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a news

Changes at MNASSA

The Editorial Board has agreed that
MNASSA will go electronic and free of
charge from the end of 2010. This is as
part of a move to simplify the Societyés
business side.

Currently MNASSA is distributed to two
categories: members and subscribers.
The subscribers pay on a calendar year
basis and the members pay their fee at
mid-year. Asitistoo late to make changes
in the arrangements for members, we will
continue to send printed copies to them
until at least June 2011 but we are thinking
that they could be offered a reduced sub-
scription in future years if they are willing
to use the electronic edition. However, if
the number who want the printed editions
becomes too small, the costs will go up
and we may have to stop it altogether (the
printed version, that is). If the number be-
comes very small we could consider print-
ing them ourselves on a laser printer.

It is proposed to notify all subscribers
around the end of August of the changes
and to have a demonstration web site in
place by then.
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The issues for members are delivered to
the Hon Treasurer and the current address
labels are given to him by the Hon Mem-
bership Secretary. The Treasurer organ-
izes the postage costs and the distribution
company then fetches the issues to go out
and mails them.

The work in distributing MNASSA to
subscribers is quite signiycant and has
been handled over the years by voluntary
Business Managers. There are 112 ad-
dresses on the list, receiving 121 copies in
total. Many subscribers purchase through
agents and get a 20% discount. Nearly all
(91) are foreign, involving the Treasurer
in negotiating foreign exchange and yllI-
ing out a form for each. Many have to be
individually invoiced. In addition, copies
occasionally get lost in the post and have
to be replaced. Then there are address
changes etc. Six times per year the is-
sues have to be sent out. Although the
subscription business has been marginally
proytable in principle, it is doubtful if it
really has been in practice.

In addition to paid subscribers, mainly for-
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eign, there are currently a number of free
subscriptions and the new Council will
have to decide if these will continue:

Each ASSA Centre (8)

Book review editor (2)

Chichester planetarium

David Dunham, USA

International Dark Sky Association,
USA

RG Glass (Hon Auditor)

M Streicher (5)

Royal Astronomical Society, UK

SAAO (3)

Each of the (5) SA Copyright libraries
receives a copy by law so long as we print
100 or more copies. This reduces to one if

the print-run is less than 100.

The number of members is around 250 at
maximum time of year. We are currently
printing 450 copies. This is 79 too many
and could be reduced by about 50 (to al-
low 29 spare copies). The spare copies
are necessary to cover postal losses and
occasional back orders.

We have changed printers with the June
2010 issue to Megadigital. The print
method also changed from litho to digital.
The cost per issue is about R4 500 typi-
cally and thus per copy it is around R10.
If the print-run is smaller, the unit price
will increase, but not as much as with
traditional lithography. A

New Members

The following new members were accepted during the last Council meeting. MNASSA

would hereby want to welcome them all.

Mr Jonathan Balladon, Moreletta Park, Pretoria
Mr Derrick Caird, Kabega Park, Port Elizabeth

Mr PG Dormehl, Durban

Mr J Exelby, Howick, Kwazulu-Natal
Ms Karen Fischer, Strydenburg

Mrs Vivienne Gadd, Knysna

Mr Ernest Halberg, Welkom

Mr G Laubscher, Table View, Cape Town

Mr Ashleigh Maharaj, Esther Park, Kempton Park

Mr Michael Neale, Gezina
Mr AJ Nel, Bedfordview, Johannesburg

Mrs M Neumann, Northriding, Johannesburg

Mr Hannes Oelofse, Garsfontein, Pretoria

Miss Chantal Olivier, Bedfordview, Johanneshurg
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Mr Wessel Olivier, Rooihuiskraal, Pretoria

Miss Seshini Parther, Halfway House, Midrand

Mr Dick Plaistowe, Southbroom
Mr M Preston, Vaalpark, \ereeniging
Mr D Rampathi, Malanshof, Randburg

Mr Montagu Thorne, Morningside Manor, Sandton
Mr Dylan Van Rensburg, Meyersdal, Johannesburg

Mr R Walavalkar, Sandton, Johannesburg

AT

Brief Update on Charles Affair

(see MNASSA April 2010, p.48)

This information is from a report by
the NRF President, Dr van Jaarsveld, to
SAAO staff on 14 July 2010.

