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PREFACE



“Not since Adam has any human known such solitude as Mike Collins is experiencing,” a NASA official commented when the Columbia spacecraft swung behind the moon on July 20, 1969.1


Collins would spend the next forty-eight minutes orbiting the far side of the moon, blocked from all radio communication with his crewmates, Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin, who were on the other side of the lunar surface, as well as the rest of humanity back down on Earth. He felt this isolation “powerfully.”2 Outside his window, the vastness of space—teeming with stars—contrasted sharply with the darkness of the lunar surface below. On board Columbia, a spacecraft he affectionately dubbed his “mini-cathedral,” Collins occupied his time busily preparing the ship for his crewmates’ return. While Armstrong and Aldrin became the first humans to walk on the surface of the moon, Collins experienced the solitude of space, floating nearly a quarter million miles from Earth—alone on a spacecraft with no ability to talk to any other person.3 He jested, “If a count were taken, the score would be three billion plus two over on the other side of the moon, and one plus God only knows what on this side.”4


This sense of solitude would not last long. What impressed Collins most on his return to Earth was not the isolation of space travel but its unifying effects. When I spoke with Collins almost fifty years after the flight, he told me, “I thought that when we went to different countries that people would say you Americans achieved XYZ.”5 But what he discovered on returning to planet Earth was the opposite of what he experienced orbiting the far side of the moon: a profound sense of community.


Collins explained to me that everywhere the astronauts went, “It was ‘we.’ We human beings—‘We did it, we did it.’ That was the punch line, everywhere we went.” As the Apollo 11 crew circled the world on a postflight diplomatic tour, touching down in twenty-seven cities in twenty-four countries, they observed the same refrain: “We did it.”6


That use of we instead of you Americans or you astronauts attests to the profound sense of collective participation felt by billions of people when humans first set foot on the moon. It also hints at the growing awareness of global interconnection—or the sense that we are part of one global village—that arose alongside, and in part, because of the Space Age.


As Neil Armstrong climbed down the Eagle’s ladder and took “one small step” into the dusty lunar regolith, a record-breaking global audience waited with rapt attention. Never before had so many people come together to witness an event. But it wasn’t just the numbers that made this audience exceptional. The sense of participation and global unity shared by billions of people around the world became one of the most significant consequences of the first lunar landing, with reverberations that affect us to this day.


During our conversation Collins added an essential point: this use of we around the world must have been “worth its weight in gold” for the US State Department and US Information Agency.7 As he knew well from his years as an astronaut followed by his tenure as the assistant secretary of state for public affairs, the unifying effects of Project Apollo were not just spiritual; they were also political.


This book arose from the right combination of intention and accident. Sitting in the US National Archives on an August afternoon in 2007, I was researching how scientific programs affect culture and politics. Taking the Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory’s global network of satellite tracking stations as my jumping-off point, I spent the summer reading memos, reports, letters, and any other archival material I could get my hands on. In the archive’s airy reading room, I focused on the Smithsonian’s close relationship with the Tokyo Astronomical Observatory, a Meiji-era institution established in 1888.


The material I had been reviewing told me about the day-to-day workings of the cooperative international project at the observatory, but it seemed like something was missing. I had just read John Dower’s Embracing Defeat, a masterful study of the postwar reconstruction of Japan from within. “What matters,” Dower stresses, “is what the Japanese themselves made of their experience of defeat.”8 What role did science play in the larger story of US-Japanese relations in this period? I knew that the effects of the US use of two atomic bombs during World War II echoed far beyond 1945. As an article published in the Japanese newspaper Asahi Shimbun less than a week after Emperor Hirohito announced Japan’s surrender famously explained, “We lost to the enemy’s science.”9 How were the astronomers at the Tokyo Astronomical Observatory, as well as people throughout Japan, viewing US science and technology a decade after the war? And how was the US marshaling its scientific and technological programs in support of the nation’s political interests in Japan? With Dower fresh on my mind and some hours left in my day, I requested a few boxes from a collection that seemed promising.


What I found, tucked neatly in cream-colored folders, was a story that would come to dominate my life for over the next decade and transform how I understood the relationship between science, power, and globalization.


