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Remembering Yuri Gagarin - 
Part Two

REGINE LORD.

When we look back 
at human history on 
this planet, it seems 

that we have always raised our 
eyes up to the skies, and longed 
to soar among the birds and high 
above the clouds – and even to 
venture far beyond Earth’s at-

Humankind’s presence in 

1961, when Yuri Alekseyevich 
Gagarin was chosen to be hu-

On the morning of 12 April 
1961, Soviet Air Force pilot 
Gagarin climbed into the small 
spherical Vostok 1 space cap-
sule, mounted ontop of a pow-
erful Vostok-K rocket, and pre-
pared to be launched into orbit 
around our beautiful planetary 

Gagarin’s exuberant excla-
-
-

er rockets ignited in a blinding 

roared up into the heavens – has 

– one orbit around the Earth – 

12 April 2021 thus marks the 

In recognition of this historic 
milestone of space exploration, 
a memorial honouring Gagarin 
was recently unveiled at the 
South African National Space 

Agency’s (SANSA) Space Sci-
ence Centre in the small coast-

-
emony, held on 5 November 
2020, was organised by the 
Consulate of the Russian Fed-

Dr Lee-Anne McKinnell, the 
Managing Director of SANSA 
Space Science, explained why 
SANSA Hermanus had been 
chosen to host this memorial, 
referring to the good working 
relationship between South Af-
rica and the Russian Federation 

“Yuri Gagarin’s achieve-

space provides inspiration for 
young and old as to what can be 
achieved, and what an incredi-
ble feat it was, given that this 
was 1961 – which pre-dates the 
technological advances we en-

South Africa and Russia have 
had a long association in vari-

one for space is the coordina-
tion and collaboration between 
the BRICS countries, a group-
ing in which both South Africa 

In addition, both countries have 
Regional Warning Centres for 
Space Weather and as such sit 
together on many internation-
al committees that deal with 
the global challenges of space 

-
view with Dr McKinnell)

Due to its geographical loca-

tion on the southern coastline, 
near the southern tip of South 
Africa, SANSA Hermanus is 
ideally placed to monitor the 
skies and the near-Earth space 
environment over the south-

120 km away from Cape Town, 
making it easily accessible to 
tourists and travellers, both lo-

given that SANSA in Hermanus 
has a community outreach pro-
gram and an interactive science 
centre that attracts visitors, both 
young and old, the Yuri Gagarin 
memorial provides a marvel-
lous focal point for inspiring 
the next generation of space 

“The Russian Consulate ap-
proached SANSA to host the 
sculpture, as the National Space 
Agency seemed like an appro-
priate home for a symbol of 

it is anticipated that the sculp-
ture will lead to additional ac-
tive projects in space between 

SANSA Hermanus was also 
chosen as the location due to 
the presence of the SANSA 
Science Centre, which attracts 
many learners and public vis-
itors throughout the year, and 
thereby has the potential to 

Dr McKinnell)
Due to the Covid-19 lock-

down restrictions, only a small 
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group of people could attend the 

staff, local residents, Russian 
diplomats, Russian compatri-

Gunner Kevin Ashton and Lt 
Cdr Glenn von Zeil (SA Navy) 
were among the attendees, and 
I was delighted to receive an in-

The morning’s program in-
cluded an introductory pres-
entation, a guided tour, a vid-
eo of Yuri Gagarin’s historic 

-

SANSA was formally estab-
lished in 2010 to develop and 
promote space research in the 
country, as well as to foster in-
ternational cooperation in all 
kinds of space-related activities 

-
tional on 1 April 2011, and thus 
celebrates its 10th birthday this 

Its four operational programs 
include earth observation im-
agery (geographical informa-
tion systems, remote sensing, 

building satellites), space oper-
ations (monitoring of satellites, 

SANSA’s operations are 

earth observation data is col-
lected, processed, archived and 
disseminated, and space engi-
neering facilities focus on de-
veloping, building and testing 

-
hoek hosts the ground stations 
for satellite tracking, telemetry 
and command, as well as facili-
ties for launch support, mission 

And the site in Hermanus is 

SANSA Hermanus is part of 
a worldwide network of mag-

site used to be known as the 
Hermanus Magnetic Obser-
vatory (HMO), which was the 
country’s national geomagnetic 

This had been established in 
-

versity of Cape Town, and ex-

panded to include a network of 
measuring stations around the 

observations need to be made 

well known internationally for 

network in the country in the 
1940s disturbed magnetic ob-
servations, and thus the obser-
vatory relocated to the small 
town of Hermanus in 1940-

