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Early Baker-Nunn camera.
Peter Smits

! The Minitrack system, a worldwide network of radio-receiving stations operated by the Naval
Observatory in Washington, was primarily intended to receive and record scientific information from US
satellites and not otrackd satellites in the usual sense of the word. It was not yet operational when Sputnik
was launched in October 1957. The South African Minitrack station, located in the grounds of the [then]
South African Railways Training College at Esselen Park, was located a short distance to the west of the
now R21 between Johannesburg and Pretoria It became one of the most successful stations in the world.
In 1960 it moved from Esselen Park to Hartbeesthoek.

2 Baker-Nunn 6camerasb (actually large, short-focus Schmidt telescopes designed to track fast-moving
objects and standing almost two metres high and weighing nearly a ton!) were located in Argentina,
Australia, Japan and South Africa. In South Africa the 6cameradwas located on a site adjoining the [then]
South African Post Officeds Radio Transmission Station at Olifantsfontein, a few hundred metres to the
west of the now R21 between Johannesburg and Pretoria. It consisted of the temporary, virtually roofless
metal building housing the large camera, two or three metal rondavels and a radio mast. The buildings
were set on a bare piece of flat veld and the bitter, windswept Highveld winter nights must have made
observing a less than happy experience. (see also MNASSA Vol 71 Nos 5 & 6 June 2012)
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