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NAVAL RESEARCH LABORATORY SATELLITES 1960-1989
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The US Navy’s Naval Research Laboratory (NRL) in Washington, DC has been involved in space exploration since the V-
2 rocket test at White Sands in the late 1940s. These were followed by Aerobee flights and the development of NRL'’s Viking
sounding rocket, which grew into the Vanguard satellite launch vehicle. NRL'’s Vanguard programme ended in 1959 with the
launch of the third successful Vanguard satellite. However, NRL has remained active in space research ever since, and
recently developed and operated the Clementine space probe which mapped the Moon in 1994. In this article I explore
Vanguard’s successors and Clementine’s antecedents, in an attempt to illuminate NRL’s continuos history of ‘smaller, faster,

better’.

1. INTRODUCTION
The NRL satellites can be divided into several categories:

(1) Solar radiation satellites - NRL has a long history of solar
physics research, motivated by the need to understand and
predict the effect of solar flares on radio transmission in
the ionosphere, to preserve reliable naval communications.

(2) Tonospheric propagation research - These satellites
investigated radio propagation directly, to support
communications satellite design.

(3) Space radar calibration - The US Navy operates the
NAVSPASUR (Naval Space Surveillance) radars, a key
component of the US satellite monitoring effort. NRL has
launched satellites of various known sizes and shapes for
calibration purposes.

(4) Navigation - The first US Navy navigation system, Transit,
was developed by the Applied Physics Laboratory (APL),
a university-based Navy laboratory which has also been
responsible for numerous Navy satellites. The NRL
Timation research satellites laid the groundwork for the
follow-on, national, system of GPS (Global Positioning
System) satellites.

(5) SpaceTechnology - NRL launched a number of technology
satellites, mostly to develop gravity gradient systems.

(6) Classified programmes - NRL flew a series of small

classified satellites in the 1960s, and in the 1970s developed -

the secret but widely reported WHITE CLOUD satellite
system which used radio interferometry to locate naval
vessels by their radio emissions.

(7) Experiments on NASA and USAF host satellites - These
include the HEAO A-1 X-ray sky survey on HEAO-1, the
SOLWIND coronagraph on P78-1, and the NRL-701
LASSII ionospheric experiment on CRRES.

1.1  Launch Programmes

Most of NRL’s satellites were launched as part of two launch
programmes. The first consisted of NRL secondary payloads

on Thor Ablestar rockets whose primary payload was APL’s
Transit navigation satellites. On 22 June, 1960, Solar Radiation
1 was ejected from the Transit 2A satellite using a spring, to
become the first secondary payload or subsatellite in orbit.
Later on most of the Transit subsatellites were APL rather than
NRL payloads, with the exception of the August 1965 launch.
In 1962 NRL launched Composite 1, a payload on a Thor
Ablestar consisting of a cluster of small satellites. This rocket
failed to reach orbit, but it was followed by a series of launches
using Thor Agena rockets to orbit similar clusters. The NRL
launches held the record for many years for the number of
payloads orbited in a single launch (an Air Force Space Test
Program launch later exceeded them). The missions seem to
have used leftover rockets; the sixth was the last time the Thor
Agena D rocket was used for a space launch in its original form
without strapon solid rockets. Non-NRL payloads are included
in the launch table in italics. The small NRL satellites were
usually spherical, and are reminiscent of the Vanguard pay-
loads.

2. THE SOLRAD SERIES

The Solar Radiation satellites were known variously as SR,
SOLRAD, or (mysteriously) GREB. They monitored the X-ray
emission from the Sun. When the Sun’s million-degree corona
flares, the X-ray emission can increase manyfold, and the
energetic X-ray photons ionise the Earth’s upper atmosphere,
affecting communications and increasing radiation levels in
low orbit. Lower in the Sun’s atmosphere, hydrogen at several
tens of thousand degrees emits ultraviolet radiation with a
characteristic wavelength of 1215 Angstroms, the Lyman-
alpha line. The SR satellites would monitor variations in the
Sun’s radiation output over a long period of time, allowing
scientists to look for correlations with disturbances in the
Earth’s atmosphere. The first SR satellite carried an X-ray
sensor operating in the 2-8 Angstrom band and a Lyman-alpha
ultraviolet detector; it operated from June 1960 until April
1961, and showed that an August 1960 solar storm which
caused a shortwave radio communications fadeout coincided
with a large, rapid increase in solar X-ray flux. SR 1 was
followed by a rapid series of similar payloads. SR 2 failed to
reach orbit; SR 3 made it up, but failed to separate from a
University of lowa payload. Nevertheless it operated from June
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1961 to November 1961. Its two X-ray sensors covered the 2-
8 and 8-15 A bands. SR 4A and SR 4B were both lost in launch
accidents, while SR 5 was never launched. SR 6A flew in June
1963 but was stranded in an elliptical orbit when the Ablestar
upper stage failed to restart, and reentered after only 47 days.
Double the mass of the first SR, it carried four X-ray sensors
and possibly four UV detectors. Next up was SR 7A, launched
in January 1964. SR 7A covered the X-ray range out to 60A,
and operated until July 1966. The next multiple NRL launch
was in March 1965, carrying SR 7B in its cluster of satellites.
SR 7B appears to have been remarkably successful, operating
for 52 months until July 1969. From the same launch, the
satellite now identified by NRL as PL 142 has been listed in
several sources as SR 6B, but no information about it has been
released.

