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Of necessity, two international guest pilot/
researchers were chosen for each of the
Interkosmos manned missions. This meant that
while one would know the glory of flying into orbit
and representing their nation, the backup pilot
would be forever consigned to living in their
colleague’s shadow. Although they contributed
much to the success of the Interkosmos program,
their brush with fame is far less known. This book,
therefore, is respectfully dedicated to those

who remained behind; whose dreams and
ambitions of flying and working amid the
magnificence of space fell sadly short.

Oldrich Pelcdk (Czechoslovakia)
Zenon Jankowski (Poland)
Eberhard Kollner (German Democratic Republic)
Béla Magyari (Hungary)

Buii Thanh Liém (Vietnam)

José Armando Lopez Falcon (Cuba)
Maidarzhavyn Ganzorig (Mongolia)
Dumitru Dediu (Romania)

Ravish Malhotra (India)

Munir Habib (Syria)

Krasimir Stoyanov (Bulgaria)
Mohammad Dauran (Afghanistan)



Foreword

As a child, I could never have imaged that one day I would fly into the vastness and glory
of space. Now, as I look back, I am grateful to my parents and teachers who supported and
educated me in my early years and who impressed upon me that anyone can achieve their
dreams through trial and perseverance.

I'recall in my youth being fascinated by the amazing stories of French author Jules Verne.
Through his words he carried me in delicious excitement to the depths of the ocean and on
spacecraft bound for other worlds, which I longed to see for myself. He transported me to the
Moon and back in the most unbelievable manner and served as a wonderful inspiration.

I was just eight years old when Yuriy Gagarin became the first human being to fly into
space in April 1961. As I listened to the sensational news reports of his flight on Radio
Romania, I realized that this was a truly momentous event; one that would forever change
the world in which we lived. We were on our way to the stars. I felt, like many others, that
his flight had offered me a whole new dream. Little did I know back then that just over
twenty years later I would follow Gagarin into orbit as the first Romanian to enter that
magnificent, starry domain, becoming the 103rd explorer of outer space.

It is a pity for the sake of humanity that not everyone can fly into orbit and look down
on our glorious blue planet. It certainly has the power to change one’s attitude, not only by
the extraordinary beauty of the Earth, but by how truly fragile it is, and how we must
ensure that we preserve it for future generations. Looking at the Earth from space is like
witnessing a fascinating symphony of colors, from white and gray hues through to brilliant
shades of green, blue and brown. Those images will always stay within me.

It is easy to become mesmerized by the magnificence of our planet seen from orbit, but
we are also venturing ever deeper and staying ever longer in space in our ongoing quest
for knowledge. Human knowledge certainly has no limits. Today, aboard the orbiting sta-
tion, men and women are pursuing international, multilateral scientific activities in such
fields as medicine, biology, meteorology, and the cosmic environment. In the early days of
space exploration epochal discoveries were made on every flight, most of which we now
take for granted. These days, discoveries are of greater refinement, but we need to continue
our quest for information about who we are, how best to look after our planet and its
people, and where we should venture in the future. Among other things, future generations
will hopefully come to a better understanding that the balance and harmony in the universe
should be maintained around us. Beauty and nature reserves, which we still have here on
Earth, must be kept for those who come after us.

There is an old adage about being in the right place at the right time, and that surely
happened for me. I was the right age, living in the right era, and with the appropriate skills
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and qualifications to become a candidate to fly into space for my country. I had kept my
childhood dream alive, and I will always encourage young people to do the same thing.

Dumitru Prunariu in 2013.

It is personally exciting that the two authors, both known to me, have embarked on writ-
ing this book devoted entirely to the Interkosmos program. The reader should be prag-
matic and realize that although much of what was created and carried out in that program
was beneficial and in the name of international cooperation and scientific endeavor, like
many programs of the space powers of those times it also had its propagandist elements.
But we were all swept up in the excitement of what we were doing as cosmonaut-
researchers, in the knowledge that we were being offered an unbelievable opportunity
which was available to only a handful of people.

The authors have no agenda in writing this book other than to present and preserve the
remarkable history of the Interkosmos program, and the stories of the men, like me, who
flew into space as proud representatives of their nations. I wish the authors well and sup-
port them in this endeavor, and I am truly delighted to have been able to contribute to
making this book a reality.

Dumitru-Dorin Prunariu,
Romanian Cosmonaut-Researcher, Soyuz-40
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History and development of the Interkosmos program

In a rousing speech that he gave at a Moscow rally on 22 October 1969 to welcome back
the crews of the recent ‘troika flight’ of Soyuz-6, Soyuz-7 and Soyuz-8, Soviet General
Secretary Leonid Brezhnev observed: “Our country has an extensive space program
designed for many years ahead. We are following our own road, following it consistently
and purposefully. Our road of space conquest is a road of solving fundamental tasks, basic
problems of science and technology. The Soviet Union regards space explorations as the
great task of learning and practically using the forces and laws of nature in the interests of
men of labor, in the interests of peace on the Earth.”! These goals would be integral to a
new and attention-grabbing facet of the propaganda-driven multi-national space effort that
came to be known as Interkosmos.