Prof Bozzoliés report was presented to
Minister Pandor. It has been decided not
to release it in full.

Recommendations:

There should be conversations about the
future of astronomy given the scale of
the investment. These should include
the Dept of Science and Technology.

An advisory board for SAAO will be
appointed, independent of NRF and
SAAQ.

There should be broad consultation to es-
tablish a multi-wavelength community.

The NRF will establish an fiastronomy
desko, to be occupied by a senior as-
tronomer or physicist. This person to
lead discussions on formation of an
SAAO board and other matters such
as the location of the MeerKAT Opera-
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tions Centre.

In the short term, the President of the
NRF will control SAAO directly and
will work closely with the Vice-presi-
dent for Facilities (Dr Mazithulela).

Answers to some questions at this ses-

sion:

Regarding successor to Prof Charles
(he deynitely will leave in September
2011): The ficlimateo for a search must
be got right yrst, then a search will be
made through the Astronomy Desk and
the Advisory Boardé .If we are to have
a new Institute of Astronomy this will
affect things.

Regarding apology to Prof Charles and
staff: NRF President has apologized
personally to Charles. He is getting
advice as CEO of NRF. Quote: iWe
were over-zealous in suspending Philo.

Regarding relationship between Prof
Charles and Dr Mazithulela: They
should not be pushed into a corner. It
is essential to keep communication
going. A
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Amateur Rocketry in South Africa T 1952-63
Greg Roberts (grr@telkomsa.net)

In the April 2010 issue of MNASSA (Vol
69, Nos 3 & 4, p.67) Dr Peter Martinez
reviewed the book Cracking the Sky: A
History of rocket science in South Africa.
This book details the activities of Desmond
Prout-Jones which deals solely with his
activities. As Martinez pointed out, the
book does not really live up to its title as
it completely ignores the activities of other
amateur rocketry groups that were active
in South Africa at the time. Consequently,
some of the claims made in the book are not
completely valid.

During the period covered by the Prout-
Jones book, there were three amateur rock-
etry groups in South Africa, working inde-
pendently with very little mutual contact.
These groups were: Desmond Prout-Jonest
in Johannesburg, the Astronautical Re-
search and Experimental Group of the
Port Elizabeth branch of the South African
Interplanetary Society and the University of
Natal Rocket Society and Research Group
(UNRS) in Durban.

This article is an attempt to try to give a
fuller, although still a very incomplete

134

picture. Unfortunately there is very little
information available on the Port Elizabeth
(PE) group T only from occasional newspa-
per cuttings of this period. | was very ac-
tively engaged in the UNRS group (hence
its dominance in this article). It is hoped
that this brief summary might bring to life
some of the other people involved so that
ultimately as complete a history as possible
can be assembled.

Perhaps the best way to cover the history
will be a chronology of events that | had
found over that period. It is certainly not
complete but is all that is currently avail-
able. In compiling this | have had to rely on
my memory as well as various newspaper
articles, publications, photographs and cor-
respondence with some of the members |
have been able to locate after 50 years.

Early beginnings

The yrst indication of interest in rocketry
and space travel in South Africa appears to
have been the establishment of the South
African Interplanetary Society in Johan-
nesburg. Very little information is available
about it and it does not appear to have been
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In south africa

As the oldest reference in
my possession (dated 11
October 1953), this news-
paper clipping suggests |
Desmond Prout-Jones to
be the fifathero of amateur
rocketry in South Africa.

1 A
1
very active or in existence for more than a
few years. | did however attend their exhi-
bition in the Johannesburg Public Library
in December 1954, but do not recall much
else about it. This society does pop up from
time to time in the activities of two of the
three amateur rocketry groups.

1953

11 Oct: A newspaper clipping about a
17-year-old radio apprentice, Desmond
Prout-Jones, showinga 1 m long, 75 mm
diameter, liquid fuelled rocket, still to be
launched. Prout-Jones claims it took him
exactly 5 years to get to this stage.

