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Fig. 1. Lou Grant, “Booster Rocket,” Times (Palo Alto), 9 Oct 1962.

This comic (Fig. 1.) accurately portrays the American public’s qualms about
the manned moon program in 1963. The public argued whether their tax dollars could
be better spent, politicians did the same, and scientists seemed to argue whether or not
such a crash program would be beneficial to future knowledge. And then there was
the issue of prestige, if the Russians had a secret moon program, and got there first,
what would that mean for democracy. Would the Russians then hold the upper hand
in the Cold War? These are the questions constantly asked of the John F. Kennedy
administration regarding their promises of what the moon program would become.

Not only did the Kennedy administration face increasing amounts of
criticisms, but they had to make the American public believe a moon landing was

even possible. In 1949, the results of a Gallup poll showed that only 15 percent of



Amcricans polled believed Amcrica would reach the moon within 50 years, yet 85

percent believed scientists would find a cure for cancer'. Knowing what we know
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now in 2006, it is hard to believe that the public could foresee a cure for cancer before

a lunar landing. The “conquering” of space in today's society is taken for granted.

Adults now in their thirties have grown up learning about Neil Armstrong’s historic
landing and utilizing communications satellites, yet barely any news coverage is
given to new ventures into space, such as the recent probe sent to Pluto or even the
continued work of the two Mars rovers. Perhaps the only excitement left surrounding
the lunar landing and space exploration is the conspiracy theory that it never
happened. The question then is how skepticism gave way to support of a massive and
expensive space program, and how ultimately support was lost. In just over twenty
years, the American public changed their view of space as attainable, rather than a
place only dreamed about by science fiction writers. As they changed their view, they
lent their support to a massive technological quest to land a man on the moon first,
before the Russians, and within ten years.

To address the question of how space policy developed, this paper will focus
on the Kennedy administration, the years 1961 to 1963 when the promise to go to the
moon was first made, and later, the proposition to cooperate with the Russians in a
joint program. It will focus on the circumstances which led Kennedy to decide upon a
“crash” space program, his motivations for doing so, the results Kennedy promised

the nation, and consequently the loss of support and shift in policy.

! Howard E. McCurdy, Space and the American Imagination (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian
Institution Press, 1997), 29.
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M public as many things: a new frontier open W the national spirit of

exploration, an opportunity for scicntific innovation to flourish, a program v/hich
would provide ¢conomic opportunitics for the Amcrican public, and a place that
could be defined by peace and ultimately devoid of the Cold War struggles which
defined the age. However, as cach promisc was made, growing criticism of the
program began to leave the administration grasping for the next justification. As
scientists began to criticize the real science of the program and economists began to
criticize the costs of the program, Kennedy needed to find more ways to promise the
moon. Yet, by 1963, it scemed that there were no more promises to be made and in
September of 1963, Kennedy went before the U.N. and proposed a joint lunar
program between the United States and the Soviet Union. Had Kennedy lived beyond
November 1963, this paper will show that the moon program would have been
radically different from the present reality. Whether this meant a decelerated program,
or a Soviet-United States flag on the moon, Kennedy showed a desire to alter his
space policy.

To the public this seemed a retreat from Kennedy’s harsh anti-communist
policy resulting in such incidents as the Bay of Pigs and Cuban Missile Crisis, while
to Kennedy it was in line with his goals to decrease Cold War tensions.? Thus, it can

be assumed he would have either canceled the mission to land a man on the moon, or

he would have more vigorously pursued a joint lunar landing with the Russians. No

? Exemplified in his desire for Congress to approve the Limited Test Ban Treaty of 1963, banning
nuclear testing in the atmosphere, space, and under water.



matter which course he took, the United States space program of the 1960s would

have looked remarkably different from how it is remembered today.



Chapter One:
The Respective Policies of Eisenhower and Kennedy

When Dwight D. Eiscnhower entered the White House in 1953, he did so with
conservative notions about how the government should function. Walter McDougall
explains that Eisenhower’s motive was to “usher in the missile age without
succumbing to centralized mobilization and planning.” As Howard McCurdy draws
from Stephen Ambrose’s biography, Eisenhower was “more interested in using space
for [aerial surveillance] than as a theater for some sort of exploratory opera.”® As
such, the pre-1957 Eisenhower space policy stressed placing scientific satellites into
orbit could advance science, rather than a policy which strived to “beat” Soviets.
Besides serving scientific goals, Eisenhower’s administration asserted that a scientific
satellite would create a precedent of free access, thus calming Russian fears about a
foreign satellite flying over the Soviet Union.> The fear of a foreign satellite flying
over native land would be one the American public would face as the U.S.S.R. placed
the first satellite into space, rather than the Americans.