Holding up a US Information Agency field report dated September 4, 1962, I read, “The Friendship 7 Exhibit in Tokyo was held at the Takashimaya Department Store July 26th through 29th from 10:00 a.m.–6:00 p.m. daily, and was viewed by over half a million people, a crowd exceptional in size even by Tokyo standards.”10 Five hundred thousand people. Five hundred thousand people in just four days. Could a small space capsule really have attracted such an enormous crowd? I read on. Several hundred police and guides, it continued, “channeled the crowd up nine flights of stairs, zig-zagged them across the roof and brought them down nine flights of stairs to the exhibit.”11 The scale and level of interest in the exhibit are hard to comprehend. This crowd was exceptional in size not just by Tokyo standards but by any other standards. Clearly, the department-store space capsule exhibit suggests a passionate enthusiasm for the US space program in Japan. But what is the larger significance of this popularity? I knew that John Glenn became a national hero within the United States after his flight. The country conferred the status of celebrity on him. But what did his space capsule mean to people in Japan? Why did they wait in a five-hour line to walk by his small, charred vehicle? Does this story hint at something larger, something more fundamental about the ties between early spaceflight and foreign relations?


Luckily, I did not have to wait long to start finding the answers to these questions. That summer I had a fellowship at the Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum (NASM). The day after first reading about Glenn’s space capsule exhibit in Tokyo, I returned to my office in the Space History Department to ask curators what they knew about the exhibit. Although a few had heard of a capsule tour, it was not an episode anyone knew about in detail. I returned to the archive to find out more.


As I delved further into those cream-colored folders, I soon discovered that this record-breaking exhibit was no chance event. Instead, this modest capsule display exposed a nuanced political tactic at the core of US grand strategy in the early 1960s. At the height of the cold war, both the US and the Soviet Union were mobilizing their vast technical and scientific resources to wield global influence. They built transnational ties through scientific exchanges and education. They attempted to influence and at times divert the trajectory of other national scientific and engineering research programs. And as in the case of the Friendship 7 exhibit in Tokyo, they attempted to foster political alignment through demonstrations of scientific and technological preeminence. The wildly popular space capsule exhibit in Tokyo was just one part of a much larger, more extensive US initiative to spread liberal democratic values. Spaceflight spectaculars, and their promotion abroad, were by design aimed at winning over international public opinion, countering anti-American sentiment, and, most importantly, shaping the emerging global order. The Toyko exhibit was not the first time, nor would it be the last, that the Kennedy administration looked to spaceflight as an essential arm of US diplomacy.


What I learned is that the moon landing and diplomacy were profoundly and intricately allied. From the very start, US politicians weighed the soft-power potential of space exploration as they evaluated which programs to fund.12 They argued over the psychological benefits of being “first” in space. They created a global communications infrastructure explicitly so people around the world could follow US space successes. They spent millions of taxpayer dollars on space-themed films, exhibits, press releases, buttons, lectures, and radio broadcasts to promote and leverage international interest in spaceflight. They hired polling firms on every continent that repeatedly assessed the effectiveness of space propaganda. And through years of feedback and fine-tuning, they honed a powerful message that bound global progress with US space accomplishments.


As the story of Project Apollo makes clear, people—not just advances in transportation, trade, and communication—shape and propel the process of globalization. Individuals have advanced our awareness of interconnection and have created experiences that unite us. Mike Collins cogently captured this when he explained to me, “The response we got—we human beings have landed on the moon—it was the ‘giant leap,’ as Armstrong put it.”13 Each person I spoke with over the past decade amplified and sharpened the significance of “we” in the story of lunar exploration. Buzz Aldrin and I laughed about his exploits with Italian paparazzi while he traveled the world after his flight. As I walked along a riverbed in western Japan with artist Michio Horikawa, he reflected on how the collection of moon rocks prompted his deeper appreciation for the rocks here on Earth. From the shiny offices of a design firm in Manhattan, World’s Fair exhibit designer Jack Masey explained why space exploration was such a potent form of propaganda. In Oslo, Erik Tandberg, a television personality, told me how he became the “Norwegian Walter Cronkite.” Over a long lunch at Apollo astronaut Jim Lovell’s restaurant north of Chicago, I heard the story of the global Christmas Eve broadcast from the moon. And while celebrating the fortieth anniversary of the first lunar landing with Neil Armstrong at MIT, I spoke with him about the diplomatic responsibilities of astronauts and the sense of international participation shared around the globe. He told me in his quiet and unassuming way that this was an essential piece of the Apollo story that should be told. And so I took his advice.