Researchers and postgradu-
ates here study various topics, 
such as space science, space 
physics, space weather, atmos-
pheric science, geomagnetism, 
communications, navigation 

has access to sensors through-
out Antarctica (where SANAE 
IV, the South African base, is 
located), Southern Africa, and 

are about 80 different pieces of 
equipment supplying data relat-

the Sun and the near-space en-

Space Weather Regional 
Warning Centre

We were shown the Space 
Weather Regional Warn-
ing Centre, which is current-
ly a large room with a wall of 
monitors and screens, just in-
side the entrance to the main 

Plans are afoot to construct a 
new centre in a separate build-

ground-breaking ceremony for 
this facility took place on 9 

WORTH VISITING: Space Weather Regional Warning Centre at 
SANSA Space Science in Hermanus.
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The Regional Warning Cen-
tre in Hermanus is the only one 

-
sphere there are only two other 
countries with similar centres 

-
er thirteen are in the northern 
hemisphere (one of them is in 

Space weather is a conse-
quence of the behaviour of the 
Sun and its interactions with 

-

The Sun’s activity, in the form 

coronal mass ejections (power-
ful blasts of plasma and mag-

performance and reliability of 
space-borne and ground-based 

Although we are largely pro-
tected by the Earth’s atmos-

solar activity – and particularly 
solar superstorms – can cause 
devastating damage to highly 

They can damage – even shut 
down – our national power 
grids, disable satellites, and dis-
rupt the high frequency radio 
communication, mobile phones 
and GPS systems on which our 

Intense solar activity can af-

radar and tracking systems, 
navigation, communication, 
aeronautics, and weapons con-

energetic particles also present 
a serious health hazard to as-
tronauts on space missions, and 
can damage electronic systems 
on satellites, causing them to 

Fortunately for us, these 
Space Weather Regional Warn-

ing Centres keep tabs on sunspot 
activity and monitor variations 

They prepare space weather 
forecasts, and develop predic-
tion and warning models to help 
mitigate the risks of extreme 

Interactive Science Centre
We also visited the interac-

SANSA Hermanus has an 
active outreach program and 
welcomes thousands of visitors 
every year, especially learners 
from surrounding communities, 
to this interactive Science Cen-

all kinds of gadgets and hands-
on displays and playful experi-
ments that are intended to spark 
an interest in science, space and 

In addition, there is a mobile 
lab that can be requested by 

are always very popular among 

As part of the morning’s pro-
gram, we watched a video of 
Yuri Gagarin’s historic space 

Gagarin” and produced by Ros-

It included interviews with 
Oleg Ivanovsky (the Soviet 
rocket scientist who described 
his emotions on closing the 
hatch on Gagarin before the 
launch), Boris Chertok (a con-
trol system designer in the So-
viet space program), Pavel Pop-

ovich (Soviet cosmonaut who 
trained with Gagarin), Alexei 
Leonov (Soviet/Russian cosmo-

-
son to do a spacewalk), Viktor 
Gorbatko (Soviet cosmonaut), 
Boris Volynov (Soviet cosmo-
naut), and Valentina Tereshko-

The morning’s program cul-
minated in the ceremonial un-
veiling of the memorial of Cos-

Alekseyevich Gagarin, which 
now stands proudly in the rear 
courtyard of the Space Science 

Attendees were welcomed by 
Russian Consular Attaché Dmi-
try Kryuchkov, who introduced 
the main speakers – Mr Iakov 
Baskakov, Acting Consul Gen-
eral of the Russian Federation in 
Cape Town, and Dr Lee-Anne 
McKinnell, the MD of SANSA 

-
tention during the playing of 
the Russian and South African 
National Anthems, as the two 

-

Space research and explora-
tion requires a global effort

Acting Consul General 
Baskakov spoke about the or-
igins of the Soviet/Russian 
space programs and the context 

how the excitement and thrill 
of this achievement was shared 
by ordinary people all over the 

“His feat united people 
around the globe in their aspi-
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was a general breakthrough that 
combined the determination of 
mankind to stretch the bounda-
ries of science and technology 
together with personal bravery 

-
fenceweb)

He emphasised that space 
exploration and space research 
required a global effort, with 
countries around the world col-
laborating and combining their 

“This monument reminds us 
we should be together in the 
exploration and use of space, 
(it) will undoubtedly serve to 
strengthen friendship and col-
laboration between Russia and 

Dr Lee-Anne McKinnell ech-

“Space research and explora-
tion is global – and while rep-
resenting the African continent 
we also look to our internation-
al stakeholders to partner with 
us on an equal footing as we 
take on the global challenge of 
optimising space utilisation and 

