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L I T E R A C Y  R E S O U R C E

Weel-kennt for

• Discoverin radar as a heid-maist wye o 
defendin the countrey throu the Saicant 
Warld War

• Yaisin radar for navigatin throu 
peacetime

Robert Watson-Watt wis a pioneer o radar technology. He didnae invent the idea o 
radio detection but he wis the first tae prove it cuid wark on a muckle scale.

The day, radar is yaised tae:

• Forecast the wither

• Calculate foo faist cars are gaun

• Assist space vehicles faan they land

• Mak air an sea traivel safe
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Robert Watson-Watt (1892-1973)

Early ‘ears an education

Robert Watson-Watt wis born in Brechin, Angus. He wis a cairpenter an cabinet makker’s loon an 
went tae Damacre Road Scuil. He wis gee’n the “Smart Medal” as dux o Brechin Scuil.

He gee’d tae study at University College in Dundee, pairt o St Andrew’s Univeristy at aat time. Efter he 
graduated wi a BSc in Ingineerin, his professor William Peddie gaurt him ging farrer ben in the study o 
“wireless telegraphy”. This wis the common name for radio at aat time.

Work as Wither Man and Researcher

Watson-Watt wis employed as a meteorologist at the Meteorological Office in 1915.

He workit on equipment that cuid detect thunnerstorms, researching foo tae detect lichtnen an the 
signals gee’n oot as it ionises the air roon aboot. His research wis aimed at geein airmen in shilpit 
aircraft advance warnin o potential lichtnen strikes.

In 1916 Watson-Watt hid the idea o yaising a cathode ray oscilloscope in aircraft tae misure an plot 
electrical signals on o a display screen. He wis forehaund: his idea wisnae yaised until 1923.

In 1924 he movit fae Farnborough tae work at the newly established research centre at Ditton Park 
aside Slough. The research centre jyned wi the national Physical Laboratory and Watson-Watt taen 
charge o the Radio Department in Teddington, Middlesex.

Ane o his projects wis tae investigate radio interference an foo it micht be yaised tae advantage in 
wartime.

Radar air defence

The Air Ministry set up a committee tae mak loups forrit in air defences in the UK in 1933. Nazi 
Germany claimed tae possess a “death ray” which yaised radio waves: the claik wis it cuid destroy 
targats in Britain.

Watson-Watt wis speirt tae develop a response tae this threat – a ray that cuid destroy German 
aircraft afore they attackit. He thocht sic a thing wisnae feasible. Fooevir, he thocht he cuid develop a 
machine that cuid detect an aircraft in flight afore it wis visible.

He caad this RADAR (Radio Detection and Rangin) as it yaised radio waves.
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Did ye ken?

The claik is that faan he wis puled ower be a traffic bobbie wi a speed detectin radar gun, Robert 
Watson-Watt said: “Gin A’d kent fit ye wis gaun tae dae wi it, I widnae ivver hae inventit it!”

Later years

Watson-Watt spent his post-war ‘ears in Canada and the USA. He wis elected a Fellow o the Royal 
Society in 1941 an knighted in 1942. “Three Steps tae Victory” – his ain accoont o foo the radar 
system cam aboot – wis published in 1958.

In the 1960s, Watson-Watt returned tae Scotland. He bade wi his wife in Pitlochry an deet in 
Inverness on 5 December 1973.

Taken from the National Library of Scotland’s Science Hall of Fame
http://digital.nls.uk/scientists/biographies/index.html
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