A BOLD INTERNATIONAL VENTURE

Interkosmos was the name given to a limited international program of peaceful coopera-
tion in space research and technology originally dating from the mid-1960s, which was
devised and orchestrated by the Soviet Union. Those behind the venture described it as a
means of establishing mutually beneficial relations with Eastern Bloc countries through
unmanned and manned space ventures. But it also served as a high-profile propaganda
exercise, with the Soviet Union playing a particularly dominant role in the manned
research program which carried “guest” cosmonaut-researchers into space, and control-
ling the release of most of the publicity associated with that program.

There was actually a practical engineering initiative behind the origins of the manned
Interkosmos program. Spacecraft designers and engineers had long agreed that a Soyuz
spacecraft should spend no more than 100 days in orbit. Beyond that time, the vehicle’s
batteries and propellants would have gradually degraded, and this could have a potentially
serious impact when crews attempted to bring the Soyuz back to Earth. This had obvious
ramifications for the future Soviet space program, which involved sending cosmonauts on
extended stays aboard orbiting Salyut space stations. As James Oberg pointed out in his
book, Red Star in Orbit, they soon came up with a solution, but one that was extremely
wasteful and fraught with unsatisfactory technical difficulties.

© Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2016 1
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2 History and development of the Interkosmos program

“The solution was to send up a fresh Soyuz periodically to replace the aging one. On
board the ship would be mail, fresh food and other cargoes; the men aboard Salyut could
use their original Soyuz to send back down to Earth the results of their experiments,
including exposed film, logbooks, tape cassettes, biological and medical samples, and
materials produced in the furnaces.

“Sometime in 1976 or so, planners must have realized that these Soyuz replacement
flights need not be unmanned, flown entirely on autopilot ... Instead, two cosmonauts
could visit the space crew, cheering them up.””

Discussions were held as to the possible crewing on these Soyuz change-over missions,
but sending two Soviet cosmonauts was seen as an unnecessary waste of resources. Instead,
it was felt that some useful science could be carried out in the few days that this fresh crew
would be present on the Salyut station. Thoughts then turned to sending up non-cosmonaut
researchers. Obviously the commander would be a Soviet cosmonaut, and the person in the
second seat need only be given minimal training to cope with any in-flight emergencies or
incapacitation of the flight commander. Basically they would have to know how to control
the Soyuz craft in any sort of emergency, and a better than basic knowledge of the Russian
language was crucial. Discussion then began to center on what was occurring in the West.
Around that time, the United States had come to an agreement with the European Space
Agency (ESA), a consortium of nations including West Germany, Italy, France and Great
Britain, which would allow ESA astronauts to fly aboard future space shuttle missions and
participate in work programs, principally in the Spacelab module that ESA was to develop.

Although the first shuttle flight was still some years away, the Russians seized upon this
initiative, which carried great potential propaganda value, and the Interkosmos program
was born. It was formally announced in mid-1976, with the Eastern Bloc representatives
being referred to as research-cosmonauts.

THE EARLY DAYS OF INTERKOSMOS

The Interkosmos program actually had its origins as far back as 15-20 November 1965,
when designated representatives from the Soviet Union met with delegations from eight
fraternal Communist countries to discuss the content, form, and objectives of a possible
collaborative effort in space science and exploration. Those eight countries were the
German Democratic Republic (GDR), the People’s Republic of Bulgaria, the Republic of
Cuba, the Hungarian People’s Republic, the Mongolian People’s Republic, the Polish
People’s Republic, the Romanian Socialist Republic and the Czechoslovak Socialist
Republic. At the conference, the signatory participants exchanged views concerning the
most suitable ways and means of pursuing cooperation in the exploration and peaceful use
of outer space, taking into account the scientific and technical potentialities and economic
resources of each particular socialist country. Questions on forming a program of joint
research in the fields of space physics, space meteorology, organization of distant com-
munications and telecasts, and space medicine and biology with the help of artificial satel-
lites and geophysical and meteorological rockets were discussed. As well, the question of
jointly constructing and launching satellites and the possibilities of specialists from inter-
ested countries cooperating in the development of new instruments and equipment for
space exploration were discussed.’
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In Moscow six months later, on 30 May 1966, a Council for International Cooperation
in the Peaceful Exploration of Outer Space was established under the auspices of the
Academy of Sciences of the USSR — the highest scientific institution in the Soviet Union —
which was at that time led by Academician Boris N. Petrov. The Council determined that
the Soviet Union and the eight participating nations should each create a body to formulate
a scientific program for this undertaking.

Academician Boris Nikolayevich Petrov, President of the Council for International
Cooperation, USSR Academy of Sciences. (Photo: Author’s collection)

At another conference the following year, held from 5—13 April, all nine nations signed
an agreement to work together on a number of comprehensive space cooperation projects
in five areas of study: physics, meteorology, biology and medicine, space communica-
tions, and the study of the Earth’s natural resources. The protection of the planet’s environ-
ment would be added to the list in 1976. Further agreements reached at the conference
covered the holding of further conferences, symposia and meetings, as well as the exchange
of visiting scientists.

