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50 YEARS AGO SYMPHONIE 1, A REVOLUTIONARY TELECOM SATELLITE

Abstract

Half a century ago, France, the third space power, and Germany, had the telecommunications satellite
Symphonie 1 launched from Cape Canaveral, making them entering a field until then the exclusive domain
of the two big space powers. Astronautics first and biggest application started in earnest with the launch,
barely one year after Sputnik 1, of the simple store and forward US Army SCORE, sending a presidential
message. On the third anniversary of the space age, the Army Courier 1B became the historic first
active telecom satellite, opening the way to the commercial Bell/ATT Telstar 1, allowing the first live
transoceanic transmission in July 1962 between the USA and France, however only lasting ten minutes.
In Europe, at the initiative of France, cooperation in aeronautics had started in the 50’s with the unlikely
partner of Germany, the former having been the first Allied country to open its arms to the former enemy.
It began with the license manufacturing of military aircraft. The next step was full design cooperation,
launching in 1959 the Transall cargo aircraft program. German experiments also began flying from 1954
on French Véronique sounding rockets. An astounding furia francese in rocketry from the 40’s resulted in
March 1962 in the creation of the ELDO to develop a space launcher, with the British Blue Streak stage,
topped by French and the German stages. In January 1963 de Gaulle and Adenauer accordingly signed
an agreement for a telecom satellite to be launched by ELDO, before Syncom III became in August 1964
the first geostationary satellite, thanks to a solid propellant apogee boost motor. This paper will detail
the extraordinary story of a satellite born on the deep roots of the national design bureau in Cannes in
occupied France during World War II, Symphonie 1, becoming in December 1974 the revolutionary first
telecom satellite using 3-axis stabilization and an unified liquid propulsion system for both apogee boost
and station keeping in geostationary orbit. Its heritage is no less unique: it first was at the origins of the
Ariane program, as its launch by a Delta rocket because of the failure of Europa prevented its commercial
use under the terms of the Intelsat Convention. But it also led to the highly successful Spacebus telecom
satellite family, the first non-American one to be exported, the first to be sold in the US and the only
sold to the three main space powers!
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