Nineteen sixty-five was the International Quiet Sun Year
(IQSY), devoted to the study of the Sun at solar minimum. At
this point NRL joined forces with NASA and the Solrad
satellites became the Solar Explorer programme. SR 8 was also
known as Explorer 30; it was launched in November 1965 on
a NASA Scout from Wallops Island as part of US participation
in the IQSY, monitoring X-rays in the 0.5-60A range and
carrying a Lyman-alpha UV photometer. It operated until
November 1967. It was followed by two more Solar Explorers
of an improved design, with three axis stabilisation and
deployable solar panels. The mission of Explorer 37 (SR 9) in
March 1968 nearly came to a premature end seconds after
launch when the Scout’s Algol first stage malfunctioned. In the

event, the launch vehicle recovered, but the achieved orbit was
513 x 881 km instead of the intended 840 km circular one. SR
9 worked well in the low orbit until February 1974 when the
attitude control system failed, and was turned off in October
1974. Its successor, Explorer 44/SR 10, had been launched in
July 1971 and operated until July 1978. In addition to the usual
X-ray and UV photometers, it carried an electron temperature
sensor, and a cosmic X-ray sky survey experiment. The final
two Solrads were flown under the USAF’s Space Test Program
and were far more ambitious. The 180 kg twin spacecraft, SR
11A and SR 11B, were launched into a deep circular orbit at
120000 km from the Earth. The experiment payload included
proportional counter and ion chamber X-ray detectors, a three-
band solar extreme ultraviolet monitor, an X-ray polarimeter
and UV and X-ray spectrometers. Instruments to study gamma
ray bursts and the galactic X-ray background were also aboard.
SR11A only worked until June 1977 but SR 11B was operated
until June 1979 and then switched off. The Solrad programme
had lasted 20 years, almost two solar cycles. NRL solar
experiments continued to monitor the Sun aboard the P78-1
satellite into the 1980s (P78-1 seems to be technically consid-
ered a USAF satellite although most of the major experiments
aboard were from NRL).

3. LOFTI

NRL carried out studies of ionospheric propagation during the
1960s to understand how the quality of radio transmission

TABLE 1:
No Date Launch Vehicle Upper Stage Payloads Total
USN Transit/Ablestar Flights
1 1960 Apr 13 Thor Ablestar AB 0027 Transit 1B 1
2 1960 Jun 22 Thor Ablestar AB 003? Transit 2A, SR 1 2
3 1960 Nov 30 Thor Ablestar AB 006? Transit 3A, SR 2 2
4 1961 Feb 22 Thor Ablestar AB 007? Transit 3B, Lofti 1 3
S 1961 Jun 29 Thor Ablestar AB 008 Tansit 4A, SR 3, Injun I 3
6 1961 Nov 15 Thor Ablestar AB 009? Transit 4B, Traac 2
7 1963 Sep 28 Thor Ablestar AB 013 Transit SBN-1, 5E-1 2
8 1963 Dec 5 Thor Ablestar AB 015 Transit SBN-2, 5E-3 2
9 1964 Apr 21 Thor Ablestar AB 014 Transit SBN-3, 5E-2 2
10 1964 Oct 6 Thor Ablestar AB 016 NNS O-1, DRAGSPHERE I, DRAGSPHERE II 3
11 1964 Dec 13 Thor Ablestar AB 017 NNS 0-2, 5E-5 2
12 1965 Mar 11 Thor Ablestar AB 018 NNS 0-3, Secor 2 2
13 1965 Jun 24 Thor Ablestar AB 019 NNS 0-4 1
14 1965 Aug 13 Thor Ablestar AB 020 NNS O-5, TEMPSAT 1, LONG ROD, SURCAL V,
CALSPHEREII, DODECAPOLE II 6
NRL Composite Flights
1 1962 Jan 31 Thor Ablestar AB 010 SR IVA, LOFTI IIA, SURCAL I, Injun 2, Secor!l S
2 1962 Dec 13 Thor Agena D 2351 PL 120, PL 121, SURCAL 11, CALSPHERE I, Injun 3 5
3 1963 Jun 15 Thor Agena D 2353 SR VI, LOFTI IIB, PL 112, Dosimeter, SURCAL III 5
4 1964 Jan 11 Thor Agena D 2354 SR VIIA, GGSE I, PL 135, Secor 1 4
5 1965 Mar 9 Thor Agena D 2701 SR VIIB, PL 142, GGSE II, GGSE III, SURCAL 1V,
DODECAPOLE 1, Secor, 3, Oscar 3 8
6 1967 May31 Thor Agena D 2704 PL 151, GGSE 1V, PL 153, GGSE V, TIMATION I,
CALSPHERE III, CALSPHERE 1V, (PL 159?7) 87
7 1969 Sep 30 Thorad Agena D - PL 161, PL 162, PL 163, PL 164, TIMATION II, PL 176,
TEMPSAT II, CONE, CYLINDER, USAF Hitchhiker 10
8 1971 Dec 10 Thorad Agena D - PL 171, PL 172. PL 173, PL 174 4
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Fig. I Lofti 1, launched 22 February 1961.