Introduction


MOONRISE


Shortly after Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin took their first steps on the moon and before they planted an American flag into the lunar soil, they unveiled a plaque mounted to the lunar module and read its inscription: “Here Men from the Planet Earth First Set Foot Upon the Moon, July 1969, A.D. We Came in Peace for All Mankind.” Above the inscription an image of the Earth’s two hemispheres—simple and solid like block prints—depicted an undivided planet with no political boundaries, as it is seen from outer space. The Apollo 11 crew and President Nixon’s names and signatures flanked the bottom of the plaque.1 Crafted by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), the White House, and other US government staff, this inscription, the outline of the Earth, and the signatures, although quite concise, signaled a set of values—openness, progress, religion, inclusivity, service, and universality—melding them into a symbolic representation of US leadership.


Well in advance of the Apollo 11 mission, NASA’s head of public relations and the assistant administrator for international affairs widely solicited advice for the plaque. Consulting with the Smithsonian Institution, the Library of Congress, the archivist of the United States, the NASA Historical Advisory Committee, the Space Council, and congressional committees, NASA finalized a first draft of the plaque.2 President Nixon’s advisors and speechwriters tailored the text and image to fit the interests of the administration. The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) notified White House staff that the Soviet Union’s robotic spacecraft might land on the moon first, beating the Apollo 11 crew to the surface. In response, speechwriter and advisor Pat Buchanan proposed that the plaque read “set foot” as opposed to “landed.” William Safire, another speechwriter, edited the phrase “we come in peace” to “we came in peace,” in order to disassociate it from “something you’d say to Hollywood Indians.” The addition of “A.D.” to the date, remarked Safire, was a “shrewd way of sneaking God in.”3 The last phrase on the plaque, “for all mankind,” served as the motto of America’s Space Age, populating dozens of presidential speeches, international exhibit panels, film scripts, newspaper articles, and radio broadcasts, and appearing in the 1958 Space Act, which framed America’s space efforts.4
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Apollo 11 plaque mounted on the lunar module. (NATIONAL AERONAUTICS AND SPACE ADMINISTRATION)








Not long after Armstrong and Aldrin unveiled the plaque on July 20, 1969, President Nixon picked up his minty-green touch-dial phone and called them from the Oval Office.5 First, he congratulated them and then conveyed a message to the broader global audience tuning in to the broadcast that evening. It was a brief statement, but similar to the one on the plaque: the president’s message signaled the major themes that US government officials had been crafting through years of public diplomacy programming. The Apollo 11 crew positioned themselves in front of the TV camera, and then Nixon articulated the significance of the first lunar landing: “Because of what you have done the heavens have become a part of man’s world.… For one priceless moment in the whole history of man, all the people on this earth are truly one.”6


As President Nixon’s telephone conversation with the Apollo 11 crew underscored, the moon landing extended the scope of human experience in two ways: for the first time in history humans landed on another celestial body; second, they came together to witness an event in larger numbers than ever before. One fifth of the world’s population watched the live television feed from the moon, while hundreds of millions more listened to the radio broadcast. In total, half of humanity followed the flight, a higher portion than for any previous event in history.


After the Apollo 11 crew returned to Earth, they watched recordings of the television coverage of their mission. Just as hundreds of millions of people had done on July 20, 1969, they saw their moonwalk alongside images of captivated audiences from around the world following the flight. “It seemed like the entire world was having a party,” thought Buzz Aldrin. The event did not just take place on the moon. Recognizing this, Aldrin turned to Neil Armstrong and said: “Hey, look. We missed the whole thing.”7


Like the message inscribed on the Apollo 11 plaque, this global audience was not spontaneous. In the 1960s the United States initiated the largest government-sponsored public relations campaign in history to encourage foreign audiences’ sense of participation in US spaceflight. From organizing hundreds of thousands of space exhibits and film screenings to creating a global communications infrastructure so people could follow the first lunar landing to small gestures like US diplomats coauthoring space-themed songs with local musicians, the United States proactively cultivated a global community connected through shared experiences with spaceflight.8


These global connections did not start with the moon landing. Long before Apollo 11, the world had been growing increasingly interconnected. The pace of this interconnection intensified in the late nineteenth century with the development of new transportation and communication technologies. This period was also marked by the importance of Europe in world events. Industrialization paired with imperialism ensured Europe’s dominance in international affairs through the early twentieth century. Although people, goods, and information traveled around the world at a quicker rate than ever before, globalization also exacerbated divides within societies, between the powerful and the weak, between the wealthy and the poor, and between the West and the non-West.9


