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Introduction 

FO 371/171035: Space research in France 

The history of space science is one of humanity’s most remarkable achievements, 
blending groundbreaking discoveries, technological innovations, and international 
collaboration. While global superpowers like the United States and the Soviet Union 
have long dominated the public perception of space exploration, the United Kingdom 
has also played a significant yet often overlooked role in advancing space science, as 
uncovered by the rich archival material housed here at The National Archives. 

This project proposes the development of an academic platform to explore and 
document the UK’s rich history in space science using primary source materials 
from The National Archives. From government and international communications to 
scientific correspondence, and technical reports, our records uncover key milestones 
in British space science history for researchers and academics globally. The digitisation 
and analysis of these records will provide researchers, educators, and the public with 
valuable insights into the UK's role in the evolving field of space exploration. 

Seeking to inspire academic engagement by highlighting themes such as Cold War-
era scientific diplomacy, satellite development programs, and Britain's involvement in 
international space research, this collection will shed a light on the UK's contributions 
and the societal impacts of these advancements, offering a richer, more complete 
understanding of the global space science narrative. 
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The subjectThe subject 

Throughout history, Great Britain has played a key role in space science, contributing 
to discoveries, satellites, and international collaboration. While often overshadowed by 
the US and USSR, Britain’s innovations in astronomy, satellite technology, and planetary 
research have left a lasting impact. 

Post-War Developments: 

Following the Second World War, Britain advanced rocket and missile technology with 
the Royal Aircraft Establishment (RAE) leading research. The Skylark rocket program, 
launched in 1957, supported upper-atmosphere research and became a major British 
contribution. Records at The National Archives include engineering reports, launch logs, 
and diplomatic correspondence. 

Satellite Innovation: 

In 1971, Britain launched the Prospero satellite using the Black Arrow rocket, marking 
the UK's only independent satellite launch. The National Archives holds design plans, 
mission reports, and policy discussions on this achievement. 
International Collaboration: 

Britain shifted from independent rocket development to partnerships, joining the 
European Space Research Organisation, ESRO (now ESA, after merging with ELDO – 
European Launch Development Organisation) and contributing to missions such as 
Ariane, Rosetta, and Mars Express. An array of records at the Archive often include 
diplomatic correspondence and technical documents on institutions such as The Jodrell 
Bank Observatory, which also tracked early Soviet and US satellites during the Cold War. 

Cultural Influence: 

Britain’s involvement in space science and the Space Race had a notable cultural 
impact. Popular fascination with space exploration inspired science fiction literature, 
television programs, and public engagement with astronomy. Records at The National 
Archives highlight the intersection of scientific progress with cultural trends, including 
public outreach campaigns, educational initiatives, and media coverage. 

Modern Contributions: 

Today, the UK remains active in planetary research, astrophysics, and satellites. The 
Rutherford Appleton Laboratory contributes to projects like the Solar Orbiter and James 
Webb Space Telescope, while the UK Space Agency continues to lead national space 
efforts. 



The records 

The National Archives’ rich collection of records offers a valuable foundation for 
documenting this legacy. Developing an academic platform on this subject area 
would enable researchers, educators, and students to explore Britain’s pivotal role in 
advancing space science. 

The records held at The National Archives are invaluable for understanding the 
development and impact of space science. They encompass a wide variety of file classes 
that document the UK's governmental, scientific, and industrial contributions to space 
exploration. Key file classes include: 

AVIA Records from the Ministry of Aviation and successors cover research 
and development of significant aerospace technologies, through a 
variety of reports, diagrams and general correspondence. 

CAB Records of the Cabinet Office contain many high-level policy 
discussions and decisions regarding space exploration and 
international treaties. These records cover a variety of different key 
events in global Space Exploration History, including commentary on 
the Space Race, European collaboration on Space policy and other 
astronomical feats. 

DEFE Records of the Ministry of Defence documents military applications 
of space technology, including satellite development. These records 
contain further technological detail providing an illustrative and 
deeper context to the policy and general correspondence files in other 
departments. 

DSIR Records selected from the Department of Scientific and Industrial 
Research cover an array of different documents, primarily on 
government-funded scientific research into space science and 
technology. 

FO and FCO Records from the Foreign Office on international cooperation, space 
treaties, and diplomatic engagement in the space race, and other 
international relations regarding Space exploration. 

PREM Records from the Prime Minister’s Office contain correspondence 
and papers on Space research, key space events and international 
relations with US, the USSR and others. 

This diversity of records highlights the UK’s pivotal role in global space exploration, 
offering rich insights into the intersections of science, policy, and society. By digitising 
and curating these materials, the collection would offer unparalleled access to British 
primary sources that are critical for understanding the history and development of 
space science. For a more detailed breakdown on specific series and sub-series, please 
contact associates@nationalarchives.gov.uk for the full Excel spreadsheet. 
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The market 

The growing academic interest in Space Science positions a digital collection using The 
National Archives’ material particularly valuable. University courses across the UK and 
US increasingly explore themes such as Cold War politics, scientific innovation, and 
the cultural impact on the Space Race. Undergraduate programs in history, science 
communication and aerospace engineering regularly include modules that examine 
these themes. A dedicated platform would support researchers seeking primary 
sources for dissertation work, while also benefit students studying topics such as 
Britain’s technological contributions, space diplomacy and public engagement with 
Space Science. 

