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astronomers can glean through an occultation is that, when Pluto is
positioned between the Earth and a star, it is revealed that Pluto has
an atmosphere.

The SOFIA is expected to be an improvement over the storied and
now-retired Kuiper Astronomy Observatory aircraft that for 21 years
was operated by Ames Research Center, said SOFIA Chief Scientist
Eric Becklin.

“One of the things that SOFIA can do that Kuiper couldn’ do
is — because of its large aperture, it actually has a clearer view of the
universe. We'll have a sharper view. In fact, it will be the sharpest view
we'll have at some of the wavelengths we're looking at,” he said.

Researchers can’t be certain what they’ll find with the new airborne
observatory but judging from past experiences, Becklin said, the
possibilities are, well, galactic.

“The most exciting science is really trying to understand the
chemistry and, potendially, the biology that’s going on in space, and
really getting to the heart of the question of, did life form here on
Earth, or did it form out in space?” he said.

The SOFIA alone won't offer answers to how life began on Earth,
but mission planners expect that the science conducted on the aircraft
could contribute to new ways of looking at the universe.

“If we can actually change the paradigm of where life formed — we
all know we came from the stars and all the molecules that make up
our body were formed in massive stars, but if we can understand how
life came about and (understand that) it really came from space, that
will really change people’s thinking,” Becklin said.

There are advantages to using infrared telescopes — like the one featured
on the SOFIA - to study the universe versus using other wavelengths.

Photo courtesy Ames Research Center

The Kuiper Airborne Observatory is pictured during one of the missions flown
as part of a 21-year career that wrapped up in 1995.
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The German-built telescope that is the heart of the Stratospheric Observatory
for Infrared Astronomy is nestled in the NASA 747SP’s rear fuselage.

“An advantage of infrared (versus other wavelengths) is that it
‘peers’ through the dust that is out in space,” he continued. “There is
a lot of dust in space; it’s between stars. The view that we get of the
universe in the optical or ultraviolet (wavelength) is biased by dust.
SOFIA will probe right through that dust.

“In the visible and ultraviolet, youre mainly looking at stars. When
you look in infrared you see stars, but also see more strongly the
dust and gas those stars formed from or are throwing off as they die.
You really get a different view of the universe when you look in the
infrared.”

The SOFIA is expected to be a key component of the NASA
astrophysics program, aimed at exploring fundamental questions
about the universe. The SOFIA will help astronomers learn more
about the birth of stars, the formation of solar systems, the nature
and evolution of comets, the origins of complex molecules in space,
how galaxies form and change and the mysterious black holes at the
center of some galaxies — including our own.

Modifications to the Boeing 747SP airframe to accommodate the
telescope, other mission-specific equipment and the large external
door were made by L-3 Communications Integrated Systems of
Waco, Texas.

The science portion of the SOFIA program will be planned by
Ames Research Center and managed by Universities Space Research
Assn., or USRA, of Columbia, Md., and the Deutsches SOFIA
Institut, or DSI, of the Universitit Stuttgart, Germany.
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