On October 4, 1957 the Russian satellite Sputnik was successfully launched.
Lyndon B. Johnson, the Senate Majority Leader, was immediately concerned and
called for an investigation into the space policy of the United States and whether it
res-ulted in Soviet superiority. Similarly, the media presented Sputnik as something

which demanded attention; they claimed that it asserted a Soviet technological

* Walter A. McDougall, The Heavens and the Earth: A Political History of the Space Age (New York:
Basic Books, 1985), 139.

* McCurdy 59.
* McDougall 145.



supcriority. The public, however, was not as fcarful, until the media commanded it to
be.®

Perhaps least concerned was President Eisenhower himself. For example, in a
press conference on October 9™ a mere five days after Sputnik was launched,
President Eisenhower not only expressed his lack of concern over Sputnik as a

security risk, but also said,

You will say, ‘Well the Soviets gained a great psychological advantage
throughout the world,” and I think in a political sense that is true; but in the
scientific sense it is not true except for the proof . . . that they have got the
propellants and the projectors that will put these things up in the air.”
Here he explicitly stated that he knew, in regards to international prestige, the
Russians had won a victory, but scientifically all the Russians had was propellants
and the projectors. Yet the American public did not see them as simply propellants
and projectors to launch satellites but as proof that the Russians probably possessed
ICBMs, now had the capability to launch them, and most likely intended to place man
into space. And, as McDougall rightly argues, Eisenhower and his administration
were blind to the “symbolic technology” Sputnik represented and thus Eisenhower
seemed out of touch with the people. Instead of promoting a sense of security through
his passiveness, Eisenhower made the American people feel their leader was unaware

of the true cl:anger.8 During the Cold War, many citizens believed security was based

on the assumption that the United States was superior, scientifically and

® McDougall 145.

" The President’s News Conference of October 9, 1957, 25 May 2006
<http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=10924&st=&st1=>.
* McDougall 146.



technologically, to the Soviets— an assumption challenged by Sputnik I, and, one

month later, Sputnik 11.”

Perhaps most illustrative of Eisenhower's post-Sputnik policy is the pamphlet
distributed by the administration to the American public entitled “Introduction to
Outer Space™ Written by Eisenhower’s Presidential Science Advisory Committee,
the pamphlet contained suggestions about the future for America’s space program
with a statement by Eisenhower explaining that the information would, for the non-
technical reader, outline the wondrous knowledge and peaceful opportunities space
- presented. Members on this committee included many prestigious scientists and
academics, such as the chair Dr. James R. Killian, President of M.LT., and Jerome B.
Weisner, a future President of MLLT., group leader at Los Alamos Laboratory after
the Second World War, and the future science advisor to President Kennedy. Dr.
James H. Doolittle was a pilot in the Air Force as well as completing a Ph. D. in
aeronautical engineering from M. I. T. And Dr. Isidor I. Rabi who worked on
developing the atomic bomb as well as heralded for his work on the magnetic
properties of crystals and his work on studying the magnetic properties of atomic
nuclei. These men, among many more, formulated this introduction to the space
program utilizing a vague timetable of “early”, “later”, “still later”, and “much later
still”. In doing so, the committee placed 1;0 deadline to the missions, rather putting
them into a nondescript order of importance and achievability. While the periods of
“early” and “later” contained such feats as further research of astronomy,

communications, scientific lunar investigation, and geophysics, human Ilunar

? Ibid.



that Kennedy could exploit to show the difference between the Democrat’s concerns

for security versus that of Republican’s. Perhaps most telling of this desire to
showcase the failures of the Eisenhower’s space program is a position paper written
for the young candidate.

In late August of 1960, a group of science advisors appointed by those in
charge of the Kennedy campaign gave a position paper on space research to the future
president. It contained critiques of Eisenhower's program in regards to space as well
as laying out a future, more escalated approach to the “space race”—a program that
Kennedy could choose to speed up the progress made towards a manned flight to
outer space and elsewhere. The paper begins with a critique of the Eisenhower
administration for letting such a national blow as Sputnik to occur. It continued by
proposing several different plans, and later describes what the Kennedy position
would entail.