In 1999 Brian Evans (of the PE group)
claimed to be the fifather of S.A. rocketryo.
However, in the light of Prout-Joness 1953
press article, this claim is contradicted. So,
barring any further evidence, Prout-Jones
can indeed be regarded as the father of
amateur rocketry in South Africa.

1956

10 June: Youths Build S.A.&s First Rocket
Motor (S.A. Press Association): fiSouth
Affricals yrst supersonic rocket motor, built
by two teenagers, Alan Bowman and John
Deschamps, was tested in Port Elizabeth
today, and was reported a complete suc-
cessd. Dr. PK. van Gent, a Government
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Desmond (17 ) Is
‘Rocket Expert

(Sunday Tribune Special Correspondent)
SHORT distance outside Johannesburg is
a rocket range where, for a number of
years now, advanced work in rocket propulsion
i has been going on.

analyst who assisted
the young rocket
engineers, was enthu-
siastic about the test,
which was watched
by about 20 people.o
& no further details
were given.

JONES
making an adjustment to
his liquid fuel rock:..

The author started doing backyard experi-
ments in his home town, Glencoe (North-
ern Kwa-Zulu Natal), with home-made
gunpowder rockets. Only static motor tests
were carried out with no actual launches.

1958

The author and Brian Page, two 1% year
Engineering students at the then University
of Natal (Durban), formed a friendship and
started some amateur rocket experiments
using a tennis court near the university
residence, Ansell May Hall, where Brian
and the author resided during their uni-
versity academic year. Due to the author(s
difyculties in walking as a result of polio
in 1957, Brian became the Launch Of-
ycer (he could move faster than Greg!)
and remained so for the entire duration of
the Societyts existence. Besides being the
Launch Ofycer, Brian was also the person
responsible for preparing and mixing the
rocket propellants and was ably assisted by

august 2010
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During the period
1958-1959 some
50 rockets were
launched from be-
hind the University
of Natal, Durban.
(left) Brian Page
busy placing a small
two-stage rocket on
its launch rail.
(right) A two-stage
launch on 7 May
1959. The second
stage yring is obvi-
ous (the lighter
puff of smoke) with
the rocket a black
streak near the top
of the picture (ar-

rowed).

Lance Roberts (no relation to the author) at
the Societyts launches. As they grew more
adventurous, the tennis court soon proved
too small and close to habitation. Launches
were moved to a hill slope at the back of
the University which faced in the direction
of the relatively unpopulated area (later to
become the suburb of Manor Gardens).

August 1958: The University of Natal
Rocket Society and Research Group
(UNRS) was formed. The leading mem-
bers were (in no particular order): Brian
Page, Greg Roberts, Arthur H.J. Sale and
Allan J. Mash.

fiThe idea of organising a rocket research
group at University occurred to Greg Rob-

erts and Brian Page when they happened to
see a Russian vim exhibited in South Africa
called Blazing A Trail to the Stars which
showed some scenes of amateur rockets
being launched T presumably in Russia.
The pair decided to conduct some rocket
experiments on their own and started yrst
with static tests of small rocket engines
powered with gunpowder. Roberts had
had some previous experience with such
engines when he was much younger, but
discovered that his backyard test yrings
made him extremely unpopular in his
hometown neighbourhood because all the
dogs and chickens in the area would howl
and cackle for about half an hour after each
yring.0 *

* Source: Capt. Bertrand R. Brinley (U.S. Army) article on the UNRS that appeared in American Model, May 1960.
Brinley was appointed by the U.S. Army to assist amateur rocketry groups in the United States. 1 do not recall how he
came into contact with the Society but | corresponded with him. His article was based mostly on this correspondence.
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1959

March: The UNRS applied to the Students
Representative Council (SRC) of the Uni-
versity of Natal to be approved of as an
ofycial University Society. This enabled
the Society to get a small annual grant to
carry out activities. Membership of the
UNRS averaged around 50 members each
year but only about half a dozen students
were actively engaged in the running of the
Society.

Several members, e.g. Allan Mash, Arthur

Sale and the author, experimented with

various rocket propellants T some of which

resulted in spectacular and loud explosions!

Whilst most of them proved more powerful

than the so-called fimicro-graind propel-
lant (zinc dust and sulphur) used by most

amateur groups, this was not pursued being

considered too dangerous.