Sixteen months later, on 13 August 1968, the signatories to the agreement submitted to
the United Nations’ Secretary General a draft plan for an INTERSPUTNIK commercial
system of international space communication that would meet the requirements of both
developed and developing countries.



4 History and development of the Interkosmos program

THE FIRST INTERKOSMOS SATELLITE

On 20 December 1968 the Interkosmos program took flight with the launch into orbit of
the DS-U2-GK satellite (officially designated Kosmos-261) from the Plesetsk spaceport,
located some 500 miles north of Moscow. The satellite was to study variations in the
parameters of the upper atmosphere and the nature of the phenomena of auroras. Scientists
from Bulgaria, Hungary, the GDR, Poland, Romania and Czechoslovakia worked with the
Soviet Union to carry out simultaneous terrestrial observations with the satellite and then
participate in an analysis of the results.

The Soviet political newspaper Pravda invited Academician Petrov, the President of
the Council for International Cooperation under the USSR Academy of Sciences, to
express his opinion about the mission of this particular satellite. It quoted him as saying:

“Joint work by the scientists of the socialist countries in the field of space physics has
been conducted since 1957, when the first artificial Earth satellite was launched. At first
this collaboration was limited to the joint optical observations of the satellite on the ground,
and investigations based on those results. A new stage on this path was the joint fulfillment
of scientific experiments with the help of Soviet satellites and rockets, in accordance with
the program of collaboration between socialist countries in outer space which was adopted
in Moscow in April 1967. One of these experiments is being undertaken using the satellite
Kosmos-261 in conjunction with geophysical observations on the ground.

“The satellite has been injected into a near-polar orbit. Its launching has been timed for
a period close to the maximum in the solar activity cycle. It carries equipment to measure
the characteristics of geoactive corpuscles, that is, electrons and protons, and to measure
the variations of the density of the upper atmosphere.

“This is a multiple experiment. It also includes coordinated ground observations at the
geophysical stations of the Soviet Union and other socialist countries, and scientists from
Bulgaria, Hungary, the German Democratic Republic, Poland, Romania and Czechoslovakia
are taking part in these observations.

“The program envisages various investigations. It includes during the period of work of
the satellite, studying the characteristics of the ionosphere by vertical ionospheric probing,
measuring the absorption of radio waves in the ionosphere and studying sudden iono-
spheric perturbations. The investigations in the polar latitudes include also measuring
variations of terrestrial magnetic fields and terrestrial currents, as well as making photo-
graphic, spectral, electrophotometric and radar observations of auroral phenomena.
Moreover, changes in the orbit of the satellite will be measured, in particular during mag-
netic storms and auroras, as a means of calculating the density of the atmosphere.

“The multiple nature of the experiment and the use of different methods of investiga-
tion is connected with the fact that it is impossible to study sufficiently well many charac-
teristics of the upper atmosphere and magnetosphere of the Earth — including those which
are connected with magnetic storms and auroral phenomena, which cover huge areas of
near-Earth space, if the investigations are conducted from any point on the Earth. For solv-
ing these problems, it is necessary to have the international cooperation of scientists who
can study these planetary processes at different points on the Earth.”
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After providing a comprehensive technical exposition of the satellite’s capabilities and
characteristics, Petrov offers his concluding comments, stating that the experiments being
conducted with the assistance of the Kosmos-261 satellite are “an important step toward
the practical accomplishment of the program of collaboration between the socialist coun-
tries in the exploration of the physical properties of outer space. In the near future it is
planned to carry out joint experiments conducted with the launching of satellites and rock-
ets with equipment developed in a number of socialist countries.”

Engineers and technicians mate the Interkosmos-1 satellite to its Kosmos-2 carrier rocket.
(Photo: Author’s collection)

The following year, on 14 October 1969, the first solar satellite in the Interkosmos
series was launched into orbit from the Kapustin Yar Cosmodrome, first established in
1946 in the Astrakhan region, between Stalingrad (now Volgograd) and Astrakhan. The
Interkosmos-1 satellite, cooperatively developed between the GDR, Czechoslovakia and
the Soviet Union, was designed to study short-wave radiation emanating from the Sun and
its effects upon the Earth’s upper atmosphere. Its data revealed the polarization of the
solar X-ray radiation and helped in the study of the distribution of oxygen in the Earth’s
upper atmosphere.

On Christmas Day that year, a second space vehicle was launched from Kapustin Yar,
with Interkosmos-2 opening the series of ionospheric satellites. The goal of this particular
satellite was to investigate the parameters of the Earth’s upper atmosphere and ionosphere.
Its scientific experiments had been prepared by scientists from Bulgaria, the GDR, Cuba,
Poland, Romania, Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union. They yielded data on the global
distribution of electron temperature and ion concentration.
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On 13 October 1969 Boris Petrov addressed a meeting of international member delegates
ahead of the forthcoming launch of the Interkosmos-1 satellite. (Photo: Author’s collection)

At left, the Kosmos-2 rocket stands ready to launch Interkosmos-1. On the right, a museum
model of the satellite. (Photos: Author’s collection)
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RESEARCH PROGRAM CONTINUES

Many other satellite launches would follow, with the Interkosmos program allowing
Eastern bloc countries the opportunity to carry out quality but inexpensive scientific space
research. The investment of each of the nations varied widely, although it was the German
Democratic Republic that provided the highest level of funding. During the period from
1960 through to the mid-1970s, the GDR participated in more than fifty ventures under the
Interkosmos flag.