through the ionosphere varies. Presumably the research was to
be applied to both Navy communications satellites and elec-
tronic eavesdropping payloads. The LOFTI (Low Frequency
Transmission through the Ionosphere) payload was a sphere
similar to SR, topped with a distinctive 20-inch loop-shaped
antenna. LOFTI I was launched with a Transit payload in 1961
and subsequent flights went up on the early composite launches
(fig. 1). The first LOFTI was left in an elliptical orbit still
attached to its Transit main payload and the rocket stage. The
15-foot long whip antennas were unable to deploy. However,
the unintended elliptical orbit was actually an advantage to
LOFTI since it could sample propagation at a range of alti-
tudes, and the loop antenna worked well. In its brief life, the
first LOFTI demonstrated that the ionosphere was transparent
to very low frequency radio waves. It picked up radio signals
from a Navy transmitter in the Panama Canal Zone and
retransmitted them to ground stations in the USA

4. ORBIS

In 1966 PL 137, reported to have studied high frequency radio
propagation, was launched as a secondary payload on a classi-
fied reconnaissance satellite. It appears to have remained
attached to the Agena D rocket in orbit and reentered after 5
days. The ORBISCAL payloads for HF propagation studies
were launched as part of the USAF Space Test Program. They
were a follow-on to ORBIS Orbiting Radio Beacon for Iono-
spheric Studies payloads carried on some CORONA satellites.

S. SURCAL AND SOICAL

The US Navy is responsible for the NAVSPASUR Fence, a
chain of radars in the southern United States which form part
of America’s space tracking network. The cross sections and
signatures returned by these radars can be used to estimate the
size and shape of orbiting satellites, but only if they can be
compared with returns from satellites of known size and shape
and with radio signals of known strength. To provide this
calibration, NRL launched the SURCAL (Surveillance Cali-
bration) satellites, 20-cm rectangular boxes covered with solar
cells on five sides which carried active transponders and a 6-
meter antenna, as well as a series of passive satellites of various
sizes and shapes. A cone and cylinder launched in September
1969 were described as part of the SOICAL (Space Object
Identification Calibration) programme and I will assume this
name applies to all the passive calibration test objects.

Naval Research Laboratory Satellites 1960-1989

Fig. 2 Dodecapole I, launched 9 March 1965.

There were five launches in the SURCAL programme, with
continuous operation from the successful launch of SURCAL
IT in December 1962 until the end of operations with SURCAL
Vin 1972.The first SOICAL passive payload was CALPSHERE,
a 1 kg sphere 15 cm in diameter. Two DODECAPOLE satel-
lites, launched in 1965, deployed twelve 7-meter booms to
serve as a large radar test target (fig. 2). LONG ROD had a
single long boom which should have extended to 60 meters, but
may not have worked. It was launched with the second
DODECAPOLE (also known as PORCUPINE) and a second
CALSPHERE, this time 35 cm in diameter and painted with a
special NASA-developed white reflecting paint to make it
more visible from the ground. TEMPSAT I and II were 35-cm
spheres launched in 1965 and 1969 and reported to be thermal
design experiments, using matt black paints to control the
spacecraft temperature near the freezing point of water (fig. 3).

Other passive satellites were launched to measure the effects of
atmospheric drag on orbits; these have usually been called
CALSPHERE, but the NRL list implies this is incorrect. The two
launched in 1964 were named DRAGSPHERE, and were each
spheres 36 cm in diameter. One sphere had a mass of | kg, and the
other a mass of 10 kg. Launched into 1000-km high circular orbits,
the orbit of the massive sphere was practically unchanged thirty
years later, while the light sphere was S0 km lower. The three
launched in 1971, called PL 170, consisted of two polished

Fig. 3 Tempsat, launched 13 August 1965.
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