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Wakata lifts off on mission to command the ISS

1) BAIKONUR, Kazakhstan -- Koichi Wakata, 50, was launched into space on Nov. 7 for perhaps the
greatest mission of his career to date: command of the International Space Station (ISS) -- the first
Japanese astronaut to hold the post.

2) However, though on the verge of such enormous honors and responsibilities, Wakata spent
every last minute he could doing the job of husband and father, reserving warm words for each
member of his family. It was Wakata being his usual self, which is to say astronomically kind
and caring.

3) Wakata and two other ISS-bound astronauts woke at about 1:30 a.m. (4:30 a.m. Japan time) on
Nov. 7 and, some five hours later, arrived at the Baikonur Cosmodrome to don their white Russian
space suits. He then bid fond farewells to each member of his family from behind a glass wall --
a safety measure to make sure he doesn't carry any infections into space with him.

4) When his 48-year-old wife Stefanie told him she'd had trouble sleeping, he told her it would take a
while to dock with the ISS, and that she should rest up in the interim. To his son Akio, he said,
"Are you tired? Take lots of photos of the launch, OK?"

5) This is Wakata's fourth trip into space, but his first time to make the trip on a Russian Soyuz rocket.
He told his brother, 47, to "take care of mom." His 80-year-old mother Takayo said she was
"looking forward to seeing the launch on TV and in the newspapers," and told Koichi to "have a
safe trip." "I'll see you later," he replied with a smile.

6) Before getting changed into his spacesuit, Wakata also accompanied the Sochi Olympic torch,
carried by Russian cosmonaut Mikhail Tyurin, on a march from the astronauts' hotel with light
music playing in the background. Then a smiling and waving Wakata boarded the bus to the launch
site with his two companions.

7) In Russia, there are a series of little ceremonies and events that must, by superstitious
convention, precede a spaceflight. One of those is that light music, like that which accompanied
the three astronauts' walk from hotel to bus, must be played. What's more, the song has to be "The
Grass Near My Home," a 30-year-old tune from Russia's Soviet era.

8) As he left the hotel, Wakata also did the traditional thing and signed his name on the door.
According to 49-year-old fellow astronaut Satoshi Furukawa, who was there to see the
autographing, Wakata was then splashed with so much holy water he left the room dripping.
That got a laugh out of his family and everyone else standing nearby, and kept the mood light.

9) Another somewhat odd Baikonur tradition followed. About a kilometer from the launch pad, the

bus carrying the three spacefarers stopped so that Wakata could take a pee by the side of the
Y ‘ - road -- just as the first person in space Yuri Gagarin had done before

- his historic mission in 1961.

10) The day before the launch, Wakata spent some quality time

with his family watching the Russian action-comedy, "White Sun of

the Desert." Watching the film is yet another Baikonur tradition, and

Wakata had in fact seen it once before during his time as a reserve

astronaut. [11/07/2013/2013/Mainichi Japan]
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