The Interkosmos-4 satellite during assembly. (Photo: Author’s collection)

One series of satellites launched under the Interkosmos program was named Vertikal.
In all, eleven such satellites were launched between November 1970 and October 1983,
mostly carrying experiments from the Soviet Union, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, the GDR,
Poland, Hungary and Romania to study solar short-wave radiation.

Going back in time a little, in 1972 the Soviet Union’s Opytnoye Konstruktorskoye
Buro (Experimental Design Bureau) OKB-586 had begun to develop a considerably larger
vehicle known as the automatic multi-purpose orbiting station, or AUOS, which would
permit the carriage and use of larger and far more sophisticated instruments and experi-
ments. The first of these bigger satellites, designated Interkosmos-15, was launched on 19
June 1976. Two years later, Interkosmos-18 carried with it a small Czechoslovakian satel-
lite called Magion, which separated from the parent satellite once in orbit. Two further
such satellites would be launched in 1989 and 1991.

In 1981 the Interkosmos program successfully launched the Bolgaria-1300 satellite
into orbit for Bulgaria. That same year France joined the program and participated in the
launch of the Oreol-3 satellite, which carried a total of 12 experiments: 7 provided by
France, 4 by the Soviet Union, and one as a joint venture.
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The Vertikal-1 satellite atop a V-5V rocket is prepared for launch. (Photos: Author’s
collection)
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The Magion receiving station at Panska Ves in the Czech Republic. (Photo: IAP ASCR)
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A model of the Oreol-3 satellite. (Photo: Author’s collection)

The break-up of the Soviet Union in 1991 led to the demise of the Interkosmos satellite
program, and it was officially terminated with the launch of Koronass-1 from Plesetsk on
2 March 1994.

A full list of the Interkosmos series of unmanned satellite launches can be found in the
Appendix section of this book.

EXPANDING INTERKOSMOS

Meanwhile, adding a note of confusion to the Interkosmos program, the proposed manned
aspect of the international venture was also given the formal title of Interkosmos in 1970
during a summit in Wroclaw, Poland. Under this agreement, each of the eight Soviet Bloc
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nations would be responsible for making and supplying its own equipment, while the Soviet
Union had responsibility for integrating experiments into satellites and the launching of
both the satellites and manned spacecraft involved in the Interkosmos program. Adding
further confusion, the Soviet committee formed to oversee these activities also went by the
name of Interkosmos. This was responsible for carrying out satellite research programs for
bilateral cooperation unrelated to the manned Interkosmos program. However several years
would pass before the manned phase of the Interkosmos program was fully developed.

At a Moscow meeting on 13 July 1976, the governments of the nine countries involved
in the Interkosmos program signed an “intergovernmental agreement of collaboration” for
the peaceful exploration of space. This document authorized each of the eight bloc coun-
tries to send one of its nationals on a Soyuz mission. Moscow only required that these
cosmonauts be military pilots, because their prior flight training and experience would
make them better prepared for space flight.

Soviet officials then used medical and psychological criteria to set out the order in
which the different nations would fly their missions. Czechoslovakia and the Poland would
be the first two, then the German Democratic Republic, also known as East Germany.
Given that it was the latter that participated most actively in the program, the GDR govern-
ment insisted that the order be changed, but the Russians held firm.

At the same time in the United States, NASA was making preparations for the first mis-
sions of the space shuttle, announcing plans to offer places on some flights to foreign
astronauts, including Europeans. The official announcement of the selection of these pay-
load specialists, as they were known, was made on 8 July 1976, some five days prior to the
signing of the Interkosmos agreement.

On the Soviet side, international flights were scheduled to begin in 1978, with a guest
cosmonaut-researcher being launched in the right seat of a two-seat Soyuz to the Salyut-6
space station. The spacecraft would be under the command of a Soviet cosmonaut and the
mission would last about a week. The training of the international cosmonaut would take
about 18 months, and two guest cosmonauts would be trained in each case. From these a
prime and alternate candidate would be selected for each flight.

In December 1976, the first six foreign cosmonauts arrived at the Gagarin Cosmonaut
Training Center (Tsentr Podgotovki Kosmonavtov, or TsPK) in Moscow’s Star City. They
were the representatives of Czechoslovakia, Poland, and the German Democratic Republic.

This is the story of those manned missions into space.
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First to fly: Czechoslovakia’s cosmonaut

According to Vladimir Remek, speaking in Prague on the topic of Czechoslovakian-Soviet
cooperation in the Interkosmos program on 28 May 1982, eleven years before the peaceful
dissolution of Czechoslovakia into the Czech Republic and Slovakia on 1 January 1993:
“Economic scientific and technological cooperation between Czechoslovakia and the Soviet
Union is a steady source of values whose extent, especially in the progressive scientific fields
and key technology, we can hardly estimate. Space research has a firm basis in the coopera-
tion of the two countries today, especially as a component of international cooperation of
socialist countries in the exploration and use of the universe in the Interkosmos program.”

