


academy-award winning film about the Mercury
astronauts) for space travel. In order to communicate
from Earth with this first crop of American star voya-
gers — even control the spacecraft from the ground
if the astronaut became incapacitated — it was also
necessary to establish a network of global tracking
stations. To ensure a maximum of ten minutes orbit
time between contact with one ground station
and the next, sixteen facilities were needed: two on
ships at sea and the rest on land — including the site
on Zanzibar. In June 1960, with the support of Sultan
Khalifa ibn Kharub, the United States purchased a
tract of farmland near the village of Tunguu, 15km
east of Stone Town. Within nine months, the station
was up and running, staffed by technicians from the
Bendix Radio Corporation, a U.S. government con-
tractor.

"For the American technicians, Zanzibar was a
favoured assignment,” says Torrence Royer, who
spent two years on the island as a child while his ste-
pfather worked at the station. “Zanzibar was one of
the few sites around the world where families were
allowed to come along. | remember snorkelling on

the weekends and staying up at night to watch for
Russian and American satellites. It was a great place
tobeakid”

According to Royer, one highlight of Zanzibar's
short-lived space age was the triumph of Glenn, who
circled the Earth three times before splashing in the
Atlantic aboard his spacecraft, Friendship 7. Shortly
after, Glenn and his wife paid a visit to Zanzibar.

“That was quite an achievement,” says Royer. “If
they couldn't orbit the earth, they couldn’t take any
of the next steps in space exploration. Afterwards,
we had quite a party.”

A triumph for the astronaut and his on-ground
staff alike, Glenn's orbit, along with three remai-
ning Mercury missions, would help pave the way
for the space age’s future — including, just seven
years later, man’s footsteps on the moon. This futu-
re, however, would not be tracked from Zanzibar.
Though the station continued to operate after the
end of the Mercury program, most of its employe-
es were swiftly evacuated when violent revolution
struck the islands in January 1964. Three months
later, President Abeid Amani Karume of the revolu-
tionary government - already swinging toward the
influence of the Soviet Union — announced that
the station would be removed by the end of April,
claiming it “endangers our island, our relations with
neighbours, and the whole of Africa." The Zanzibar
Mercury site was soon left to crumble, forgotten by
most islanders, with the possible exception of then
18-year-old Stone Town resident Farrokh Bulsara. By
the time he reached fame as the lead singer of the
rock band Queen, he was known by a most suspi-
cious pseudonym: Freddie Mercury.

44 years after its closure, walking through the
blighted shed, one can still imagine the tracking
station humming with life: plaid-shirted engineers
in 1960s crew cuts manning oversized computers
flanked with rows of tubes and strange mechani-
cal objects; fighting through the static as a small,
manned, bell-shaped capsule circled the Earth just
beyond the edge of the atmosphere.

33