UK 

University Course title Description 

Birkbeck University Introduction to 
planetary science and 
space exploration 

One of the key aims include 
knowledge of the key principles 
of planetary exploration and the 
history of space exploration 

University of Sheffield History of Astronomy Module built into the Physics and 
Astrophysics course provides an 
introduction into the historical 
development of modern astronomy 

Queen Mary Controversies of 
Science and Technology 
in the Making of the 
Modern World 

Module built into the History and 
Contemporary History cours 

Royal Holloway Modern and 
Contemporary History 

Modules include ‘Apocalypse 
Postponed: The Global Cold 
War 1945-98’ with key themes 
including the Space Race and 
international relations in technology 
advancements 

University of 
Southampton 

The Space Age Module built into the History 
Undergraduate programme. 

University of 
Hertfordshire 

Astrophysics with Space 
Science 

Strong emphasis on history of 
Space Science, especially due to the 
building of Blue Streak at Hatfield 

University of Warwick Medicine, Identity and 
Technology in Modern 
History 

Including module on ‘Rockets, 
Politics and Public perception, 
focussing on the public perceptions 
of The Space Race, and the national 
identities involved. 
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https://www.bbk.ac.uk/courses/undergraduate/planetary-exploration-with-astronomy-and-astrobiology?
https://sheffield.ac.uk/undergraduate/courses/2025/physics-and-astrophysics-bsc
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US and International 

University Course title Description 

University of 
Groningen 

Physics, Astronomy and 
Society 

Explores the societal impact of 
astronomy, including historical and 
philosophical dimensions 

Universidad Pompeu 
Fabra 

The Space Race: A 
Cultural History in the 
Cold War 

course aims to study the historical 
roots of nowadays cultural 
dimension of the Space Race in 
the Cold War (1947 - 1991), with a 
special focus on the period between 
the Sputnik (1957) to the Apollo-
Soyuz program (1975) 

University of 
California, Santa 
Barbara 

Science and Technology 
in The Cold War 

Explores the history of science 
and technology in the Cold War, 
including science/state relationship, 
government secrecy and 
international relations and the Space 
Race 

University of 
Colorado 

Astronauts and 
Astropolitics: Space 
Exploration from the 
Cold War to the Future 

examines the relationships between 
history, science, and politics of the 
Space Age, beginning with the early 
space flight pioneers and the Cold 
War’s Space Race 

Michigan Institute of 
Technology 

Science, Technology, 
and Society Program 

Interdisciplinary program focusing 
on the history and societal impact of 
space science and technology. 

Queen’s University The Global Space Age History course focussed on the 
Space Age, international political 
relationships during the Cold War 

As you can see from the above tables, global academic interest in the study of Space 
Science history continues to grow, with a large emphasis on exploring its relationships 
with politics and society, as exemplified through the frequent study focus of the Cold 
War. As today’s technology and advancements in the Space Exploration sector grows, 
alongside political relations between the US, UK and Russia, the demand for a collection 
on the history of significant Space Science feats and their impact on global societies 
becomes prevalent. 
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https://ocasys.rug.nl/2024-2025/catalog/course/WBPH053-05
https://ocasys.rug.nl/2024-2025/catalog/course/WBPH053-05
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https://www.upf.edu/web/studyabroad/module-list-winter
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https://www.history.ucsb.edu/course/science-and-technology-in-the-cold-war/?
https://experts.colorado.edu/display/coursename_REES-1112?
https://experts.colorado.edu/display/coursename_REES-1112?
https://catalog.mit.edu/schools/humanities-arts-social-sciences/science-technology-society/
https://catalog.mit.edu/schools/humanities-arts-social-sciences/science-technology-society/
https://www.queensu.ca/history/courses/undergraduate/hist-400-28


Case studies 

FO 371/176276: US Space Projects: International critique and doubt of the 
Apollo Project. 

FO 371/176276: US Space Projects 

From the iconic Space Race to today’s Artemis Programme, the legacy of Space 
exploration continues to fascinate researchers and space researchers across the world. 
However, as often is the case with impressive technological feats, the field of Space 
Science has never been without its critiques, an example of which can be seen in the 
below document on public controversy surrounding USA’s iconic Apollo Project. Here, 
the American’s commitment to achieving the first manned landing on the moon is seen 
to garner concerns around the cost of the mission, and calls into question just how 
strong the support for its success was. 