A COOPERATIVE VENTURE

In a bold initiative in late 1965 the Soviet Union announced that it would make available
to all socialist countries the use of its latest space technology, as long as their participation
and goals fell within the framework of peaceful exploration and use of space. Because of
the complexities involved, it took time to broaden the plan and build up sufficient domestic
and international momentum. As a result, the functional beginning of the Interkosmos
program only took place in Moscow in April 1967. That month delegations from socialist
countries met to address the basic issues of how they could cooperate in space exploration;
particularly in space physics, space biology, space meteorology, and space communica-
tions. Cooperation between Soviet and Czechoslovak specialists had been evolving in this
direction even before that date, both in laboratories and through Czechoslovak participa-
tion in experiments of the Soviet national space program.

Czechoslovakian participation in space exploration acquired a whole new dimension
on 14 October 1969, when the first Interkosmos satellite was launched to study the Sun’s
radiation. Shortly afterwards, in December, the Interkosmos-2 satellite was launched to
study the upper atmosphere of the Earth. In July 1976, during the signing of the new gov-
ernment agreement on the Interkosmos program, the Soviet delegation suggested that
experiments be undertaken not only on satellites but also on manned Soviet spacecraft.

Remek continued, “Czechoslovak science participated significantly by installing and
preparing experiments in all fifteen Interkosmos satellites launched thus far, as well as in
‘Vertikal” geophysical rockets, the first of which was launched in the Soviet Union on
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28 November 1970. Not only were there achievements in the basic research of space phys-
ics and astrophysics, biology, medicine and the like, [but] these were augmented in 1975
by geophysics and other fields when the program was expanded in a fifth direction with the
remote exploration of the Earth. And the results of research in space communications led
to the signing of an agreement to create the international ‘Intersputnik’ system and orga-
nization, which had its tenth anniversary last year.

“Manned space flights in the Interkosmos program, in which cosmonauts from socialist
countries work side by side with the Soviet cosmonauts as international crews orbiting the
Earth, have sometimes been called a turning point in the whole development of this pro-
gram. [ believe that these flights, and thus my space flight as well, were merely a logical
expansion of the preceding cooperation in the peaceful exploration of the space. This soon
reached the stage that even socialist countries which until then had been using only satel-
lite technology, were able to prepare experiments for manned flights because the Soviet
Union generously offered us the space in the spacecrafts and aboard the space stations.”!

Czech cosmonaut/researcher Vladimir Remek. (Photo: Hospodarske Noviny)
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THE RIGHT PLACE AT THE RIGHT TIME

Nearly thirty years after he entered the world on 26 September 1948, Vladimir Remek
became the first person to travel into space who was not from the United States or the
Soviet Union, with the additional honor of being the first Czech citizen to orbit the Earth.

The son of Slovakian-born fighter pilot Jozef Remek (later a lieutenant general in
the Czechoslovak Army and Deputy Defense Minister of Czechoslovakia) and his
wife Blanka, Vladimir Remek was born in southern Bohemia. His birthplace, which he
loved exploring with his sisters Jitka and Dana, was the picturesque city of Ceske
Budejovice, located near the Austrian border at the confluence of the VItava (Moldau)
and Malse rivers.

Ceske Budejovive, the capital of South Bohemia, has preserved its historical character over
the centuries and today boasts one of the largest squares in Europe. (Photo: Ceske Budejovice
Tourist Information Center)

Ceske Budejovice, better known abroad by its old Germanic name of Budweis, today
serves as an important hub in the Czech brewing industry. The town’s historical core,
named for its founder King Premysla Otakara II, is one of the largest and certainly most
photogenic market squares in Bohemia, with camera-bearing tourists being drawn to the
visual spectacle of its baroque Town Hall, St. Nicholas Cathedral, Samson Fountain, the
ornate Vcela Palace and 236-foot Black Tower, with its high lookout and belfry, dating
from the 16th century.

At the age of six, Remek was taken on his first airplane flight in a Fieseler Fi-186
Storch, traveling from his hometown to Bratislava, Slovakia. While growing up he enjoyed
reading aviation stories and building model airplanes, but had his youthful heart set on
becoming a salesman in a pet shop. He said in one interview that he had a fascination with
ornamental fish and thought it was a good opportunity to bring a few home as pets. Due to
his father’s career in the Czech Air Force, the Remek family moved frequently. After tak-
ing his first years of elementary education in his hometown, from Grade 7 on Remek
attended school in Brno, Moravia.
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There was great excitement in Brno on 12 April 1961, when the students heard over the
school radio that a Soviet cosmonaut named Yuriy Gagarin had successfully completed an
orbital flight around the world.

At this time Remek was also active in the Pioneers, an Eastern Bloc version of the Boy
Scouts, and later participated in the Czechoslovak Youth Organization. He took his high
school education in Caslavi, eastern Bohemia, majoring in physics and mathematics. As
a teenager, he won many local and regional awards in 400-meter, 800-meter, and
1,500-meter events as a member of his high school track team. After graduating in 1966
he rejected his earlier aspirations of either becoming a pet shop salesman or pursuing a
career in nuclear physics and decided instead to enlist in the Czechoslovak People’s Army
in order to learn to fly. He subsequently entered Vyssi Letecke Uciliste (a military flying
college) in Kosice, near the Ukrainian border, where he first soloed in an Aero L-29
Dolphin jet trainer.

