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MOUNT LOOKOUT – The view is breathtaking standing on top of Mount Lookout outside of the Cincinnati 

Observatory Center.  

On an unusually warm January day, people walked the grounds, a woman sat on the hill with her St. Bernard 

looking out over the city, and kids played a game of touch football in their Cincinnati Bengals jerseys.  

A view like that is fitting considering what the view from within the building offers. 

Walking into the Cincinnati Observatory Center is like taking a step back in time. The front doors are tall, 

creaky and wooden, and stepping inside causes an echo to resonate across the room as shoe heels meet the 

single-layer virgin pine wood floors. 

“You can actually see cracks in the floors,” said John Ventre, observatory historian. “If the lights are on in the 

basement then you can actually see the light streaming up through the floor.” 

This unique trait is not a sign of weak flooring or an architectural mishap, however. It is the way the floor is 

intentionally put together, and one of the traits that keeps the building authentic. 

“Since the building is a national historic landmark they do these things to make it as close to the original 

design as possible,” said Ventre. 

The Cincinnati Observatory Center was founded by Ormsby McNight Mitchel in 1842 to house the 

observatory’s first telescope, a hand-crafted telescope made of Brazilian mahogany and brass. The telescope 

took three years to complete, arriving in Cincinnati in 1845, and it is still used for public stargazing at the 

observatory, Ventre said. 

Former President John Quincy Adams laid the cornerstone for the original observatory on Mount Ida during a 

trip to Cincinnati in 1843, and the location was renamed Mount Adams. 

When the location of the observatory was moved from Mount Adams to Mount Lookout in 1873 the 

cornerstone was re-laid in the foundation of the main building where it remains today, said Ventre. 

The observatory expanded in 1904 when the “new” telescope, a 16-inch refracting telescope, was added to the 

main building, said Ventre. The 1843 telescope was moved to a smaller building next door, dedicated to 

Mitchel in 1904, said Ventre. Both telescopes are still used for stargazing, and even for looking at Saturn and 

Mars. 

The attention to detail during the restoration of the observatory is evident in the details. The craftsmen and 

architect went to great lengths to keep the building authentic when restoring it. 

Ventre pointed out that they noticed the windows in the main building were painted, but they were stained in 

the original building, so they were removed, dip-stripped and stained. Some of the window panes had been 

broken through the years, and needed to be replaced.  

Ventre said instead of using modern windows, the architect in charge of restoration, Jack Gore, found identical 

windows in a building downtown that was being razed, so some of those windows were taken out and used at 

the observatory. Now all the windows are authentic 1870s windows, said Ventre.  

The craftsmen in charge of restoring the windows also used an unconventional method to put them together, 

said Ventre. 

“They did not use nails in the reassembly of the windows, they used pegs and glue and that’s essentially the 

way they were designed,” Ventre said. 

The roof also needed restoration, Ventre said. He said when the workers got up to the roof to replace it with a 

new copper roof, they found the railing along the edges that needed work was made of tin sheet metal. 

Ventre said they made replicas of the original railing design and installed a new railing made of tin sheet metal. 

All of the detail is important to keep the building authentic, but Ventre said that his favorite part is watching 

people’s reactions when they see it for the first time. 

“The architectural aspect of the building – the size, the shape, the proportion – is amazing,” Ventre said. “You 

can read that on the visitor’s face when they walk in, when their head and eyes bounce back and forth in an 

attempt to absorb the elements of the building.” 

Ventre points out it is unusual for a city to have such a resource. 



“It’s so unique to Cincinnati,” he said. 

 

Reaching out for education 

Dean Regas, observatory outreach teacher at the Cincinnati Observatory Center, said the observatory is 

spending a lot of time restoring the main building to something like a museum, but is also offering many 

educational outreach programs to get people of all ages interested in astronomy. 

For him, the old telescope is the star of the observatory. 

“Definitely the old telescope is our pride and joy,” he said. “It’s one of those instruments people are in awe of 

seeing.” 

Regas said it is the history of the Observatory that makes it so special. 

“That’s what makes the observatory the observatory,” he said of the 1843 telescope. “For how old it is, it’s an 

amazing view.” 

For Regas, the goal for now is to get more people in on the secret on Mount Lookout. 

“We’re still the unknown place in Cincinnati, the hidden secret that no one knows about. We want to expose it 

to the wider community,” he said. 

Educating people about what the observatory has to offer is also important to Paul Nohr, Observatory 

astronomer and Monfort Heights resident. 

Nohr said educating children is especially important, as they may be the astronomers of the future who 

discover new life in the universe or moons we never knew existed. He said he loves creating enthusiasm 

toward learning science. 

“When I can get a group of kids that are somewhat interested and just kind of lead them in figuring out 

something for themselves as they go along, and all of a sudden they figure something out and their eyes get as 

big as saucers and they say ‘wow that’s neat!’,” he said. 

Nohr said he was inspired a great deal by science fiction as a child, and he thinks that astronomy is something 

people can identify with. 

“I know astronomy is one of the sciences kids can identify with. They look up at the sky and can’t help but 

think, what’s out there?” he said. 

Nohr said astronomy is something people of any age, background or skill level can enjoy. People with a wide 

range of interests come to the Observatory to get away from life on earth for a short time. 

“Some of the activities on earth can be a little maddening,” he said. “You need to get away from that 

sometimes. Expand your mind, explore the universe.” 

For Nohr, seeing the Cincinnati Observatory Center is something everyone should try. 

“People are missing out on a good deal if they don’t come up and see it,” he said. 

To learn more about the Cincinnati Observatory Center, visit the Web site at www.cincinnatiobservatory.org. 
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