The preliminary ““Position Paper on Space Research™ was given to Kennedy to
criticize the Republican’s performance in regards to space. It argued that the
Eisenhower administration failed to recognize the fact that besides an ultimate
scientific goal to space, there was a psychological aspect to the program—specifically;
there was a need to show internationally each country’s technological superiority, a
goal achieved by firsts in space. Therefore, the paper argues that a downfall of the
Eisenhower’s administration was its small space budget. Such an approach would
have been fine from a scientific research point of view, but it was completely

inadequate for achieving the spectacular firsts needed to win a psychological victory.
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lHowever, there is an cxaggeralion in the paper. The committee argued that a
main problem of the Eisenhower administration was the inability, or perhaps lack of
desire, 10 decide whether the nation’s program would be a program of scientific
research, or one of prestige. It strove to show ignorance on the part of the Eisenhower
Program. Yet as was seen earlier, Eisenhower knew there was a political impact of
Sputnik, but chose to focus on a space program which was more scientifically
beneficial, rather than propaganda driven. This hyperbole only reinforced the idea
that Kennedy had to make a strong stance on space, and the growing Soviet lead in
space, or face the same criticisms the Republicans had.

The campaign position paper given to Kennedy further elucidated why and
how the Eisenhower program failed. First, the authors argued, as pointed to
previously, the Eisenhower program was under-funded and the “psycho-political”
impact was underestimated. For example, according to scientist Wernher Von Braun,
the United States could have launched a satellite as early as January 1957; the paper
therefore implied that the reason for the United States’s lag in space was not due to a
lag in technology but rather the Eisenhower administration’s inability to make a
decision. Also argued is that valuable time was wasted downgrading the significance.
That is, Eisenhower and his administration decided that to approve a “crash program”
would show panic and hysteria over Sputnik. A third critique stated that not enough
attention was given to the future need of large rocket boosters. Only until February

1960 was urgency given to Project Saturn, a project designed to produce rockets with

the thrust needed to send heavier objects into space.
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Further, the authors argued that the Eisenhower administration scverely
misread the Sovicets. Instead of grabbing attention with more spectacular firsts, which
scemed to be where the Soviets were heading, the Eisenhower administration focused
on placing more and more satellites into space. The Kennedy advisors argued that
there needed to be an emphasis placed, not on quantity, but on the advancement of
space technology. This point was raised in the fourth Kennedy-Nixon debate. Held in
New York on October 20, 1960, Nixon argued that “Senator Kennedy — [states] over
and over again that the United States is second in space and the fact of the matter is
that the space score today is twenty-eight to eight—we’ve had twenty-eight
successful shots, they've had eight.”'* To this, Kennedy rebutted,

I believe the Soviet Union is first in outer space. We have—have made more

shots but the size of their rocket thrust and all the rest—you yoursclf said to

Khrushchev, ‘You may be ahead of us in rocket thrust but we're ahead of you

in color television’ in your famous discussion in the kitchen. I think that color
television is not as important as rocket thrust.'*

In this debate, the advice of the position paper on space appeared clearly—the
criticism of the Republicans for focusing more on numbers than on the technological
achievements which would prove to be more spectacular and impressive to the world.
The critique of Eisenhower’s policy was that the administration had made significant
gains as far as scientific research and communications were concerned, yet lacked
feats that could be easily understood by the general population. The insinuation was
that though there were perhaps more scientifically advanced and important

information gained from the Eisenhower administration’s program than from the

'3 Fourth Kennedy-Nixon Presidential Debate, 21 October 1961, American Presidency Project. 25 May
2006 <http//www presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=62246&st=&st1=>.
" Ibid.
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The paper then offered Kennedy, should he win the presidency, two choices of
programs he could pursuc. The first program had the angle of pursuing “an
imaginative and vigorous program of rescarch in space science and technology and to
cxploit uscful applications of this new technology so that the United States, in
collaboration with other nations, will enjoy full valuc from the peaceful and scientific
phascs of gpace activities.”!? That is, this first program was similar to Fisenhower’s—
a program designed simply to gain the greatest scientific knowledge.

The second program went beyond this objective, by adding a significant
budget increasce in order to “develop fully the potential of space research and its
applications to establish American supremacy in the exploration of space.”'” With the
second proposed program, the United States would engage in a more “crash” like
program in order to reassert American technological superiority. Though the paper
scemed to give Kennedy a choice between two very different programs, the choice

was made for him. Had Kennedy chosen the first program, he would have aligned

'* Briefing Paper on Space, 1960, “Social Sceurity — Water Supply” folder, Pre-Presidential Papers,
Box 993A, John F. Kennedy Library, Boston, Massachussetts.
1% .

Ibid 14.

13



















































































































