Within the document it is clear that the justification for the mission’s spending and 
suitability in "jingoistic national competition" is challenged. The concerns raised are 
shown to be bi-partisan, from General Eisenhower describing the landing as a "stunt" to 
Senator Fulbright believing the US to place "excessive emphasis on space in relation to 
other national programmes". 
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Though now considered a patriotic moment in American history, the resistance that 
was placed against the administration through significantly reduced budgets and voiced 
criticisms from within the US government illustrate both the global and diplomatic 
concern and lack of confidence in this iconic project. Studying such documents with 
the hindsight of today allows researchers and students to impactfully analyse the shifts 
in societal attitudes towards international relations regarding the ever-growing and 
developing field of technology. 

FO 371/176276: US Space Projects 
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PREM 11/3995, 3543 and PREM 13/3012: Following the great Space Race and 
its impact on British societyits impact on British society 
PREM 11/3995, 3543 and PREM 13/3012: Following the great Space Race and 

Britain had always had a keen interest in space 
policies, and the advancements between the 
US and The Soviet Union continued to fascinate 
Britain as the events of ‘The Space Race’ 
played out, garnering many different personal 
opinions, much of which is captured in a variety 
of PREM files. When the Soviet spacecraft 
Luna 2 reached the surface of the Moon on 
13 September 1959, the only person who 
wasn’t very excited about it was the Foreign 
Secretary, Selwyn Lloyd, who ‘said in a moment 
of irritation to a reporter who badgered him 
on the tarmac: “I don’t think many people are 
terribly interested in the Russian rocket”’ (PREM 
11/3995). 

At the beginning of the 1960s, the Soviets were 
‘winning’ the Space Race. In October 1957, they 
had successfully launched a satellite, Sputnik 
1, into orbit. It was followed in November by 
the launch of Sputnik 2, which carried one of 
the most famous dogs in history, Laika, a stray 
mongrel picked up from the street in Moscow 
(sadly, she died within the fourth orbit round). 
On 12 April 1961, Major Yuri Gagarin became 
the first man to orbit around Earth. 

Gagarin visited the UK in July 1961, and was 
received as a hero wherever he went. The 
British ambassador to West Germany, Sir 
Christopher Steel, reported ‘the average 
German finds it alarming that the British, who 
are supposed to be reserved and politically 
mature, should rave over a Bolshevik on a 
propaganda mission, even if he is a hero’. 

The great Space Race continued to captivate 
both the British government with the PREM 
files displaying an almost live illustrations to 
public perceptions at the time. 

PREM 13/3012: UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 
(USA). US space flights (Apollo 11): 
exchange of messages 
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collaboration 
FO 371/171036: Space Programs in Italy: The San Marco Program and Global 

FO 371/171036: Space Research in Italy 

Following the US’ success of the first American in Space, other nations begin to explore 
the possibilities of the space sector, which had previously been the exclusive domain 
of the two superpowers of the Cold War. One European project in particular was the 
San Marco Project - a joint Italian-US space program, focused on launching scientific 
satellites using Scout launch vehicles from a mobile platform near the equator, making 
Italy the third country to independently operate a space launch site and the fifth to 
place its own satellite in orbit. 

With Italy a member of ELDO and ESRO, the British Government’s interest in their 
advancements of Space exploration introduced the idea of potential collaboration 
between Italy and Kenya, with British government facilitating between the two. 
As shown in Foreign Office correspondence below, the appetite for collaboration on 
such significant feats of Scientific advancements was one that was truly shared globally. 
Noting the support of organisations such as The United Nations, this correspondence 
also illustrates how the instrumental participants of such technological advancements 
goes beyond the typical western players of Europe and the US. Not only is evidence of 
the use of African resources to the project provided here, but also exposes the lesser 
known need of such resources, which otherwise goes uncredited or often hidden from 
main western narratives of Space history. 
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CAB 124/2328: ESRO Convention: Britain’s global collaboration 

CAB 124/2328: ESRO Convention 

Whilst the space race underway between US and USSR, Britain’s own Space Exploration 
journey saw progression in developing European committees on Space, ESRO and 
ELDO. 

ESRO, the European Space Research Organisation, was an international organization 
established in 1964 by ten European nations to pursue collaborative scientific space 
research, with Denmark joining later and Norway and Austria granted observer status. 
ESRO focused on scientific missions and operated from 1964 to 1975 when it merged 
with ELDO (European Launcher Development Organisation) to form ESA (European 
Space Agency). 

ESRO's primary goal was to foster cooperation among European nations in space 
research and technology for peaceful purposes. It launched several research satellites, 
including ESRO-2B (also known as Iris), Aurorae (ESRO-1A), HEOS-1, and Boreas, using 
NASA rockets. ESRO also established key facilities like ESTEC (European Space Research 
and Technology Centre) for engineering and testing satellites, and ESRIN (European 
Space Research Institute) for research. 
Notes on the initial agreement drafts of the establishment of ESRO and its conventions 
can be found in CAB 124, including details on each members’ financial contributions to 
the organisation, as shown on the right and below. 

Ultimately, the organisation faced challenges including underfunding and 
disagreements among member states regarding resource allocation. These issues 
contributed to the decision to merge with ELDO, which was also struggling with similar 
problems, to create the European Space Agency in 1975. 
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