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Aberdeen Students’ Experiments in Space – 1984 

After the Apollo missions were terminated in 1972, 
manned space flight didn’t get that much publicity until 
the International Space Station was up and orbiting by 
2000.  True, there was the briefly occupied Skylab in the 
mid-70s and the Russian program of Salyut stations 
followed by the longer lived Mir space station that was in 
orbit from 1986 to 2001.  Being Russian, experiments on 
Mir weren’t generally front-page news, though the first 
British cosmonaut Helen Sharman spent the best part of 8 
days on Mir.  With this background, you might be 
surprised to read that 4 Aberdeen students, 3 from Natural 
Philosophy, and 1 from Developmental Biology designed 

and built their own set of experiments that were flown in space in February1984. 

Nat. Phil. Senior Lecturer Mike Gadsden was the key link that made the project possible.  Mike 
had been a senior scientist at the Central Radio Propagation Laboratory in Boulder, Colorado, 
before coming to Aberdeen.  His former colleague Professor Rex Megill, then at the Utah State 
University (USU), offered Mike and through him our students a share of space on one of the 
Space Shuttle Get Away Special missions, of course abbreviate to GAS in NASA speak.  Get 
Away Special missions allowed access to space for non-specialist groups, a small step to open up 
space experiments to a much wider public than professional labs.  Experimental space on a 
shuttle was bought, a small income stream for NASA.  American Colleges had been using the 
GAS scheme since 1982 but Aberdeen was the first UK University to get involved and maybe the 
only one.  I haven’t checked.  The experiments had to be self-sufficient, contained in a hexagonal 
‘space pak’ that fitted into a 19-inch circle, the GAS canister size.  The ‘space pak’ had been 
newly designed by students at USU. 

There were no formal Honours projects 
in 1983 so the Get Away Special 
opportunity was an additional challenge.  
The students involved were Colin 
Farquhar, Findlay Smith and Carol 
Dickson from Natural Philosophy and 
Eleanor Mitchell from Developmental 
Biology.  The experiments developed 
were an investigation into the 
mechanical stability of materials in 
microgravity, the study of Brownian 
motion in three dimensions and the 
development of bacterial and fungal 
spores.  Everything including power and 
electronics had to be contained within 
the 4 inch high ‘space pak’.  Sealed lead acid accumulators provided power, the logic being that 
the same batteries that flew could be tested beforehand, which would not have been possible with  
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replaceable batteries.  The control of 
experiments and data recording required 
the development of a microprocessor 
controller.  

 Developing any experiment for space is 
one of the toughest project calls any 
developer is likely to meet: strict quality 
control and instrument calibration, tight 
deadlines, numerous pre-flight tests.  The 
GAS Experimenters Handbook spelt out 
the requirements.  The ‘space pak’ was 
delivered on time in the summer of 1983, 
taken to the States by Colin Farquhar and 
Findlay Smith.  Travel expenses were provided by BP, British Airways Helicopters and an 
anonymous donor. 

The flight STS-41-B was scheduled for 3rd Feb 
1984, lifting off from Kennedy Space Centre.  It 
was only the 4th flight for the Challenger space 
shuttle, one that was notable for the first untethered 
spacewalk, carried out by Bruce McCandless, not a 
manoeuvre that is used with the ISS.  There were 
no hitches with Challenger on this occasion 
(Challenger being the ill-fated shuttle that blew up 
after launch on its 10th mission about two years 
later).  The shuttle landed at the Kennedy Space 
Centre after a flight of almost 8 days and the Get 
Away Special package was taken to USU.  During the Easter holidays Carol and Eleanor 
retrieved the ‘space pak’ unopened from Utah.  On getting it back to Aberdeen, they found all the 
experiments had worked and provided usable data.  The project quite rightly made news in the 
University of Aberdeen annual report.  The ‘space pak’ can be seen in the Natural Philosophy 
historical instrument collection, without the experiments.  Fast 
forward a third of a century and the European Space Agency 
create opportunities for student-led space projects.  The 
experience of undertaking one is as valuable as the results. 
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