Since May 1959 the UNRS launched sever-
al small two-stage rockets. This is believed
to have taken place before Prout-Jonests
yrst pight of a multistage rocket. In all ap-
proximately 50 rockets were launched from
the UNRSGs site at the back of the Univer-
sity and the highest altitude attained was
about 1 000 metres. One launch resulted in
a large grass yre with the students rapidly
vacating the area and the Group realised
that they had to ynd a larger test firangeo.
At about this time it was discovered that
the UNRS activities were breaking the
law as permission had to be obtained from
the Chief Inspector of Explosives (CIE) in
South Africa to launch anything T red tape
had struck!

In south africa

In an undated press report (circa July/
August 1959), the PE group claimed that
one of their rockets soared to a record
height of about 11 000 m, reaching a speed
of 1600 km/h. The designer and builder
was Brian Evans. The rocket is believed
to have been a 4,2 m long, solid fuel, three-
stage, weighing 50 kg and launched from
a 6 m high tower. There was some uncer-
tainty whether the third stage yred, so the
claim of a South African record cannot be
substantiated.

1960

The UNRS started producing its own quar-
terly free publication, BLaAsT-oFF, which cov-
ered space matters including Astronomy for
University members. Interested members
of the public could subscribe to it for a

and picture of P.E. ROCKET
a  newspaper 7 MILES UP

cutting  (circa 1,000 m.p.h. speed claimed
Jul/Aug  1959)
reporting on
the PE groupbs
famous launch. |
In the picture
is designer and
builder, Brian &
Evans (centre)
with  Bryan
Hook (left)
and Rodney de
Beer.

The  caption




nominal fee. The vrst issue contained

an article on Project Adamastor which

etry In south africa

(left) A reason-
ably small sol-
id fuel rocket
launch by the
Port Elizabeth

group.

(right)  This
IS probably
the 4,2 m long,
solid fuel,
three-stage
rocket of the
PE group,
claimed to

was a planned 3 m long liquid fuel have reached
rocket, developing 450 kg thrust for six 11 000 m,

seconds and capable of carrying a9 kg Nere
prepared for

launch.

instrumentation package to an altitude
of 15 km. The propellants proposed
were red fuming nitric acid (7,3 kg)
and aniline (2,6 kg), stored in concentric
tanks. Asmaller static test motor, weighing
about 6,3 kg and producing 115 kg thrust,
was already under construction by Gilbert
Hamer Engineering Works (a large marine
ship construction/engineering concern in
Durban). Arthur Sale also reviewed the
choice of propellants for this rocket. It
would appear that this project was subse-
quently abandoned as the proposed pro-
pellants were too toxic and dangerous to
handle safely.

During the June/July vacation the Univer-
sity held a large exhibition called fiFrom
our Worldo at the Woolbrokers Federation
Building in Umbilo, Durban. The UNRS
was asked to put on an exhibition and the
Department of Physics provided funding.

being

Two rockets were designed by the author,
one called RS60-1 which was a single stage
solid fuel rocket. The other one (RS60-2)
was a large two-stage solid fuel rocket,
capable of reaching an altitude of about
11 km. These rockets were constructed in
the Department of Mechanical Engineering
workshops by a Society member, Frank
Bullock, who had served an apprenticeship
in fiytting and turningo.

After the usual red-tape with the CIE,
permission was ynally obtained to launch
RS60-1 which was achieved on 11 Septem-
ber from a beach launch site just north of the
Tongaat River. The 45 kg, 1,8 metre long
rocket with a diameter of 88 mm carried
a radio beacon transmitter, parachute and
di-chloro-puorescein dye which produces
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(above) Cover page of the yrst issue of BLAsT-
orfF. (right) Lance Roberts and Brian Page,
in protective clothing, busy fuelling RS60-1,
here perched upside down in the hole pre-
pared for the launch tower (see cover pic-
ture). (bottom-right) RS60-1 shortly after
ignition, launched from Tongaat beach. The
rocket can be seen near the top of the photo-
graph whilst the object below-left of it is the
nose-cone which separated prematurely.

a bright green stain in water. The rocket
achieved an altitude of nearly 4 km before
splashing down in the sea. The thrust was
about 1525 kg and the rocket was esti-
mated to have reached a top speed of about
1280 km/h. The launch was attended by
members of the press and also featured
on African Mirror T a weekly report of
news events in South Africa, screened in
cinemas. This amount of publicity did not
gain the Society any favourable points with
the CIE!

