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The 50th anniversary of the Black
Arrow: UK space experts reflect on
the past as the future beckons
At the Farnborough Air Sciences Trust
museum, Skyrora and the UK Space Agency
celebrated the anniversary of the first
successful launch of the Black Arrow rocket
with a selection of esteemed speakers.
Industry leaders reminisced over the UK’s
pioneering efforts in the final frontier and
shared insights about the industry’s bright
future in the NewSpace era before an
intersectional community of engineers,
students, and journalists.

The 4th of March 2020 marked the 50th anniversary of
the first successful launch of the Black Arrow rocket,
which would later become the first and currently only
British rocket to carry a British satellite into space when
it placed the Prospero science satellite into orbit.

The anniversary was celebrated at Farnborough Air
Sciences Trust (FAST) Museum, supported by premiere
NewSpace company Skyrora in partnership with the UK
Space Agency (UKSA).

Speakers at the anniversary event included Richard
Gardner, Chairman of the FAST Museum; Alan
Thompson, Skyrora’s Head of Government Affairs;
Emma Floyd, Director of Commercial Spaceflight at the
UK Space Agency; and most prestigiously, Terry Brooke,
a veteran spaceflight engineer currently employed at
Skyrora who is the last surviving specialist to have
worked on the Black Arrow rocket.

The speakers addressed a crowd of UK Space
Industry insiders alongside a collection of engineering
students from Farnborough College of Technology, in
front of the second stage fuel canister of the Black Arrow
itself, which survived miraculously intact after re-entry
following its successful mission to land in the middle of
the Australian outback, and was only recently returned
to the UK in 2017.

Richard Gardner expressed his enthusiasm for the
remarkable artefact, stating: “This significant addition to
our display of space satellites, systems and innovations
that all came from the former RAE at Farnborough,
should attract much interest, especially from young
people, as we encourage the next generation to
participate in the exciting NewSpace era that Skyrora is
helping to re-establish in the UK.” He was no doubt in
part referring to the following of young engineers who
attended the event to celebrate the anniversary, eager
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for a sense of where the UK’s NewSpace industry is
headed.

Richard welcomed Alan Thompson, who spoke to
how the anniversary inspires the UK’s path on the next
steps toward space. He explained that: “The engineers
who worked on this spectacular rocket, and past UK
projects like it are our inspiration. They’re what we’re
celebrating, and their achievements are precisely what
Skyrora wishes to recreate, as we realise the UK’s Space
ambition.”

European space business
Skyrora is one the biggest names in the world of
European Space business, both as a swiftly growing
rocket developer, and as the company that has
trailblazed Ecosene fuel, a kind of Kerosene suitable for
rockets and aviation, developed from conventionally
unrecyclable plastics, which currently only possesses
a one percent loss in thrust compared to conventionally
produced Kerosene.

Skyrora recently successfully conducted an engine
test using Ecosene in Scotland on the morning of the
24th of January, championing the possibility of a green
rocket revolution with a fuel which is both cheaper to
develop and possesses the incredible potential to
introduce unprecedented profit to the recycling industry.

Skyrora hopes to bring together everything they’ve
achieved on their journey to launch their flagship rocket,
the 22m tall Skyrora XL, from a Scottish spaceport by
2022 using a series of disruptive technologies such as
Ecosene fuel and 3D printed parts, to place smallsat
platforms into polar orbit. The launch could catapult the
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UK’s space industry forward by field testing a series of
emerging technologies and proving the UK’s latent
launch capability.

Alan closed out his remarks by saying: “Whilst we
make progress and open up new opportunities in the
NewSpace economy, we at Skyrora believe it is vitally
important to see our past successes, to nurture
inspiration and drive us forward into the future.”

Emma Floyd was warmly welcomed to provide a
more overhead view of the UK space sector. She began
by introducing UKSA’s efforts: “We are committed to
growing our space sector, which has been a great
success story over the last decade. Since we were
established in 2010, the sector has grown by 60 percent
to now generate £15 billion per year and employs more
than 40,000 people.”

She went on the explain the group’s next steps: “The
UK is world-renowned for building small satellites.
Developers like SSTL and Clyde Space are cutting out
a healthy slice of the satellite market, but the key to the
industry is launch. That is what we are trying to build
with the help of Skyrora. Industry and government have
invested £40 million in grants to bring both vertical and
horizontal launch back to the UK by supporting our
spaceports. A healthy launch sector will act as a catalyst
for growth in a wide range of UK commercial sectors.”

Integrity of fuel systems
Terry Brooke closed out the event by recounting his role
in ensuring the integrity of the fuel systems of the first
and second stage chambers of the rocket when he was
dispatched to Saunders-Roe on the Isle of Wight to aid
in the development of the Black Arrow rocket’s first and
second stage systems.

He shared the reasoning behind the Prospero
satellite’s name which came from the unfortunate nature
of the cancellation of its funding. Just like the

Shakespearean sorcerer of theatrical legend, the
satellite lost its powers, after a fashion, when the Black
Arrow project was cut from the UK defence budget.

The satellite was originally named Puck, after the
winsome sprite from A Midsummer Night’s Dream,
another key Shakespeare character, but was renamed
to commemorate the satellite’s fall from grace. Like
Prospero himself, the development team continued
without the powers they’d taken for granted and
launched the satellite with what resources they had
remaining, successfully orbiting the platform onboard
the Black Arrow and making British history despite the
Ministry of Defence’s then lack of enthusiasm.

The story feels like a testament to the ingenuity of
British engineering, that even in a time when the space
race boom was dying out, space tech developers
refused to give up, and achieved what they’d set out to
do on a wing and a prayer. It would appear that the
innovative spirit of the UK has survived the UK
Government’s decades-long disinterest in the space
industry, which has seen us fall so far behind our
neighbours, to be reinvigorated in time for the
NewSpace era.

Terry dedicated his speech to the members of the
team behind Black Arrow who are no longer with us and
echoed the remarks of his fellow speakers in expressing
his enthusiasm to see a new generation of space tech
developers pick up where he and his team left off.

At the time of the late 1960s, the UK was still a leading
scientific pioneer in the space industry, a reputation we
have since lost, though as investment in the NewSpace
sector soars and a new era of space travel dawns, British
space technology is rising to the challenge with disruptive,
collaborative technologies which are rocketing the UK
back into a prominent position in the sector. While we
may no longer be leading the charge, it looks like the UK
will enjoy a valuable place at the table.
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