such things as bad 

timing… 