As the world became more and more interconnected throughout the twentieth century, the character of globalization began to change. Two factors distinguish this era: First, the United States took a more assertive role in world affairs. Embracing its newfound position of global superpower and driven by an interest in containing the spread of Communism, the US government actively pursued political and economic influence while also promoting American culture abroad. Second, the cold war era saw a rise in the consciousness of the interdependence of humankind. Whereas Western-based technology and ideology drove nineteenth-century globalization, in the mid-twentieth century millions of people around the world participated in and shaped this process. This consciousness of interdependence did not erase diversity and division but instead enhanced our awareness that we all live in one interconnected world. These two factors—what distinguishes this moment in history—are intertwined. This is where the moon landing comes in.10


On May 25, 1961, just four months after assuming office, US president John F. Kennedy proposed Project Apollo at the tail end of an address to a joint session of Congress on “urgent national needs.” “These were extraordinary times,” Kennedy began. “Our strength as well as our convictions have imposed upon this nation the role of leader in freedom’s cause.” The battle was taking place in what Kennedy called the “lands of the rising people”: Asia, Latin America, Africa, and the Middle East. A global revolution was under way, and if the United States did not act decisively, “the adversaries of freedom” would “ride the crest of the wave—to capture it for themselves.”11


Kennedy’s ominous warning reveals a great deal about why a nation would commit itself to sending humans to the moon, the most expensive civilian technological endeavor ever undertaken by the United States. At the beginning of the twentieth century, colonial powers governed most of Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, and the Middle East. Nearly a billion people were under colonial rule, more than a third of the world population. In the 1940s, World War II upended the global order. It left the European powers socially and economically devastated while propelling the United States to superpower status. A wave of independence movements led to the disintegration of European empires. Between 1945 and 1970 the number of nations increased nearly fourfold. In 1960 alone—the year Kennedy was elected president—seventeen African colonies became independent nations.12 With European countries retreating from empire after World War II, and the emergence of new states, the geopolitical order of the world was undergoing a profound transformation. The United States and Soviet Union stepped in, competing to create a global coalition aligned with their respective ideologies. The United States sought to foster and spread liberal democracy, but the Soviet Union advocated Communism.13


Simultaneously, the introduction of nuclear weapons at the end of World War II upended how wars were waged. The US and Soviet Union staged proxy wars and launched covertly backed coups, but much of their geopolitical influence came from soft power rather than coercive force. Nuclear stalemate and US-Soviet rivalry elevated the significance of propaganda and psychological strategy in this period.14 As Kennedy put it in his May 25 address, the Soviet Union’s “aggression is more often concealed than open.” The Soviets did not fire missiles but sent arms, agitators, aid, and propaganda to fight this war. The “adversaries of freedom” were consolidating their territory and threatening the “hopes of the world’s newest nations.”15


The cold war was “a battle for minds and souls as well as lives and territory,” Kennedy told Congress and the American people on May 25. It was not simply a matter of superpower conflict but instead a deeply ideological confrontation that pitted capitalism against socialism. It took place on every continent, and it frequently played out in newly independent nations.16 The United States must act as a model, Kennedy argued. In addition to strengthening the American economy, the United States must invest in the economic and social progress of other nations as a bulwark against socialist influence.


Next, Kennedy called for additional funds for “the world-wide struggle to preserve and promote [American] ideals.” During the early cold war, Soviet and US leaders invested heavily in what today we call public diplomacy, a combination of national advocacy and propaganda. Mass communication in particular played a leading role in this process. Drawing on the tools of radio, television, film, photographs, exhibits, and other forms of media, the USSR and the US produced wide-ranging programming with the hope of shaping or reshaping the politics, economics, culture, values, and social relationships of other nations.17


Finally, after more than thirty minutes of outlining an extensive plan, Kennedy added one more “urgent national need”: Project Apollo. For Kennedy, sending humans to the moon and returning them safely back to Earth was part of the “battle going on around the world between freedom and tyranny.” It was not simply about securing American prestige and projecting technological capability. Spaceflight was affecting “the minds of men everywhere, who were attempting to make a determination of which road they should take.” It was time for the United States to take a leading role in space exploration, “which in many ways may hold the key to our future on earth.”18


Importantly, Project Apollo was not the only “urgent national need” proposed to Congress and the American people on May 25, 1961. Although we usually remember this speech for Kennedy’s call to send humans to the moon, the first thirty minutes reveal a context that is critical for understanding how and why the United States pursued lunar exploration. This geopolitical context does not simply add details to the story of the Apollo program; it also “changes its terms,” as Mary Dudziak once wrote.19 Project Apollo played a strategic role in US attempts to align the values and interests of the emerging, postcolonial world order with those of the United States rather than those of the Soviet Union.


