Der Astrodynamics

Brouwer vs Vinti

"If it disagrees with experiment it is wrong. In that simple statement is
the key to science. It does not make any difference how beautiful your
guess is. It does not make any difference how smart you are, [or] who
made the guess... if iisagrees with experiment it is wrong. That is all

there is to it."

Richard P. Feynman

Historical Notes

John Vinti was one of the few surviving figures from the American Golden Age of
Science that begaHereckiveda 8.8. degreeeamathénatlts) s .

and a D. Sc. degree in physics both from MIT. Physicist Philip Morse, who was his
advisor, suggested the approach o-flacdbii ndi ng
Theory. Then, as now, the HamiltorJacobi equation was regarded by most

physicists as only a point of departure for gquantum mechanics. Years later, he

became the first to apply the HamiltornJacobi Theory effectively to the general

perturbations of orbital and celestial mechanics the analytic methods of orbit

prediction.

Intheearly 19406s, while working on interior
Garfinkel, an astronomer, and Joel Brenner, a mathematician at the Aberdeen

Proving Ground in Maryland. Garfinkel helped direct his efforts in celestial

mechanics, while Brennerreinvigorated his focus in finding a solvable solution of

the Hamilton-Jacobi equation in orbital and celestial mechanicslt was also during

his stay at Aberdeen that he developed a close association with giants such as John
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von Neumann, Martin Schwarzdild, Subramanyan Chandrasekhar, and Josef and

Maria Goeppert-Maier.

In 1959, Vinti produced his first series of papers on the motion of a close Earth,
drag-free satellite by means of a separable Hamiltonian. By introducing a
gravitational potential in oblate spheroidal coordinates, Vinti was able to
simultaneously separate the HamiltorJ a c o b i equation and satisfy
eqguation. Since the assumed potential is very close to that of the Earth, the resulting
analytic solution to the equations of motioryields very accurate and rapid results.
Until that time, standard general perturbation methods were both computationally
intensive and relatively low in accuracy for use in orbit prediction. In a single

brilliant effort this changed overnight. Scientists and engineers especially in the
British, Soviet, French, Japanese and Chinese Space communities were quick to
recognize this work and adapt it to their needs in both research and applications.
For various reasons, the United States Space communities havegfatten the

powerful Vinti method of general perturbations.

All the equations of Vintids method were pub
several attempts by government agencies and defense contractors, all the Vinti

computer programs were not accesle to the world community. Most of these Vinti

computer programs are based on the classical orbital element formulation and not

proven to be free of singularities. An analytic Vinti computer program that has no

singularities and developed with the use afniversal variables, was finally presented

in the 1998 Vintiodos book AOrbital and Cel est
Aeronautics and Astronautics. Here, a further improved version is presented in the

vinti computer programs of DerAstrodynamics

The United States Space surveillance and tracking systems, in general, use the
Simplified General Perturbation (SGP) and its derivatives and extensions, which are
essentially derived from the Brouwer theory. The problems of tracking satellites at

the zero and critical inclinations still present difficulties for any Brouwer type

Copyright © 200DerAstrodyramics.com 2



Der Astrodynamics

method. It is impossible to fix the SGP programs that are not designed to compute
these types of satellite orbits because of singularities associated with the Brouwer
theory. In a letter dated December 23, 1959, Professor Brouwer wrote to Vinti to
express his displeasure and criticism that Vinti asserted to have solved the critical
inclination singularity problem in the National Bureau of Standards Report, STR
2434. This report andthe letters of their dialogue, which are obtained from the
family of Vinti, are presented in the following. One interesting quote extracted from
a letter of Dr. D.G. King-Hele (January 1, 1960)is:i The emi nence
position doe®ndts pir gwhe 'tohat h
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TECHNICAL NEWS

From
U. S. DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE
NATIONAL BUREAU OF STANDARDS
WASHINGTON 25, D. C.

SUMMARY TECHNICAL REPORT
STR-2434
December 1959

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION CONTACT
NBS OFFICE OF TECHNICAL INFORMATION

EM 2-4040 - Ext 7142

RESEARCH ON SATELLITE ORBITS

Summary: The National Bureau of Standards has devised a
simple, direct approach for determining the effects of the
earth's oblateness on the orbit described by an artificial
satellite. This method is shorter and less complicated than
the perturbation method usually applied to the problem. It
offers the additional advantage-of eliminating the need for
special considerations at the critical orbital inclination.
The solution provided by the Bureau's procedure can also be
adopted as a starting point for using perturbation theory to
find the effects of factors other than oblateness.

The National Bureau of Standards, in work done for the Air Force,
has devised a simple, direct approach for including the effects of the
earth's oblateness, or flattening at the poles, in the calculation of

1/

satellite orbits.—~' Based on an analysis by J. P. Vinti{ of the Bureai's

mathematical physics group, this approach applies in cases where drag is
negligible. Although results are still being worked out, it promises to
eliminate many of the difficulties encountered in applying perturbation

theory to the problem of calculating the effects of oblateness. Further=
more, it can be used even when the orbital inclination approaches the

critical value of 63.4 degrees, where special considerations might

otherwise be necessary.
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YALE UNIVERSITY OBSERVATORY
BOX 2023, YALE STATION
NEW HAVEN, CONNECTICUT

135 PROSPECT STREET

December 23, 1959

Dr. J. P. Vinti
National Bureau of Standards
Washington 25, D, C.