The Yuri Gagarin memorial 
thus also acts as a visual remind-
er of the cooperation between 
the two countries, especially in 

science, space exploration and 

Three of South Africa’s four 
satellites have been launched 
from launch sites in the Russian 

September 2009 on a Soyuz-2 
launch vehicle from Baikonur 
Cosmodrome in Kazakhstan, 

on a Dnepr launch vehicle from 
Yasny Launch Base (Dom-
barovsky missile deployment 
area) in central Russia, and 
ZA-Cube2 in December 2018 
on a Soyuz/Fregat-M vehicle 
from Vostochny Cosmodrome 

-

been launched by NASA from 
Vandenberg Air Force Base, 

In fact, the association be-
tween South Africa and the 
Russian Federation goes back 

African in space, South Afri-
can-born Mark Shuttleworth, 

Station (ISS) onboard the Rus-

In this regard, Acting Consul 

“In 2011, the United Nations 
General Assembly declared 
April the 12th as the Interna-
tional Day of Human Space 

courage and fearlessness of 

1961, hundreds of people of 
different nationalities have 

Mark Shuttleworth, a South Af-
rican citizen, who performed 

Mark Shuttleworth had spent 
a year training and preparing for 

months at Star City, the loca-
tion of the Yuri Gagarin Cos-
monaut Training Centre north-
east of Moscow, Russia, before 

During his 10-day mission, he 

After his return, he spoke wide-
ly and passionately about his 
experiences in space, seeking 
to inspire the next generation to 
follow careers in science, engi-

Inspiring the youth and ignit-
ing excitement in science and 
technology

It is this commitment to in-
spire future generations that is 
also shared by SANSA Her-

-

-
ing our dream for the African 

PROUD MOMENT: Dr Lee-Anne McKinnell and Acting Consul 
General Mr Iakov Baskakov unveil the Memorial to Yuri Gagarin.
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continent is to inspire the youth 
and ignite excitement in sci-

constantly looking for the fu-
ture space explorers, the future 
space environment research-
ers, and the future space engi-

one, which we know cannot 
be achieved by our generation 

Dr McKinnell recalled a vis-
it by an astronaut to the Space 
Science Centre in 2011, and 
the impact this space traveller 
had on the awe-struck young-
sters who were listening to him 

Saturday during the school hol-
idays, and much to our surprise, 
because we were told nobody 
would come, many members 
of the public and school chil-
dren came to meet our guest 
and learn about how we work 

The astronaut gave a special 
presentation to the children, 
and as everyone was leaving 
at the end, there was a growing 

A very young learner came up 
to me and said, ‘Do you think 
it is possible for an African to 
be an astronaut?’ Of course, it 

possible are the seeds that we 

years later, I believe we have 
sown many seeds and sparked a 

This monument will help us 
to continue to sow seeds and 
spark desire for a future that is 
adventurous, technology driven 
and innovative, and most of all, 
allows our children of Africa to 

So far, however, there has not 
been a black African astronaut, 
although Mandla Maseko, a 
young South African township 
lad from Pretoria, came very 

Maseko was a candidate of-

space camp in the Free State, 
where he excelled at complet-

to the Kennedy Space Centre 
in Orlando, Florida, where he – 
and more than 100 competitors 
from around the globe – partic-
ipated in a week of very tough 

He was chosen as one of the 
winners to journey into space 
on an XCOR Lynx Mark II (de-
signed to carry one pilot and 

Unfortunately, before work on 
the plane could be completed, 
XCOR Aerospace went bank-

-
-

while returned to the SA Air 
Force and worked as a private 

the competition, he died tragi-
cally in a motorbike accident on 

 
A shared passion for space 
unites people on a heart-to-
heart level

After the speeches by Act-
ing Consul General Mr Iakov 
Baskakov and Dr Lee-Anne 
McKinnell, a young Russian 
woman, Mrs Anna Toma (née 
Khlebnikova), stepped up to the 

She had been invited to tell 
the story of her father’s involve-

ment in space development and 

for launching the Buran space 
shuttle from Baikonur Cosmo-
drome in southern Kazakhstan 

the launch site of Yuri Gagarin’s 

She was only one year old 
when her parents moved to 
Baikonur to work at the space-
port, and thus she spent her en-
tire childhood and adolescence 

Khlebnikov, had recently 
passed away, on 29 September 
2020, and thus telling his story 
was her way of paying tribute 

