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            Introduction to Alba ad Astra Mark II

          

          Pippa Goldschmidt

        

      

    

    
      Recent and repeated ‘Freedom of Information’ requests to the Scottish civil service have finally unearthed copies of Alba ad Astra, the delay to the initial request allegedly due to the pamphlet incorrectly filed under ‘sky’ (perhaps a deliberate sleight of hand, perhaps an administrative error). With this – and associated information – we can now assess the importance of this pamphlet on public policy.

      What is clear is that prior to the first publication of Alba ad Astra in 2009, the Scottish space industry was only developing in a piecemeal and haphazard fashion.

      Although Clyde Space was founded in 2005 and has been growing steadily ever since, there seemed little appetite for actual rocketry. Scotland’s northern location makes it ideal for launching satellites into polar orbits and yet for many years neither the Westminster or Holyrood Governments appeared able or willing to devise a space launch programme that exploited this geographical advantage.

      Now for the first time, we can reveal paperwork indicating that officials did carefully study Alba ad Astra as soon as it was published. A Government paper on assessing the potential economic impact of any future spaceport states:

      
        
        ‘Prior to 2009, UK policy was perhaps overly focused on satellite capability, rather than on the means to launch those satellites from within UK territory. After the demise of the Black Arrow programme in 1971, subsequent governments diverted the limited funds at their disposal away from the French-dominated Ariane launcher programme, deeming it better value for money to simply buy a slot on a commercial launch. But the publication of the Alba ad Astra document (sic) has sparked a cascade of correspondence from voters around the country demanding to know why we are reliant on other (not always friendly) nation states, when in the past there were clearly attempts made at building indigenous rocket launching sites.’

        

      

      A second paper, this one assessing the potential cultural impact of any future spaceport asserts:

      
        
        ‘Scotland has its castles, its distilleries, its poetry centres. Why should we not add to this fine (and lucrative) list its spaceports?’

        

      

      And finally, a recent paper examining the potential environmental impact claims:

      

      
        
        ‘The launching of rockets off the coast in a northerly direction will do little damage to the peat moors or machair, and likely less harm to crofting than the re-wilding programme. As Alba ad Astra shows, previous rocket launching sites have managed to blend in with their environment and even be mistaken for other types of activity. Whilst we do not propose to go down this route (see the recent paper on cultural impact for an assessment of the advantages to the local tourism economy of a rocket launching site), if future administrations wish to do so, Alba ad Astra indicates it is entirely possible for a rocket production site to be disguised and/or misidentified as a cement factory!’

      

      

      Other papers show that officials made repeated trips to the sites identified in Alba ad Astra, where detailed measurements of wind direction and weather patterns were recorded. One local newspaper’s claims of a series of illegal raves at the Kyle of Tongue – rubbished at the time – can now be explained more satisfactorily as being caused by a group of scientists and civil servants. Apparently they were documenting the extent to which loud noise might be detected in nearby settlements, and any possible damage caused by sonic booms.

      Since then Sutherland has been selected as the UK’s first spaceport, with its initial proposed launch in 2022.

      Shetland is following hot on its heels, with another proposed launch site on Unst. However it is clear that the officials wanted to secretly test the waters before Sutherland or Shetland got the go-ahead and decided their best plan was to hide in plain sight, which is why they apparently chose the vast gas terminal of Mossmorran in Fife as their launch pad. With its round the clock processing, the constant light from the flare so bright it can be seen across the water in Edinburgh, who would notice yet another disturbance here? And so the skies of Fife were lit up by the triumphant launch of the ‘Sgian Dubh’ rocket and the subsequent deployment of its cargo, the ‘Black Watch’ satellite.

      With the future of the post-Brexit UK commercial space programme in question (and indeed of the UK itself) it surely makes sense for Scotland to capitalise on its natural assets, as it goes it alone. Alba ad Astra points the way!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword – Believable Enough

          

          Ken MacLeod

        

      

    

    
      Decades ago, somewhere in the Kyles of Bute, I came across an enormous hole in the ground adjacent to rows of new but empty wooden huts. I was told that this was a government-built site for an oil-rig construction yard that had turned out not to be necessary. It seemed a believable enough story at the time, and in a way it still does. Scotland, after all, is littered with the traces of grand projects that never came to fruition: from the Darien Scheme, through the remaining traces of Leverburgh, and the scrap metal of George Bennie’s Railplane, to the local branch of the RBS, the evidence that the nation’s entrepreneurial reach has often exceeded its financial grasp sprawls across the land. Quite possibly the Callanish standing stones were, in their time, envisaged as only the beginning of a far more ambitious project - some vast channelling of geomagnetic energy, perhaps, linking up with Avebury and Stonehenge and (why not?) the Pyramids (then unbuilt, but when has that ever stopped us?) to bring auroral lighting to the brochs and crannogs of our illustrious ancestors.