Perhaps ironically, President John F. Kennedy was not a space enthusiast. Shortly after the Soviet Union launched Sputnik in 1957, over drinks at Boston’s storied Locke-Ober Café, he supposedly told rocket guidance pioneer Charles Stark Draper that all rockets were a waste of money. As a US senator and then later during his 1960 presidential campaign, Kennedy paid little attention to the future of space exploration beyond its impact on his electability. But in 1961 the young president proposed the most ambitious space program in national history when he announced Project Apollo before a joint session of Congress. This quick about-face was not a reversal in Kennedy’s attitude toward spaceflight. Instead, the president recognized that lunar exploration had the potential to restore America’s geopolitical standing in the wake of Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin’s April 1961 mission—the first human spaceflight in history—and the failure of the CIA-backed Bay of Pigs invasion during the same month. No other project, he argued, would be “more expensive” or “more impressive to mankind.”20


Project Apollo was an enormous national investment. Sending men to the moon cost the United States the equivalent of hundreds of billions today, more than eighteen times what the country spent on the Panama Canal, more than five times the expense of the Manhattan Project, and even more than the Eisenhower administration’s interstate highway system. Before the decade was out, Project Apollo had employed a workforce of hundreds of thousands, initiating a warlike mobilization of federal resources. A moon shot’s broad appeal, Kennedy explained, could advance US diplomatic goals without resorting to “hard” and expensive military power.21


But when the United States invested in Project Apollo, it invested in more than lunar exploration. Along with developing space suits and rockets, the United States developed an accompanying public relations campaign that spanned the globe. Over the 1960s, through hundreds of thousands of film screenings, exhibits, pamphlets, books, radio broadcasts, spacecraft tours, astronaut appearances, and the distribution of space buttons and press packets, the US not only told the story of America’s space program; it actively cultivated a global audience that was interested in and engaged with spaceflight. All the while, the US built up a global communications infrastructure that enabled this audience to watch the first lunar landing live—all together. Hundreds of millions of people around the world shared this first-ever moon landing experience in unison.


In the early 1960s the United States showcased its space program to demonstrate the nation’s technological, economic, and political superiority on the world stage. By the end of the decade, public diplomats’ approach to space programming had shifted notably. No longer were space feats employed primarily to highlight American prestige and power. Instead, the emphasis of this programming portrayed spaceflight as a global accomplishment undertaken “for all humankind.” This was a direct response to the voices of people around the world whom the US tried to influence. As public diplomats listened to audiences on each continent, from cities to rural areas, from children to presidents, they shifted their messaging from a demonstration of power to one of inclusiveness, from technological and scientific might to one of humanity and unity.


Project Apollo did not win the cold war contest between capitalism and socialism. But it had a very real, concrete impact on US foreign relations. Countless reports from US ambassadors and diplomats describe how the space program—and associated public diplomacy events—created goodwill, offered opportunities to meet with local politicians, and drew record-breaking audiences to exhibits and embassy events. Apollo did not erase the effects of US militarism, civil rights injustices, poverty, and other negative marks on the nation’s image abroad. But it did—if only temporarily—displace newspaper headlines that threatened to tarnish the US image overseas. As Apollo 8 commander Frank Borman later reflected, “It cast the country in a favorable light at a time when there were many things that cast it in an unfavorable light… the Apollo program did much more than just advance the country scientifically and technically, it advanced it in my opinion diplomatically just as much.”22 Kennedy and Nixon saw the advantages of scheduling international trips on the heels of popular spaceflights. Nixon’s 1969 tour of Southeast Asia and Romania was code-named Operation Moonglow because of the expectation that Apollo 11’s popularity and prestige would lend their sheen to the president’s new foreign policy initiatives. Even to this day, more than fifty years after Apollo 11, a “moon shot” remains a powerful and motivating symbol, an endeavor that is simultaneously aspirational and transformational, that is bigger than one country and encompassing all humankind.


