THE ELUSIVE JACKASS FLATS TRACKING COVERS

Bob Weinberger - SU 4321
          There is always something to be learned about places that serviced covers during the early days of U.S. space exploration (Mercury - Gemini - Apollo).  This is particularly true of those locations that were not in the mainstream of events, and played only an ancillary role in their association with the Manned Flight Network, Satellite Tracking and Data Acquisition Network, Deep Space Instrumentation Facilities and the Optical Tracking Network.  
          Jackass Flats, Nevada was such a tracking station.  Located in Nevada's Western Shoshone territory, it is about 100 miles north-west of Las Vegas.  Obviously, NASA had an interest in Jackass Flats beyond that of a tracking station.  In the early 1960's, the Atomic Energy Commission and NASA negotiated an interagency agreement to establish and manage a test area at the Nevada Testing Site (NTS) designated as the Nuclear Rocket Development Station (NRDS).   The NTS, established in 1951, occupied a large area in south-west Nevada.  The NTS facility was divided into 30 areas.  Jackass Flats, designated Area 25, was the largest of the 30 areas.  The NDRS was placed under the supervision of the Space Nuclear Propulsion Office in February 1962.  In June 1970, SNPO was renamed the Space Nuclear Systems Office.  The SNSO was to conduct research and testing for nuclear rocket systems suitable for advanced space exploration.  
          According to Paul Rogers, writing in the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists:


Neither nuclear propulsion nor atomic-powered equipment in spacecraft is a new idea.  Radioisotope thermoelectric generators (RTGs) have been used in space since 1961, and the Soviet Union launched 31 ships with fission reactors between 1967 and 1988, according to the World Nuclear Association.  The concept of nuclear propulsion goes back even further, to Project Orion and the Nuclear Engine for Rocket Vehicle Applications (NERVA) program that began in the mid-1950s.  NERVA designs centered on propelling a ship by using a graphite-core nuclear reactor to heat hydrogen to extreme temperatures and eject it through a nozzle at high velocity.  Twenty NERVA engines were tested at Jackass Flats, Nevada, before the program was shutdown in 1973.  

           At the end of 1963, the nuclear rocket effort was already in decline as NASA focused on making the Apollo program a success using more conventional rocket engines.  NRDS was deactivated in 1973 and became part of NTS in 1974.  The NTS facility has been active recently in developing Project Prometheus and the Pluto Project (New Horizons).   The mission of Project Prometheus was to develop a nuclear engine to triple our speed in space.  However, the project was not funded in the 2006 US Budget.  
          Because of its status as an ancillary supporter of the U.S. manned space program, there were not very many Jackass Flats tracking covers prepared.  You may have one or two in your space cover collection, but more are difficult to find.   Jackass Flats tracking covers were prepared for Apollo 4 through Apollo 17.  The covers were always cancelled on time and were returned in SASEs.  The quality of rubber stamp cachets (RSC) can range from pretty awful to very nice.  The quality of rubber-stamped space covers is determined by ink, stamp quality, size, pictorial content and application.  Jackass Flats RSC's are usually good quality, with purple ink, 2"x4" size, interesting pictorial content and clear application.  The burro and prospector are shown exploring against the background of Nevada's mountains with the Atomic Energy Commission logo.  This communicates a sense of past and future exploration.  
          How scarce are Jackass Flats covers?  A review of space cover auctions gives us a clue to answering that question.  The following are the results of an extensive search of space cover auctions for the period 1992-2005:
    The Astro Postal History Auctions for the period 31 Oct 1992 - 31 May 2004 (12 years) revealed only one Jackass Flats cover in the auction of 31 Oct 1993 (Auction #18, Lot #310).  It is an Apollo 11 launch tracking cover dated 16 July 1969, Jackass Flats, NV, Nuclear Testing Lab, RSC, CV $6.50.
     Space Unit Mini Auctions for the period 29 Feb 1992 - 31 July 2005 (13 years, 85 auctions) revealed only two Jackass Flats covers - (1) 15 Mar 1996 (Auction #41, Lot #161).  This is an Apollo 7 launch tracking cover dated 11 Oct 1968, Jackass Flats, NV, RSC, EV $6.00.
(2) 30 Apr 2002 (Auction #66, Lot #156). This is another Apollo 11 launch tracking cover dated 16 July 1969, RSC, EV $9.00. 

            My search of recent auctions on eBay resulted in the discovery of one Apollo 13 tracking cover dated 13 Apr 1970 from Jackass Flats, NV on auction 8 May 2006 - RSC, Value $7.00.
Obviously, not many Jackass Flats covers are traded.  The reported 1993-2005 limited auction lots and estimated values ($6 to $9) are at least a benchmark for estimating current values. 
          The Apollo program was completed more than 33 years ago with tracking stations around the world participating.  Some may not consider the Jackass Flats tracking covers the Seabiscuit of space cover collecting, or a long-shot to become a legend in space philately.  However, they are an interesting and worthy part of collecting the Apollo program.  []
Note: Thanks to Bill York for his assistance in preparing this article for publication.
Ref: Shundahai Network, http://www.Shundahai.org/area 25nts.htm
       Space Nuclear Propulsion Office, http://history.nasa.gov/SP-4012/Vol4/Ch6.htm

       Logsdon, John M. (Editor), Exploring the Unknown - NASA, 1999, p.18

       Rogers, Paul, "Nuclear propulsion rises from the ashes", Bulletin of the Atomic Sci-

               entists, July-Aug 2003, p. 9-11 (Vol. 59, No. 4)
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The location of Jackass Flats Tracking Station
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One of three examples of the elusive Jackass Flats covers that the author has found

[image: image4.jpg]APOLLO 11 : JOURNEY TO THE MOON
7 /16 /69 - Launching : Armstrong, Aldrin, Collins
7 /20 /69 - Armstrong & Aldrin Land on Moon 4:17
P. M. EDT. Armstrong steps on Moon 10:56 P. M.
EDT. Aldrin walks on Moon 11:15 P. M. EDT.

7 /21 /69 - LM lifts off Moon 1:54 P. M. EDT. LM
docks with Command Module 5:35 P. M. EDT.

7 /24 /69 = Splashdown USS Homet
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An Apollo 11 mission Jackass Flats Cover
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An Apollo 13 mission Cover 
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