Dear Dr. Vinti:

A short time ago I received a copy of the Summary Technical Report STR-2434 on
Research on Satellites. I am convinced that there was no intent to mislead the reader,
but, after having read the communication several times, I have the uneasy feeling that
only a reader who is fully informed on the subject will come to the correct conclusion.
Those who are less familiar with the problem are likely to conclude that you have
accomplished the impossible: a solution of the artificial satellite problem in which the
difficulty of the critical inclination has vanished.

In your particular potential,

g " B, P, (sinf}) B, P, (sinf3) 7
V== 1+ 3 + T
r {. r r ki
the ratio B4/322 = 1. The Summary Technical Report on page 3 states that this ratio

agrees, within the limits of observational error, with the most recent and most reliable
value—that found by King-Hele and Merson.

O’Keefe, Eckels and 8quires (AJ 64, 245, 1959) find for B4/B 2 - 1.46. This result
appears to be more trustworthy than that by King-Hele and Merson. Hence it seems pretty
well established that the coefficient of the fourth harmonic is larger by some 40 to 50
per cent than in your model.

These remarks do not intend to minimize the value of your contribution. I merely
am unhappy about the manner in which it was presented in the Report.

With all good wishes for the Christmas Season and the New Year.

Sincerely yours,

Ol ssins

Dirk Brouwer

DB/bjd
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28 December 1959

11.4

Dr. D. G. King-Hele

Royal Aircraft Establishment
Farnsborough, Hants

England

Dear Dr. King-Hele:

As you will perceive from the enclosed letter, I have got myself
in trouble with Professor Brouwer. As you know, he is the editor of
the Astronomical Journal and one of the leading dynemical astronomers
in the world, so I do not wish to remain in this trouble.

I had known of the work of Jeffreys and of O'Keefe et al when
I wrote the material for STR-2434, but disregarded it when I wrote
"the most reliable value". This was on three counts:

(1) Jeffrey's value for J4 depends on the assumption that

cross-sections of the earth are ellipses

(2) O'Keefe had not yet committed himself in a published
paper on the value of J4

(3) According to Cornford, King-Hele, and Merson, "Recent
Studies of Satellite Orbits”, IAS Paper No. 59-141, 7th Anglo~American
Aeronautical Conference, your value for J4/J22 was still coming down,
closer to the value corresponding to my potential. The latest decrease
had its source in corrections for the third harmonic, the rotation of

the atmosphere, and lunar-solar perturbations.

These remarks will constitute the major part of my reply to
Professor Brouwer, but I should appreciate the favor if you can give
me any further information about the reliability of your value for
J4/J22, as compared with that of O'Keefe ot al. As a partial return
for such a favor, I promise to keep you out of any controversy, by
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not gquoting you directly.

Sincerely yours,

John P, Vinti

P.8. Brouwer's remark about the critical inclination has to do with
the disappearance of singularities in the perturbation theory when
I+ Jzz = 0. _

The angle 63.4° remains a critical inclination, however, in the
senaet ;:rt when I expand my integrals in powers of k = (Ip -1 t)/nmz,
I find ,‘the mean motion of the line of apsides relative to the line of

nodes vanishes, to the first order in k.

JPV/mc
Encl.
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Guided {eaponsg Department,
4 Royal Aircraft Establishment,

South Farnborough,

BY AIR MATL Hants, England.

1st Jamuary, 1960.

Dear Dr. Vinti,

Thank you for your letter of 28 December. I'm sorry to
hear that you have received such an undeserved rebuke from
Professor Brouwer. The eminence of his position doesn't prove
that he is right!

Jeffreys would certainly agree that his value of J, in
"The Earth" is purely a conventional one: he has told me that
he accepts our values of J2 and Jh'

I am afraid I have not made any further refinements of
our calculations since my paper for the International
Astronautical Congress, which I wrote in July. (This was
almost identical to the paper which Cornford gave at New York
in October). We still stand by those values and see no reason
to revise them.

I think that (if we haven't made any mistakes!) our
results aught to be more accurate than those of O'Keefe et al
because we have used the nodal motion of two satellites,
whereas they have used the motion of node and perigee of one
satellite. Now it is very difficult to define the perigee
position of a satellite accurately, in the presence of perturba-
tions, and almost impossible to determine it observationally.
For example, with Vanguard 1, an angular travel of 10 at
perigee changes the height by only 200 ft., a distance which is
quite undetectable with the relatively crude linitrack
observations from which the orbit of Vanguard is determined.

Dr. Ji P. Vinti, /The
National Bureau of Standards,
Washington 25, p.C.,

UCSQA.
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The Minitrack observations have, I believe, an accuracy of
about 3 minutes of arc, which corresponds to about 3000 fi.
in height. This accuracy is however quite good enough for
determining the node, since the ground track can be
estimated correct to about 3000 ft. too, or 0.01° in
longitude.

Best wishes for the New Year,
Yours sincerely,

(D. G. KING-HELE)
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