In 1969, Remek moved on to Prerov Air Base near Brno for advanced training in the
supersonic Mikoyan Gurevich MiG-21 fighter. The following year he returned to Ceske
Budejovice as a second lieutenant to fly the MiG-21 in the 1st Fighter Interceptor Regiment.
At the age of 24, now the best pilot in his squadron, he was awarded a military scholarship
and proceeded to the Gagarin Air Force academy in Russia. Here, from 1 September 1972,
he took on advanced studies over the next four years. He returned home in June 1976 and
five months later achieved the rank of captain. Remek then served as Deputy Squadron
Commander of the 1st Fighter Squadron until he was selected for cosmonaut training. He
recalls how he came to be selected to carry the Czechoslovakian flag into space.

“It was actually a rather short but very interesting and dynamic journey. Czechoslovakia
in that era was part of the Eastern Bloc and was a member of an organization called
Interkosmos. Other members were for example [the] German Democratic Republic (East
Germany), USSR, Poland and others .... It was 1976, about a year after the first joint
USSR and American project — the Soyuz Apollo, when two spacecraft docked together in
orbit and the Soviet and American astronauts met in space for the first time in history. And
after that, the USSR offered to the Interkosmos countries an opportunity to participate on
Soviet human space flight missions.

“For me it was really something. I was just about to finish the Gagarin Air Force
Academy near Moscow and so I joined this race to get that opportunity. It was very much
a matter of being in the right place at the right time and having studied at the very right
school. There was of course a long process of selection and at the end there were represen-
tatives from Czechoslovakia, Poland and East Germany. And in that order we all went
to space in 1978. That I, as a Czechoslovak, was the first was an interplay of many
circumstances.”

SURVIVING THE SELECTION PROCESS

The selection process began in the summer of 1976, with the Kremlin anxious to show the
world a friendlier face by launching a new propaganda campaign. It was determined that
the Gagarin Cosmonaut Training Center (Tsentr Podgotovki Kosmonavtov, or TsPK)
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located in Moscow’s Star City did not have the capacity at that time to train any more than
six foreign candidates for space flight. As each of the initially nominated Eastern Bloc
countries had to supply two trainees, the first set of candidates came from Czechoslovakia,
Poland and the German Democratic Republic. Other nations would follow.

The first phase in the selection of a pair of suitable Czech candidates was undertaken by
the Prague Institute of Aviation Medicine. They went through the personal files of all 179
serving Czech Air Force military pilots aged 25-35 years who met the general require-
ments for flying supersonic aircraft, and reviewed the results of their annual medical exam-
inations. The top 100 were selected for national medical examinations. During these, the
Chairman of the Standing Medical Committee, Col. (Dr.) Antonin Dvorak said he initially
excluded all the physically unfit pilots; those for example, who were excessively over-
weight, or suffered from conjunctivitis, ulcers, neurosis, liver inflammation, or urinary
tract infection. At the end of this process, 24 names remained as possible candidates. After
a far more thorough physical and psychological examination conducted at the Institute that
involved further testing of the vestibular system that maintains a sense of balance, the list
had been winnowed down to just eight: Frantisek Pavlik, Ladislav Klima, Stefan Gombik,
Vladimir Remek, Pavol Bialon, Jan Hasan, Oldrich Pelcak and Michael Vondrousek. The
men had still not been told the purpose of this vigorous testing and scrutiny, believing it
was all about the possibility of test-flying a new type of high-performance aircraft.

The next step saw a delegation of Soviet doctors arriving in Prague in October 1976, led
by veteran cosmonaut Vasiliy Lazarev. The delegation conducted their own examinations
from 21-25 October, which finally reduced the field to just four candidates: Ladislav
Klima, Oldrich Pelcak, Vladimir Remek and Michael Vondrousek. “The decision was the
Russians, of course ... they had the last word,” said Dvorak.?

The four candidates arrive in Moscow. From left, Vladimir Remek, Oldrich Pelcak, Michael
Vondrousek and Ladislav Klima. (Photo: Oldrich Pelcak Archives)
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On 10 November, Dvorak flew to Moscow with the four finalists for two weeks of
intense scrutiny and examination. A fortnight earlier, the four candidates had finally been
informed of the purpose for all the testing by the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense,
Jozef Remek (for the record, the father of Vladimir Remek). “He talked to us and he told
us the top-secret information,” explained Ladislav Klima. “We were not allowed to talk
about [it, even] at home, but I told my wife. I trusted her.”

Still more evaluations and tests, including riding a centrifuge, were carried out within
Star City from nine in the morning until six in the evening. “In the evenings we talked; we
were not allowed to leave Star City,” reflected Klima. Alcohol was strictly forbidden. They
could attend the center’s movie theatre but as Oldrich Pelcak recalled, it “projected every
evening the same film — one of western Kazakhstan, with Red Army soldiers fighting the
bandits”. They soon found other things to occupy their evenings.