      But after pondering Madeleine Shepherd’s haunting photographs, and studying the strange but oddly compelling documentation she and her colleagues have so painstakingly collected, I find myself wondering about the real purpose of that 1970s hole in the ground. I’m not saying, of course, that the oil-rig construction yard tale was a cover-up for part of Scotland’s long-lost space programme - only that it could have been, and that in this obscurely-ruled nation whose map includes so many swathes that might as well be labelled ‘Here be dragons’ or ‘Area 51’ (what is going on in the mountains between Loch Carron and Kintail? Has anyone been there recently?) the speculation is not absurd.

      The reader, the viewer, must make up their own mind.

      There can be no doubt, however, that the evidence assembled here will re-open many questions we had thought were closed or, indeed, never thought to ask. One that strikes me as most urgent is this: What, in this official ‘Year of Homecoming’, is being done to prepare the nation - and the world - for the possibility of a most unexpected return?

      (2009)

      

      Note added in 2021.

      I’ve left the above introduction as I wrote it in 2009. Pippa Goldschmidt’s new introduction brings the story of Alba ad Astra up to date.

      However, a few additions to mine are necessary.

      The ‘return’ looked forward to now seems – from Andrew J. Wilson’s subsequent research, and perhaps from the rumour or tall tale I heard a year or two later on Jura – to have already taken place. And some of my allusions above may be a little obscure, particularly to non-Scottish readers.

      The ‘enormous hole in the ground’ I vaguely remembered from teenage holidays is now the delightful spa and marina at Portavadie, a fine example of repurposing an abandoned site of heavy industry for the leisure industry. Leverburgh is a thriving village on the Isle of Harris, but of Lord Leverhulme’s grand scheme to turn it into a major fishing port and processing centre little remains. The mountains between Loch Carron and Kintail may not be quite as unvisited as my introduction flippantly suggests, but the region is certainly remote enough for major clandestine activities to pass unnoticed. Even the more populated area to the north of Loch Carron has its secrets. I myself have heard UFO accounts from the Kishorn Glen that would make the hairs on the back of any sceptic’s neck stand up but I’ve already said too much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Last Man in space

          

          Madeleine Shepherd

        

      

    

    
      Like all photographers, I specialise – in botany, still life and abstract macro work

      – but we all make images outside our usual range. We capture interesting things that come our way, beautiful lighting or curious compositions: photographs we take on impulse because a moment presents itself. Every so often, I like to sift through those images and see what gems are hidden there, what themes emerge from their juxtaposition.

      During one such exercise, a group of photographs began to suggest to me that part of Scotland’s technological heritage had been overlooked. Bringing these images together for the first time, making connections between disparate artefacts and derelict sites, it seemed that I had stumbled upon the remnants of a Scottish space programme.

      I looked at Chancelot Mill, that big white facade which dominates so many views of Leith and Newhaven. Do you really need that kind of space to mill flour? Sure, that’s what they do there now, but what if it had originally been a vehicle assembly building for rockets? Didn’t these grain silos look like fuel storage tanks? This was just a one-off whim, but the next print was an ambiguous pile of circular objects in central Edinburgh that resembled the sections of a space station. Then, up on the North East coast, near Dounreay, I found the rusting remains of what might have been a previous generation’s attempt at suborbital flight.

      I distracted myself from this notion by turning to photos from a natural history expedition to the Bass Rock. Among the gannets and puffins was one blurry shot, looking back to the coast, of an abandoned listening station near Tantallon, only visible from offshore. Listening for what? Was it really abandoned as early as they say? This was scant evidence of such ambitious work. Maybe there was nothing in it, but the idea kept rolling around my head.

      An unguarded moment in the pub found me discussing these ideas with some female friends. Most thought I was kidding around – pubs are good for that – but one took me aside and warned me that I was showing signs of the kind of paranoid delusions that eventually destroyed my mother. I huffed and puffed in disagreement, and the conversation shifted topic. I tried to stop thinking about it.

      A couple of days later, another of those friends told me that her boyfriend had an interesting snippet of information to add. He worked at the Scottish Executive and was struck by the coincidence of my musings and a Freedom of Information request he’d been processing. Apparently, someone had been asking for documents relating to space research in Scotland during the 1960s. Of course, there was nothing the Executive could tell this person that would satisfy him and the man had become rather a pest. The boyfriend said that he would see if he could give me a name at least. Maybe there was something more here, but two nutters with the same delusion don’t make
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