BLasT-oFF, September 1960, gave a compre-
hensive report on the launch with articles by
the author on the technical aspects and by
Les Page-Shipp who was the Range Safety
Ofycer. In the same issue it was proposed
that the various aspects of the Society be
sub-divided into design, public relations,

In south africa

propellants, instrumentation, electrical,
equipment and transport, radio communi-
cations, photography, rocket tracking (radio

ust 2010
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and visual), yrst-aid, camp and food, range
safety, etc. Members could volunteer for
the areas that interested them.

1961

One of the founding members of the
UNRS, Allan Mash, former chairman and
editor, changed his choice of career and had
moved to Grahamstown to study theology
and eventually became a church minister.

The author wins an award by the Engineer-
ing Society for best student paper presented
at the annual Engineering Society Student
Papers contest, where he described the
activities and ambitions of the UNRS. The
judges were several University staff in the
Engineering Department.

A sub-branch of the UNRS was formed at
the University of Natal, Pietermaritzburg,
by two ex-members of the Durban group,
3Jockd McNeil and Grey de Villiers, who
changed universities. Not much is on
record about their activities and how long it
lasted but indications are that it never really
took off. Greyts mother produced a beauti-
ful red and white parachute which was used
at the Red Desert launch for the RS60-2
yrst stage (more later).

Buast-orF VoI 2, No 1, contained an article
by Kenneth Wynn on the construction
of a ybre-glass rocket which he and Len
Dicks were investigating. R.F.N. Reynolds
(6Robbied) reported on a 3-stage, solid fuel
rocket that he was planning to make out
of high tensile-temperature steel (diameter
about 90 mmand 2,75 m long). In addition,

140

Len Dicks
holding
RS62-2
which was
originally
designed
as the sec-
ond stage
of a larger |
two-stage |
rocket,
dubbed
RS60-2.

a list of |
university =
and public
members
was  pub-
lished
where 4
the name

Prout- = “
Jones appears. However the author does
not recall any correspondence or input
from him.

Biast-orr VoI 2, No 2:  The ybre-glass
rocket project was dropped as expert opin-
ion was that the rocket would blow up like
a balloon. Basil J. Gardner reported that
he was working on a high altitude camera,
whilst Lance Roberts had been conduct-
ing static tests on various propellants, best
summarized as fiFizzzzzz----BANG!0. A
promising combination had been found
and was being investigated further.

The CIE raised no objections to the rockets
proposed to be launched, provided that the

mnassa vol 69 nos 7 & 8
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UNRS obtain a site with a firadius equal to
the rockets altitude which is clear of lifeo.
One of his worries was how the UNRS was
going to ensure that rocket stages yre in the
correct sequence. Since one of the rockets
proposed for launch had a possible altitude
of 70-80 km, it meant that its launch was
unlikely as the UNRS could not ynd such
a site. This is the main reason why all
subsequent UNRS rockets were conyned
to relatively low altitudes.

Anarticle by Basil Gardner on the possible use

of an area 170 km south of Durban (known
locally as the fiRed Deserto) as a launch site
was proposed, following an examination by
himself and Robbie Reynolds. (This site was
used for the 1962 launchings T see later.)

Brast-orr Vol 2, No 3, reported that Dr
P.A. O0iBrien, a lecturer in the Physics
Department at University of Natal, Durban,
had been appointed the UNRS President.
ObBriends hobby was radio astronomy
which is believed what he eventually made
his profession.

Kenneth Wynn gave a progress report on
the ybre-glass rocket project as the previ-
ous test yring resulted in a fihorrible messo
A comment made by the editor was that
fithe new rocket looks complicated and we
would not be surprised if they leave some-
thing out by mistakeo!

