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Impressions on the Launch of Suisei
— PFwtdwy fTETHRE —

J.C.Brandt (¥ a>»C.TZ7>})
Laboratory for Astronomy & Solar Physics
NASA/Goddard Space Flight Center

Research on comets often comes to a focus at the apparitions of Halley’s Comet. In many
respects this activity is quite natural. Halley’s Comet is the first to have its return predicted, is bright
and displays the full gamut of cometary phenomena, has a period of 76 years (approximately a
human lifetime), has captured the public imagination, and, of prime interest to planners of space
missions, has a thoroughly studied, predictable orbit. Large comet-related projects invariably consider
Halley’s Comet.

The total research effort for comets in 1985 and 1986 is truly impressive. Ground-based observa-
tions have been organized by the International Halley Watch. Observations will be made from earth-
orbiting spacecraft; an example is NASA’s Astro I Mission. The International Cometary Explorer
(ICE) has already (September 11, 1985) passed through the tail of Comet Giacobini-Zinner. And,
of course, a fleet of spacecraft will encounter Halley’s Comet next spring. Because of my interest
in all of this historic activity as a scientist with a long-term focus on comets, I was delighted to
receive an invitation from the Director-General of ISAS, Professor Oda, to visit Japan on the occa-
sion of the Planet-A launch.

Scheduling launches of space missions is difficult because there are often elements not under
human control. By the morning of Monday, August 19, the launch had already been postponed
two times because of unsettled weather. Our group of guests rose early in the morning and had a
one-hour drive from our hotel in Kanoya to the Kagoshima Space Center.

The weather as viewed from the area adjoining the Schmidt camera dome seemed quite un-
settled. The cause was typhoons moving northward from the East China Sea. Banks of clouds in
the area were moving rapidly. There were occasional rain showers and patches of blue sky and
patches of very dark sky could be seen. The prognosis for the next few days was no good — the next
day was expected to be worse and the day after impossible. Thus, there was a strong desire to achieve
a launch on Monday.

The launch approach to be used was direct injection rather than injection from a parking orbit.
Hence, the launch was somewhat delicate because only a single launch time, 8:33 AM (JST) was
acceptable.

Launch occurred at the required time and was very impressive. I had received a tour of the
M-3SII rocket and its payload while in the tower a few days before. It was hard to believe that
the same vehicle now roared through the clouds and rose majestically. Soon it was out of sight
although a trail remained for some time. Progress reports were received at the viewing site by Pro-
fessor Tanaka and relayed to the assembled spectators. We heard that the various stages of the
rocket had fired as planned and the news of the kick motor’s ignition was greeted by applause.

Verification of the proper trajectory to Halley’s Comet had to wait for acquisition of the space-
craft’s signal at the Usuda Tracking Station. A phone call to me from Professor Tanaka confirmed
that all was well onboard the spacecraft and that the initial trajectory would take it close to Halley’s
Comet. I would learn that the name of the spacecraft had been changed from Planet A to Suisei.

__6_



The launch received extensive coverage on television. The MBC News at 6:00 PM showed the
launch, orbit animation, and the international fleet of cometary spacecraft (including ICE). The
coverage included happy faces of Professors Oda and Hirao in the control center. The launch of
Suisei was the lead story on NHK at 6:30 PM.

The community of cometary scientists eagerly awaits the results from Suisei’s passage near
Halley’s Comet. The ultraviolet camera will obtain images of the huge hydrogen cloud in the light
of Lyman-alpha. The plasma analyser will provide three-dimensional data on the solar wind flow
in interplanetary space and disturbed or augmented ions flows near the comet. These data will be
very important for assembling the total picture of Halley’s Comet as deduced from the exploratory
spacecraft.

Thus, Suisei joins its sister spacecraft Sakigake and, in addition, ESA’s Giotto and the Soviet
Union’s Vega I and Vega II. The “International Fleet” of spacecraft to Halley’s Comet is complete.
We can all look forward to the impressive events that will take place in March of 1986. That two of
these spacecraft were launched by ISAS should be a source of pride to the people of Japan.

The potential scientific results from the efforts to study comets in 1985 and 1986 are extra-
ordinary. In addition, many technological achievements are involved. But the study of comets in
general and Halley’s Comet in particular far transcends science and technology. The public react
to comets and in many ways, history is being made. Considerable international cooperation has been
achieved for the purpose of studying comets. We can hope that the historical view back from 2061
AD, when Halley’s Comet will visit next, will judge our efforts favourably.

In 1910 Halley’s Comet was a spectacular sight for many ground-based viewers. The Comet was
bright and the tail stretched across the sky. Unfortunately, this will almost surely not be the case
in late 1985 and early 1986. The comet is brightest when it is closest to the sun, and when this
occurs the comet is almost exactly opposite earth, on the other side of the sun. Thus, it is close to
the largest distance from the earth that can occur for perihelion, and, of course, the sun is in the
way! Our compensation for this bad luck is the fleet of spacecraft to the comet. They will study
many things and send unprecedented views
from their cameras back to earth.

On a personal note, I thoroughly enjoyed
my time in Japan. The countryside of Kago-
shima Prefecture is beautiful, and, of course,
there is Sakurajima. Best of all was the kind
hospitality of the Japanese people throughout
my visit.

The expected data of unprecedented kind
and quantity greatly enhances the likelihood
that very important discoveries will be made.
In short, we probably should expect the un-
expected. On behalf of the international
cometary community and NASA’s Inter-
national Cometary Explorer, 1 wish the -
scientists of ISAS good luck and every success. BPBEEBFZRNDT T SUNK (Hoz #fILAT)
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