She spoke about how a shared 
passion for space was able to 
bring together people from dif-
ferent countries and very differ-

that in spite of the distance – the 
physical distance – between our 
countries [Russia and South Af-
rica] that we are standing here 
all together and celebrating this 
man [Yuri Gagarin] who was 
and still is an inspiration to so 
many generations and to all of 

I was reading about his life 

is that Yuri’s journey was not 
-

on the way and yet he could 
overcome them and he could 
do this – probably one of the 
most heroic things that you can 
think of - with such bravery and 

a special place in my heart and, 
I am sure, in the hearts of many 

So what I wanted to bring 
across is that space really unites 
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on-a-heart-to-heart level be-
cause people can really connect 
with each other’s stories across 

these stories we learn more 
about all the hard work behind 
the scenes in the space realm 
and in turn respect and admire 

Email interview with Mrs Anna 

A huge amount of hard work 
is necessary in order to prepare 
a spacecraft and its occupants 
for the spectacular event of the 
launch – and much of that work 
happens invisibly behind the 
scenes, involving a large num-
ber of people with different sets 
of skills, across many different 

“When my father came to 

of the launching preparations of 
one of the most unique Soviet/

It could go to space multiple 

had a rocket that would carry a 

completely safe fuel from the 

There are other technical speci-

What is remarkable is that 
thousands of people all over 
the former Soviet Union were 
working on various parts and 
systems of this spacecraft in 
different parts of the country, 
in order to bring it all together 

launch of any rocket requires 
a lot of hard work and efforts 
from many people that you 

man in space – Yuri Gagarin
And then, Mr Iakov Baskak-

ov and Dr Lee-Anne McKin-
nell, standing on either side of 
the memorial, together unveiled 

It depicts Yuri Gagarin wear-
ing his space helmet with the 
letters CCCP (the Russian ab-
breviation of the Union of Sovi-
et Socialist Republics [USSR]) 

Gagarin, who was only 27 
years old at the time of his his-

-
some and charismatic young 

The bust perfectly captures 
his gentle smile and the almost 
wistful look in his eyes, sug-
gesting his longing to return 

was eager to embark on anoth-
er space mission – whether to 
the moon, Mars, Venus, or even 

– and Hero of the Soviet Union 
– made him too valuable for the 
Soviet leadership, and he was 

The inscription beneath the 

“Orbiting Earth in the space-
ship, I saw how beautiful our 

and increase this beauty, not de-

This beautiful bust was sculpt-
ed by his good friend and fel-

-
onov was part of the group of 
20 Soviet Air Force pilots who 
had been selected for cosmo-

March 1965, Leonov became 
-
-

hod 2 spacecraft for just over 
-

ented artist, and his experienc-
es as a cosmonaut inspired him 
to create many extraordinary 
paintings about space explora-
tion - as well as this unique bust 

“Dialogue of Cultures – Unit-
ed World”, a charity fund that 

COSMODROME: Mrs Anna Toma talking about her father’s work 
on the Buran-Energia space shuttle at Baikonur in the 1980s.
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of their ongoing projects since 
2011 has been the installation of 
memorials of Yuri Gagarin in ed-
ucational institutions, parks and 
streets of various cities around the 

around the world (possibly more 
-

Brazzaville, Republic of Congo, 
on 6 June 2018, while the second 
one was installed at the Egyptian 
Space Agency’s headquarters 

These memorials thus now 
stand at the northern tip of Africa, 
in the heart of the continent – and 

The Yuri Gagarin memorial 
is more than an acknowledge-
ment of a single individual’s 

-

ognition of the resourcefulness 
of human beings, of courage 
and fearlessness in the face of 
adversity, and of the longing to 

It stands as a reminder of how 
humankind’s presence in space 
began, and of the many thou-
sands of small steps that led to 

And may it indeed inspire 
the next generation of intrepid 
space travellers to follow in Yu-

Thank you very much to the 
Consulate of the Russian Feder-

Thank you to the staff at the 
SANSA Space Science Cen-
tre – especially Dr Lee-Anne 
McKinnell, Ms Catherine Web-

FIRST MAN IN SPACE: The bust of Cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin that was unveiled at the South Afri-

and Mr Jon Ward – for their 
input and the additional infor-
mation they kindly shared with 

Toma for sending me a copy 
of her speech and so generous-
ly answering all my questions 

lastly, thank you to Mr Kevin 
Ashton for the enjoyable drive 
and thought-provoking conver-

Next month
In the May edition of Military 

Despatches there will be anoth-
er two articles by our Photo-

years of space exploration - 

The second article looks at 
some interesting facts and trivia 