In mid-November the four candidates appeared before the Soviet medical commission,
where they were told that all of them were suitable candidates to fly into space. As recalled
by Klima, “The Russians said, “We were asked to test you. Now it is the decision of your
government.””

The four Czech candidates returned home, and the following day it was confirmed that
the two leading candidates were Remek and Pelcak, although the slightly chubby Remek
had to follow a strict diet to lose around 20 pounds, in order to meet the strict weight
requirements and qualify for Soyuz mass calculations. As his mother Blanka told the CTK
news agency, “He loves good food and cooking, and it was a sacrifice. But thanks to his
enthusiasm for sport, he managed it by playing hockey, football and volleyball. He often
came home with bruised knees and elbows.”

After being congratulated on their selection, the two pilots were told that they would be
returning to Moscow on 6 December 1976 for TsPK training, along with the chosen pair
of candidates from Poland and East Germany.

TRAINING BEGINS

Oldrich Pelcak was born on 2 November 1943 in the Czechoslovakian city of Zlin, in
south-eastern Moravia. At the age of seven he began his eight-year elementary education
at a school in Kyjov. In 1958 he began studying at the Ugerske-Gradiste Engineering Junior
College, graduating four years later in 1962. While attending high school he also took on
work at the local Aero Club, where he flew gliders, later moving on to motorized airplanes.
After graduating from high school he put in a tender for acceptance into the Kosice Air
Force College and was accepted. He joined the Communist Party in 1964. A determined
and talented student, he graduated from the college with honors in 1965 and then served as
a flight engineer lieutenant with fighter squadrons in the Czechoslovakian Air Force.

In 1969, he achieved the rank of lieutenant commander and two years later qualified
as a pilot Ist class. He was then promoted to the rank of captain. In 1972 he was chosen
to study at the Gagarin Air Force Academy, along with Vladimir Remek. Three years later
he was awarded the medal “For Service to Country” and in 1976 he defended his thesis
and graduated.

Pelcak, his wife Hannah and their two sons Oldrich and Milos, were allocated an apart-
ment inside Star City, and he recalls that one of his neighbors was Yuriy Isaulov, who had
been selected to join the Soviet cosmonaut detachment six years earlier.
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Soviet Cosmonaut Yuriy Fyodorovich Isaulov. (Photo: Spacefacts.de)

Isaulov was to have been selected to pair with Pelcak as one of the two teams competing
for a seat on the first Interkosmos mission, but soon after he was chosen for the flight it was
determined that it would not be wise to fly any all-rookie crews following the failed dock-
ing of Soyuz-25 in October 1977, especially not with a minimally trained international
candidate. As a result, Isaulov was replaced by Nikolay Rukavishnikov, a veteran of the
Soyuz-10 and Soyuz-16 missions. The luckless Isaulov would never journey into space. In
November 1980 he was selected for the Soyuz T-3 back-up crew, but this was dissolved
when its commander, Vasiliy Lazarev, failed a medical test early in 1981. With no prospect
of a mission, Isaulov resigned from the cosmonaut detachment the following year.
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After six months of classroom training on the theory of space flight, two potential
crews were announced for the first Interkosmos mission. Vladimir Remek was partnered
with Col. Aleksey Gubarev, who was commander of the Soyuz-17 mission which visited
Salyut-4 in January 1975 with flight engineer Georgiy Grechko. Oldrich Pelcak joined the
replacement commander Nikolay Rukavishnikov, who was a civilian. Following this, all
the training was undertaken as crew units, pending an evaluation of which team was the
stronger and better-trained. Each training day lasted from eight to ten hours.

Prior to his assignment to train with Gubarev, Remek had been living in a hotel room
by himself. This solitary situation seems to have changed when the crew formed. The
Moscow News reported that Remek lived with Gubarev while training. As Gubarev has
pointed out: “Ever since the day we started our joint training I told him to abandon his
bachelor room in the hotel and to move into my place. It was a decision made by all of
us — wife, daughter, and son (also Vladimir) included.”®

Aleksey Gubarev (left) with Vladimir Remek. (Photo: Spacefacts.de)

Beginning in October 1977, the two crews were subjected to splashdown and survival
training, an exercise in which even the hardiest of stomachs were tested. As related by
Pelcak, “Just once I was sick [while] practicing splashdown [procedures]. Landing in the
cabin, we were on the Black Sea [with] six-foot waves and suddenly Nikolay Nikolayevich
[Rukavishnikov] takes the [sick] bag and throws up. I smelt that sour smell and heard the
sounds; it took a lot of overwhelming [these sensations] but after forty minutes I started to
vomit too. It was an hour of torture.”’
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Oldrich Pelcak (top) with Nikolay Rukavishnikov. (Photo: Spacefacts.de)

Early in 1978 the two crews were given exercises in weightlessness aboard a special
aircraft that would fly parabolic arcs over a five-hour period.

