Russian Rockets and American Comets

Last Messenger issue featured different types of objects in the sky over La Silla and other observatories, including two
sightings of "strange" phenomena, one supposed to be connected to a Russian rocket and the other of unknown nature

(Messenger 67, page 56—58).

It is always a special pleasure for an editor to learn that the journal he works on is read by other people! This was
certainly the case in connection with the mentioned articles, and quite a few commentaries were received. The fact that
many Messenger articles with scientifically much more “valuable” content remain without such reactions may have

something to do with human nature and the attitude towards the unknown. ..

Like a good detective story, the solution of the mystery comes at the end, in this case on the following pages. It was
indeed a Russian rocket, but who would have guessed the true nature of the second object?
I am most thankful to Drs. B&hnhardt, Ferrin, Johnson and Rast, for having contributed to the de-mystification of these

events. Each of the following four articles cast their own light on them.

It also appears that these (and other similar) cases have now led Richard Rast to seriously consider the establishment
of a non-profit "Center for Analysis of Satellite Interference with Astronomy (CASIA)". As former Chief of the Orbital
Analysis Division at NORAD in Colorado and later at NASA's Johnson Space Center in Texas, he is in an excellent position
to judge what such a Center could do for astronomers. The a-posteriori identification of satellite trails on photographic
plates and in CCD frames may be of little consolation for the unhappy observers, but the day might be near when
particularly critical observations will benefit from a-priori knowledge of the sighting directions of the roughly 30,000
artificial objects in known orbits. In such cases, it may become possible to predict exactly when the shutter can be
opened without risk of discovering a dense trail on top of the object of interest, at the end of the exposure several hours
later. And dramatic events experienced by the public like the ones described here, could quickly be explained in the
correct way, if the information were passed on in real time. This would undoubtedly have an important educational value.

Further information about the CASIA project may be obtained from:

Richard H. Rast, 18411 Anne Drive, Houston, Texas 77058-3203, USA, Telephone 713-333-2830.
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