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of electrical power for 90 days were fulfilled. 28Plans for Viking ’79 and other

Mars missions were cancelled. nevertheless.

A Return to Military Applications

Before the Vikings reached the Martian surface, another mission carried

RTGs into space. Two LES 8/9 missions, * flew on 14 March 1976. Reports of

the success of these communications satellites were issued before the news

from Mars began to come in, although the LES mission was kept low key from

the beginning. A defense mission for the Alr Force, LES 8/9 was the first

defense application of RTGs since the Navy Transit launched four years

earlier—and only the second use of RTGs by DOD in E! years.

The two LES 8/!3 spacecraft were launched simultaneously aboard one

launch vehicle, placed in separate synchronous orbits, and intended to have a

useful life of five more years. The two satellites were designed to communicate

crosslink with one another and with surface terminals as well. The single pair,

spaced thousands of miles apart, could “provide communications -amcing

terminals anywhere in an area covering more- than 74 of the surface of the

Earth.” 29As experiments, LES 8/9 were “designed to demonstrate and evalu-

ate techniques to help satellites survive and continue dependable operation in

a hostile environment. ” 30

There had been a series of LESS, all designed and built by Lincoln Labora-

toy in the course of a continuing Space Communications Procjram conducted

for the Air Force. None of the other LESS had been powered by RTGs. Phil

Waldron, Associate Programming Manager for LES 8/9, said that five years of

planning preceded the launch. But once committed to the RTGs, Lincoln Lab

stayed with its decision. Waldron explained. “At Lincoln Lab, we’re in the

business of R&D for the militay. We’re not in competition with anyone; we are

learning things that improve space communications systems. We try to be low

key.”

All the simulations and testing, as well as installation of the RTGs on the

spacecraft, took place at the Iaboratoy. No major problems or crises arose.

Minor engineering problems mainly concerned the amount of fuel and heat
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*Lincoln Experimental Satellites (LES) were named for LhcoIn Laboratory of Mm, responsible for

system integration for thii Air Force mission.


