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ince the first manned landing on the Moon 25 years ago,

news commentators, political analysts, and sociologists

have tried to convince the American people that there has
been no long-term, visionary mission for space exploration
since the Apollo program because no one wanted one. The
American people “lost interest” in space, they state, while oth-
er, more earthly problems replaced exploration as a major na-
tional concern.

In order to make this argument convincing, a number of
myths have been concocted for popular and congressional con-
sumption. We are told that excitement about space exploration
would necessarily diminish because the Apollo program an-
nounced by President Kennedy in 1961 was a “dead end”; that
the Great Society goals announced by President Johnson in
1965 could be accomplished only by taking money away from
the space program, or vice versa; that Americans lost interest in
space because the leadership of NASA had no vision for the
post-Apollo era; and that the optimistic view of the early 1960s
that no frontier was out of reach had to be replaced by more
“realistic,” down-to-earth fears of overpopulation, slow envi-
ronmental death, and limits to growth, in direct and conscious

By the time the first manned flight of the Saturn V rocket took
off on the Apollo 8 missiori in 1968, budget cutbacks had al-
ready taken a toll at the Marshall Space Flight Center where
the Saturn was developed. Here, the astronauts begin their
journey to circumnavigate the Moon.

The visionary focus and strong
national commitment of the
space program were destroyed
by the zero-growth establish-
ment, which put in its place
the New Age counterculture.

by Marsha Freeman

juxtaposition to the limitlessness of space exploration.

Not one of these statements is true, yet together they have
helped shape American economic, social, and foreign policies
for the past quarter century. Arguments by the scientists, ad-
ministrators, and public supporters of the space program in the
1960s were overpowered by a growing demoralization in
America, fueled by political assassinations, urban riots, and the
Vietnam war, which flourished thanks to the loss of a commit-
ment to a positive program for the future.

There has been alarm over this state of affairs, but little un-
derstanding within the community of space scientists, engi-
neers, planners, managers, and in industry of how to return to
the spirit of Apollo, when most assumed that we and our prog-
eny would explore space. What must be understood is that re-
capturing the promise of Apollo requires overturning the entire
set of axioms and postulates of the past 25 years. Once again
we must mobilize the national will to accomplish great pro-
jects, such as the exploration and colonization of space.

On this 25th anniversary of the first lunar landing, President
Clinton could announce far-reaching goals in space as an ap-
propriate commemoration. To succeed, however, such an ini-
tiative must also overturn the premise that there are limits—to
growth, to economic development, to the “carrying capacity”
of the Earth, to mankind’s understanding of the wonders of the
universe, to his ability to marshal breakthroughs in science to
create new worlds that serve his needs. There will be no short-
cuts in this effort.

21st CENTURY Summer 1994 23



NASA
The man entrusted with carrying out President Kennedy’s
Apollo mandate was James E. Webb. By 1965, Webb was
warning that the lack of follow-on plans to the lunar landing
would squander the capabilities the nation had invested in
the space program. Here, Webb is testifying before Congress
in 1967.

The Promise of Apollo

When President John F. Kennedy announced on May 25,
1961, that this nation should “land a man on the Moon and re-
turn him safely to the Earth” within the decade of the 1960s,
the leisurely pace of the manned space program ended and
the Apollo program began in earnest. His announcement was
certainly motivated by the need to match and then surpass the
Soviet Union’s capabilities in space for national security and
national prestige and to recover from his recent political fiasco
with the Bay of Pigs invasion.

But there was more to the Kennedy initiative than a single
goal with a deadline. The next sentence of the speech read,
“No single space project in this period will be more impressive
to mankind, or more important for the long-range exploration
of space; and none will be so difficult or expensive to accom-
plish.” Kennedy had the benefit of knowledgeable space advis-
ers such as Vice President Lyndon Johnson and NASA Admin-
istrator James Webb, who recommended a major effort on a
broad front, to include unmanned planetary exploration and
applications of space technology. Through their efforts, this
broad-based program was pursued.

That landing a man on the Moon was not Kennedy’s idea of
the end of the space effort is evidenced by the other three pro-
grams for which he requested increased funding in his “Special
Message to the Congress on Urgent National Needs,” which
highlighted the lunar program. These included funding for a
“satellite system for worldwide weather observation . . . ac-
celerating the use of space satellites for worldwide communi-
cations,” and, most important, “an additional $23 million, to-
gether with $7 million already available, to accelerate
development of the Rover nuclear rocket.” As Kennedy stated,
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“This gives promise of someddy providing a means for even
more exciting and ambitious exploration of space, perhaps be-
yond the Moon, perhaps to the very end of the solar system it-
self.” There would be no need to fund a nuclear rocket project
if landing a man on the Moon were to be the “end” of the
manned space program. Only trips to Mars would require nu-
clear propulsion technology.

For Kennedy, the goal was U.S. leadership in space, which
would be a continuing mission. It was not his intention that af-
ter (hopefully) beating the Soviets to the Moon, the United
States would fold up its tent and end the manned space pro-
gram. The lunar landing program became a “dead end” with
no equally challenging long-range mission to follow it only be-
cause the political forces that had opposed and attacked the
program from its inception were becoming hegemonic by
1965 and Kennedy was no longer there to put the full force of
the presidency behind the space program.

‘Mr. Space’

Today Lyndon Johnson is most often identified with the
Great Society program and the Vietnam War, but the fact that
there has been a civilian space program in the United States
since 1958 is in large part the result of his efforts. When Sput-
nik made its debut on Oct. 4, 1957, Johnson was the majority
leader of the Senate and chairman of the Senate Armed Ser-
vices Subcommittee on Preparedness Investigating. In confer-
ence with the leadership of the Senate, Johnson took the lead
in investigating this “satellite gap” after the Eisenhower admin-
istration’s disappointing response to the Soviet challenge.
Johnson’s subcommittee began hearings on the Soviet threat
and the U.S. military’s plans for space in November. No less
than 2,376 pages of testimony were recorded, including state-
ments by Drs. Edward Teller and Wernher von Braun. Teller
advocated a trip to the Moon as a response to the Soviet lead
in space, and von Braun expressed his support for developing
the large rockets to take the spacecraft there.

The subcommittee, which Johnson insisted take a nonparti-
san approach on issues of national security, agreed without dis-
sent that higher priority should be given to satellites, that they
served both military and scientific purposes, and that there had
to be greater emphasis on scientific and technological educa-
tion. Johnson introduced Senate Resolution 256, creating the
Special Committee on Space and Astronautics, which passed
without opposition on Feb. 6, 1958. Two weeks later, he was
elected chairman of the committee and he continued to be the
major congressional spokesman on space policy issues.

Johnson and Eisenhower agreed that the exploration of
space should reside in a separate civilian agency, and on April
2, 1958, President Eisenhower made this proposal to the Con-
gress. On April 14, Johnson and House majority leader John
W. McCormack introduced the legislation that would create
the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA).

Opening the hearings before the Special Committee on the
NASA bill on May 6, 1958, chairman Johnson stated:

Space affects all of us and all that we do, in our private
lives, in our business, in our education, and in our Gov-
ernment. . . . We shall succeed or fail [depending on] our

. success at incorporating the exploration and utiliza-
tion of space into all aspects of our society and the enrich-








