The date was 25 February 1978, and it was a day both crews had been anticipating yet
dreading because the verdict was to be delivered on the flight assignments. The four men
were called into the office of Lt. Gen. Vladimir Shatalov, the Commander of Cosmonaut
Training, who said that following their recommendations to Prague, a decision had been
reached and conveyed back to Shatalov. He then informed them that the prime crew would
consist of Remek and Gubarev, with Pelcak and Rukavishnikov acting as their back-up crew.

Although he said nothing at the time, Pelcak still believes that there was some measure
of political intrigue in the selection of Remek, due to his militarily influential father. However
he also understands that while Gubarev had previous experience as a spacecraft commander,
Rukavishnikov had only flown as the crew engineer on his two space missions.



Deputy chief of the cosmonaut training unit, Aleksey Leonov, in discussion with Oldrich
Pelcak and Nikolay Rukavishnikov. (Photo: Author’s collection)

A publicity photograph of the Soyuz-28 crew prior to their space mission. (Photo: Author’s
collection)
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FIRST CZECH IN SPACE

Vladimir Remek recalls making the final journey to the Soyuz capsule with a sense of
unease and even dread. “It was freezing, and there was snow on the barren steppe land-
scape. On the various platforms alongside the rocket were a lot of tech staff finishing up
the required tasks. [They] wore long heavy furry sheepskin coats with furry hats and heavy
duty gloves ... and because they were working on the high platform where you really
couldn’t put fences, they had thick belts around them secured with heavy chains to the
platform ... And of course in this cold weather, the steam came up from their mouths. [As]
we slowly climbed up to the top in the slow elevator ... each of them, on the multiple
platforms, knocked on the elevator window and showed thumbs up. I described it as if the
devils escorted you to the cockpit ... [because] they were hairy, furry, with red cheeks,
steam coming from their mouth and those heavy, heavy chains ... one hopes they are not
escorting you to hell.”®

On 2 March 1978, after an unexplained three-day launch delay, 29-year-old cosmonaut-
researcher Capt. Remek finally broke the 17-year monopoly on nationalities in space held
by the United States and the Soviet Union. At 15:28 GMT (UTC), Soyuz-28 lifted off
from Launch Pad 1 at the Baykonur spaceport on a mission to dock with the Salyut-6
space station. Their radio call sign was Zenit (Zenith), and the flight was scheduled to last
7 days and 21.5 hours (plus/minus one hour). The designated duration would be the same
for all the ensuing Interkosmos missions, so that no participating country could claim that
it had been granted a longer time in space than any other.

The launch was attended by a delegation from Czechoslovakia that was headed by
Jozef Lenart, a member of the Presidium of the Central Committee of the Communist
Party of Czechoslovakia. In a political sense, the mission was also a propaganda coup for
Soviet-Czechoslovakian relations, occurring on the 30th anniversary of the Soviet-backed
coup d’état in 1948, when the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia assumed control over
the government of that country, marking the onset of a Communist dictatorship which held
power until the ‘Velvet Revolution’ of 1989 brought about the nation’s conversion to a
parliamentary republic. But that was more than a decade in the future when Soyuz-28 tri-
umphantly took to the skies.

As Soyuz-28 flew its rendezvous in preparation for docking with the 19.8-tonne space
station, the resident crew of Salyut-6, Yuriy Romanenko and Georgiy Grechko, who had
arrived at the station on 11 December 1977 aboard Soyuz-26, were little more than a day
from surpassing the American space record set in 1974 by Skylab astronauts Gerald Carr,
Edward Gibson and William Pogue of 84 continuous days in space.

Romanenko and Grechko had previously been visited by the Soyuz-27 Soviet crew of
Vladimir Dzhanibekov and Oleg Makarov. The main objective of that mission had been to
exchange the Soyuz spacecraft, thereby freeing up a docking port for a Progress resupply
tanker. Unlike its predecessors, the Salyut-6 station had been designed with two docking
apertures; one at the forward end and another at the rear so that two visiting ships could be
docked at the same time. But only the aft port had the facilities to transfer propellant to
the station. The Soyuz-25 mission had had to abort after failing to dock at the front port,
so the next mission had used the aft port. The Soyuz-27 mission had been improvised in
order to clear the aft port and restore the configuration needed to receive for the tanker.
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The Soyuz rocket prepared for launch from the Baykonur pad. (Photo: Author’s collections)
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Gubarev and Remek responding to questions posed before their flight. (Author’s collection)

This was achieved on 16 January 1978 when Dzhanibekov and Makarov returned to Earth
in the old spacecraft after spending five days aboard the orbiting station, leaving their own
ship at the front port.

As the Soyuz-28 flight proceeded, the Soviet news agency TASS announced that the new
mission had initiated a research program of space flights which would be followed later in
the year by cosmonauts from Poland and the German Democratic Republic. The agency
further reported that a group of ten cosmonaut candidates from Hungary, Cuba, Mongolia,
Romania and Bulgaria would begin training that month for similar flights in the future.

TASS also said that in his first radio communication session with ground control
Gubarev “reported that they had started implementing the program of preparing
the Soyuz-28 ship for a rendezvous with the orbital complex Salyut-6/Soyuz-27". These
pre-docking preparations included a correction in the Soyuz capsule’s orbital trajectory.

The link-up with Salyut-6 took place on 3 Marc