
 
 

 

 
Caution: Wide load coming 
 

 
David Sanders / Arizona Daily Star 
A cargo of 55 tons of glass, metal case and counterweights has the right of way on both sides 
of the road. This is how the second of two $14 million, 8.4-meter mirrors for the Large Binocular 
Telescope made it from Tucson to the top of Mount Graham last week. Transporting it in a special 48-
tire trailer cost $150,000. The mirror is proceeding up the mountain at a stately 2 mph clip here.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sitting at a 60-degree angle on a flatbed trailer with 48 tires, the mirror spent two days traveling at 2 miles 
an hour up the sinuous road to the Mount Graham International Observatory site. The angle of the mirror could 
be adjusted to account for curves on the Swift Trail, the road up the Pinaleno Mountains to the mirror's resting 
place.  
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The University of Arizona's Large 
Binocular Telescope received the 
second of two 8.4-meter mirrors 
after a 2 1/2-day terrestrial trip 
from Tucson to Mount Graham 
last week. 
 
The $14 million mirror will be 
paired with an identical mirror in 
place, enabling the telescope to see 
10 times as far as the world's most 
powerful scope, the Hubble 
Telescope, according to Jim Slagle, 
assistant director of the Large 
Binocular Telescope Project. 
 
Slagle was in charge of the mirror's 
$150,000 journey from the UA to its 
home at the top of the mountain. 
 
As the 29-foot mirror was moved, it 
sat at a 60-degree angle on a special 
48-tire trailer. The trailer had to hold 
the 55 tons worth of glass mirror, 
metal traveling case and 
counterweights. 
 
The mirror could be moved a few 
degrees to compensate for the 
winding road as the trailer made it up 
the steep, 32-mile Swift Trail on 
Mount Graham. 
 
The result was a cautious 2 mph 
pace, according to Michael Poppe, 
president of Precision Heavy Haul 
Inc., the company that hauled the 
mirror up the mountain. The 
company has made the trip before, 
including hauling the first mirror up 
the mountain and also doing a 
practice run for this mirror. 
 
"It has lots of complications," said 
Poppe, as he watched the mirror be 
slowly maneuvered between 
 
 

trees near Turkey Flat, an area on 
Mount Graham where cabins are 
nearby. 
 
A nervous Slagle drove in front of 
the mirror convoy in his red SUV. 
 
"The closer we get to it being 
indoors, the better I will feel," 
Slagle said. "What I worry about is 
what we haven't thought about. 
Everything is unique here … so 
you have to worry about what you 
haven't thought about." 
 
As the tractor-trailer rig carrying 
the mirror navigated the winding 
mountain road, law-enforcement 
agencies from Safford and Thatcher 
and UA police dog units kept a 
watchful eye on the caravan. 
 
"We start working on this about 
two months ahead of time with a 
security plan and we try to get the 
community involved so everybody 
has a little piece of it," Slagle said. 
 
After two full days of travel on the 
snakelike road, the mirror's arrival 
at the telescope was greeted more 
with a sigh of relief than with 
cheers, and a sense of anticipation 
to finish the telescope. 
 
Officials hope to have the telescope 
ready for testing by March, Slagle 
said. 
 
"I've only been working on this for 
the past 22 years," said John Ratje, 
site manager for the Mount Graham 
International Observatory. "It's 
time we finished it." 
 

 

LBT Technical Director John Hill records the mirror's 
progress. 

After five hours on the road that started before 
dawn, Large Binocular Telescope tech Bill Stangret, left, 
and Steward Observatory mechanical engineer Warren 
Davison take a break. 

Jim Slagle, assistant director of the Large Binocular 
Telescope Project, keeps a nervous eye on the big mirror in 
his rearview mirror on the drive up Mount Graham. Slagle 
and others worked for two months on the security involved 
in moving the 55-ton load. 