The UNRS was now a member of the Brit-
ish Interplanetary Society and mention was
made of the Natal Group in one of their
publications.
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In south africa

Two articles by the author dealt with liquid
fuel propellants. Part 1 contained details
on the proposed high altitude liquid fuel
research rocket, then on the drawing board.
This would be a multi-stage rocket using a
solid fuel booster weighing about 225 kg,
diameter 20-25cm and 1.5 metres long.
The second stage was a liquid fuelled rocket
(liquid oxygen and ethyl alcohol) having a
planned diameter of 30 cm and 3,7 m long,
weighing about 320 kg. The expected ynal
velocity was in the region of 1 220 - 1 830
m/sec, reaching an altitude of over 160 km.
The rocket was to be constructed in the
University of Natal Mechanical Engineer-
ing workshops.

Fred Heyl presented a report by himself
and Roy Spring on using the de Brug
Army Gunnery Range at Tempe (near
Bloemfontein) as a possible launch site.
The commandant in charge of the range
was very interested and suggested the
UNRS approach the Commandant-Gen-
eral in Pretoria, Colonel Pienaar, who was
the Armyds Director of Explosives. This
meant that the UNRS now by-passed
the CIE as the whole project would then
fall under the supervision of the Army.
However, one of the complications was
that this range was directly under the
Kimberley to Cape Town air-route, which
meant that dates and times would have to
be published in the Provincial Gazette be-
forehand. Another complication was that
radar tracking by the Army was out of the
question as only a few units were available
and moving them to de Brug would be a
major task.
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In BLasT-oFF VoI 2, NO 4 (August 1961), the
following from Jock of the Pietermaritzburg
group: fiA valuable source of ideas has left
for the U.S.A. and his presence will deynitely
be missed. There was a suggestion that Tim
Harwarden* should try and contact Capt.
B.R. Brinley and give him some hints.o

Part 2 of the article by the author was on
Liquid Fuelled Propellants as well as an ar-
ticle dealing with the mathematics involved
in designing a solid propellant rocket. A
report by Trevor Dunstan on the use of
naphthalene as a solid rocket fuel (mixed
with other chemicals) which concluded that
it was not a practical proposition.

Kenneth Wynn reported further on his y-
bre-glass rocket, now with a ceramic-lined
nozzle. Grey de Villiers reported working
on some instrumentation that was to vt
in the 75 c¢cm long ybre-glass nose cone,
produced by Basil Gardner. Jock McNEeil
reported working on a concise history of
the UNRS (unfortunately never completed
or made available). It was also reported
that the launching tower length had been
increased to 7,5 m.

August 1961: The UNRS received a set-
back when permission was refused by the
CIE to launch the 5 m high two-stage rock-
et, RS60-2. The reason given was that fithe
rocket could go off-course and since ithas a
range of about 35 km, it could possibly sink
a ship in the Indian Oceano.

* Timds father was Professor at the University of Natal,

In south africa

Brast-oFr VoI 2, No 5 where the editor
(Greg Roberts) wrote: iUnless more mem-
bers take an active interest, the Society will
soon fade out, and in this Age of Space,
we think it would be deplorable if this oc-
curred. One member made the statement
that the Society is orun by a gangd. This is
very true but membership of the so called
dgangd is open to all members. This dgangt
contains the workers and brains of the So-
ciety. We encourage members to take an
active part, but the vast majority state that
since they know nothing, they cannot do
anything - JUNK! How much rocketry did
the founders and present active members
know? NOTHING, but because they took
the trouble to discuss or read about rocketry
they now have a keen interest. | have been
critical but something has to be done if the
Society is to continue to function.o

Basil Garner reported he was working on
a very slow, though vigorously burning
propellant and there was a further brief
report by Kenneth WWynn on his ybre-glass
rocket.

Part 3 (ynal) contained fiLiquid Rocket
Propellantso by Greg Roberts and fiRadio
Tracking of the Explorer VII satellitedo by
Basil Gardner and Greg Roberts.

No launches were held during 1961 as the
Society tried to ynd a suitable launch site
while battling with the restrictions of the
CIE.

Pietermaritzburg, where Tim did his B.Sc. Tim later

became a wellknown professional astronomer and was one of the shortlisted candidates for the directorship of
the South African Astronomical Observatory many years later.
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