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The Caltech Submillimeter Observatory 

GEORGINA and WILLILAM GIMBEL BUILDILNG 
…. the story of the CSO base facility in Hilo 

 
 
 The Caltech Submillimeter Observatory was the direct 
consequence of the Barrett Committee report which recommended 
that a mm-wave interferometer be developed and later a small high-
altitude dish for submm astronomy.   Already in 1982, Tom Phillips 
had in mind a site on Mauna Kea for the submm telescope and had 
started work on a search for a sea-level base facility.  He began by 
searching the west coast of the Big Island for a suitable location.  
Realizing that the Hawaii Natural Energy Laboratory research center 
on the west coast was also a National Science Foundation funded 
facility, he inquired on the feasibility of sharing some space, but was 
firmly rejected.  Searches for rental space in down-town Kailua-Kona 
were unsuccessful, as was a suggestion from IfA for a site along 
Route 190.  However, the Hawaii politicians in Hilo were very 
affirmative and CSO turned to UHH and obtained some unused 
space at the old Community College Campus on Manono Street. 
 
 Thus, when CSO first started operations on Mauna Kea 
(~1985), it shared space with CARA (California Association for 
Research in Astronomy, (the Caltech / Univ. of California group that 
developed the Keck Observatory) on the Hawaii Community College 
campus.  This included one of the old shop buildings for storage and 
work space, and the main administration building which had been 
vacated by the community college.  (This is a long story related to the 
dissolution of the Community College and uniting it with the UH-Hilo.  
Years later this was reversed and the separate Community College 
re-established.)  For CSO this was a fine arrangement for we had lots 
of space and plenty of parking and access to the excellent food at the 
cafeteria!  When CARA moved out to occupy its new facilities in 
Waimea, we had even more space.    But this was too good to last.  
The time came when the UH-Hilo began to feel the crunch for space 
on the main campus and so one day we got a notice to vacate the 
space.   
 That sent us scrambling to find commercial space.  A site was 
found along Kilauea Avenue in a small building between Hawaii 
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Motors and Café 100, with a dentist upstairs and CSO occupying the 
ground floor. It was not ideal but served the purpose.   The UHH had 
already set aside space on the upper campus for future research 
facilities and had notified CSO of the availability of space for building.  
The United Kingdom’s Joint Astronomy Centre had already begun 
construction of its facility in the Research Park, but CSO had no 
funds for any such construction. Nevertheless, we put in our bid for 
one of the vacant lots and CSO Director Tom Phillips went to work to 
interest Caltech administrators in raising funds for the base facility.   
A year or two went by with no luck so finally the administration 
budgeted a million dollars for a building.  This then allowed us to hire 
an architect, the Oda-McCarty Architects of Hilo, and to begin our 
planning.  The first of many meetings with the architects Russ Oda 
and Harrel McCarty took place on July 12, 1993. 
 While we worked with the UHH administration on matters of the 
lease and building requirements, the architects were hard at work on 
the schematic phase, producing a preliminary plan on July 23 with a 
cost estimate of 972k.  It was deemed that this was too close to what 
we had and did not leave enough for contingencies.  An 8% reduction 
in space and other costs was agreed upon.  
 The next year and a half was occupied with working out the 
lease conditions and with solving problems of utilities access, 
driveway and parking locations, building location on the lot, 
environmental assessment, and development of the building plans.  
Alternatives to consider were whether to build on the upper or lower 
part of the lot, and correspondingly have the access directly from 
Nowelo Street or from the lower A`ohoku Street.  Fortunately, the 
final decision was to build on the upper part of the lot which allowed a 
fine view over Hilo.  After a seemingly endless series of trials and 
tribulations everything finally came together except the funding!  At 
the last minute this problem, too, found a solution by the offer of a 
generous grant from a California business man and his wife, William 
and Georgina Gimbel.  The gift was in the form of a house which 
Caltech sold and later monetary grants were also made. William T. 
Gimbel was Chairman of the board and CEO of Reliance Steel & 
Aluminum Co. of Los Angles.  (see Gimbel.doc)  And so, at last, the 
project went out to bid, with bid openings on January19,1995.  The 
low bidder was the Hilo Construction Company, with a bid of 
$1,154,000.  Ground breaking and blessing took place on June 5, 
1995.  
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Mr. and Mrs. 
Gimbel are 
breaking the 
ground with their 
O`o sticks, in 
typical Hawaiian 
fashion.  On the 
right is Steven 
Yamashiro, 
Mayor of the    
Big Island  
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Mr. and Mrs. Gimbel are 
greeted with Maile leis by 
CSO Site Manager  
Antony Schinkel 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
In the following weeks and months it was very gratifying to see the 
building rise.  Gary Mizuno, president of the Hilo Construction 
Company, was a pleasure to work with and his estimator, Kit Callison, 
was also very knowledgeable and helpful.   
 
 

 
The future entry way. 
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The east-facing façade.  Each window will be a separate office. 

 
The west-facing façade with the main entry in center and the 
workshop on the left. 
 
 
Construction proceeded on schedule without any major problems so  
that a dedication and blessing was held on February 23, 1996.   
 

 
 
The eastern 
face of the 
new Gimble 
Building 
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The western face of the new 
Gimbel Building 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The spacious new office for Administrative Assistant Diana Bisel. 
The view is of Hilo town and Hilo Bay. 
 
 



 7 

 
 

    
 
 
 
 
A happy Tom Phillips 
   addresses the  
   dedication gathering. 
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Bill Wong of Pasadena 
enjoying the tropical 
flower arrangement 
honoring the new 
facility. 
 
Arrangement by Shelly 
Hanaoka of Hanaoka 
Farms 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
                                                                                                                                   
                                                                   
Architect Russell Oda 
and wife Aki of Hilo 
 
Mike Mc Callan 
of Pasadena 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Visitors from Caltech: 
Thomas Anderson 
Bob Fort 
Mike McCallan 
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Some of the folks involved with the project enjoying a meal at the 
home of architect Russ Oda, center. 
l. to rt.: Elliot Merk, Jerry Watanabe, Richard Brand, Oda, Sandy 
Watanabe, Walter Steiger, Mike McCallan  
 
 
 
 
 
Note added later:  On June 25, 2009, the Honolulu Advertiser 
published a feature article on Russel Oda and Harrel McCarty, 
architects for this project.  CSO wishes to recognize  these individuals 
for their contributions to Hawaii.  The article is appended at the end of 
this document. 
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From Hawaii Tribune-Herald, Sunday, February 25, 1996 
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From the dedication brochure: 
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The Architect’s time line. 
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This document was prepared from archival materials in 2008 by 
Walter Steiger with the assisstance of Diana Bisel and Tom Phillips. 
 