Beyond its immediate US foreign relations dividends, Apollo and its associated media campaign propelled the evolution of globalization in the twentieth century, a transformation that shaped the world we live in today. It cultivated the consciousness of global interdependence through its far-reaching circulation of icons and images—such as views of Earth from space or of the cratered moon—that formed a shared visual culture; the dissemination of space discourse to every corner of the Earth, such as the phrase “for all mankind”; and, most importantly, the creation of a global community linked by their shared experience of following the moon landing together. Looking at how the content and tone of this programming changed over time reveals that it was not static or one-sided. Instead, it resulted from a dialogue between US government officials and the populations around the world they sought to influence. Apollo contributed to a heightened awareness of global interdependence, but not social and political homogenization. Millions of people on each continent participated in the moon landing, and although they drew on shared Apollo imagery and phrases, they did so to express their own interests and visions of the future. After the moon landing, the world was still deeply divided on racial, economic, religious, national, and ideological lines. But Apollo helped us see how we are connected, how in spite of our differences our futures are tied together, that we share one beautiful and verdant planet, suspended in outer space.
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THE LAUNCH OF THE SPACE RACE, 
1946–1957




The most important component of our foreign policy is the psychological one.


—HENRY KISSINGER, 1955




At the launch range near Tiura-Tam, Kazakhstan, Soviet rocket designer Sergei Korolev and his team used caution. Korolev had barely slept in weeks. Anxious that the United States would beat the Soviets into space, he had moved the launch of the artificial satellite Sputnik up a few days to October 4, 1957. Just before dawn on October 3, he personally convoyed the train carrying the rocket and satellite from the assembly building.


“Let’s accompany our first-born,” Korolev told his staff.1


They joined him, walking alongside the train track as the vehicle made its way to the launchpad. Tiura-Tam was a sparsely populated stop on a rail line among Kazakhstan’s desert steppes. When planners selected the site for the launch facility, the entire vegetation in the area amounted to three trees standing beside the train station. Plagued by frequent dust storms, soaring temperatures in the summer, and bone-chilling cold in the winter, it was a place to launch rockets but not much else.2


By the evening of October 4, the rocket was ready, but Korolev was still nervous. He had the staff check and then double-check the nearly hundred-foot-tall R-7 rocket, now standing erect on the launchpad. The stakes were too high, and Korolev was too stubborn, to let any slipups stand in his way. Earlier in the day when the unseasonably warm weather threatened the satellite’s delicate instruments, staff on the launchpad covered the payload with a large white cloth, hoping that this would bring down the temperature. It did not work. Next, they tried shooting cool air from a hose into the payload fairing, which seemed to do the trick. At last, under the illumination of large floodlights, the final checks were complete.3


Sergei Pavlovich Korolev, or “SP” to his team, was about to realize his lifelong dream of spaceflight after laboring for years under unimaginably harsh conditions. As with many other early rocket pioneers, H. G. Wells’s and Jules Verne’s fantastical space exploration capers first sparked his imagination. But while his German counterpart Wernher von Braun used the workforce of Nazi concentration camps to build his beloved V-2 rocket, Korolev labored in a prison camp. In 1938, at the age of thirty-one, he had been snatched from his home in the middle of the night and sent to a gulag as part of Stalin’s purges. After nearly seven years in prison, Korolev’s health had diminished, but his devotion to spaceflight remained intact. As he stood on the launchpad at Tiura-Tam, about a dozen years had passed since he had been released from the prison camp. Here he was, a chief designer in the Soviet space program, about to launch the first satellite into space.4


A scant ten minutes before the launch, Korolev finally felt confident that everything was in order. He left the pad—already evacuated and silent by this time—and joined staff at a nearby bunker. Inside, nearly a dozen people sat at six command-and-control panels monitoring the rocket and satellite. Tensions were high. Only the operators sat while the rest of the personnel stood stiffly, waiting in anticipation. Korolev’s eyes moved between the various instruments and the body language of the operators, scanning them for any sign of trouble. As a deputy in the bunker recalled, “If anybody raised their voice or showed signs of nervousness, Korolev was instantly on the alert to see what was going on.”5


Unlike American rocket launches, the Soviet space program did not use a countdown, no three, two, one… blastoff. A voice over a loudspeaker announced the minutes until readiness and commands like “key to drainage.” When the voice said “Pusk!” (Launch!), a young lieutenant pushed a button, initiating ignition. The rocket did not spring from the launchpad at this point. Over a minute passed as steam vented around the base of the rocket, and the engines ignited and then started their preliminary thrust process, before the operator finally announced “Pod’em!” (Liftoff!).


Vibrations from the engines pounded the walls of the small bunker. At first the rocket seemed stuck, hovering over the ground. But soon the four boosters with their hundreds of tons of thrust propelled the R-7 into the inky blackness of outer space. A little over five minutes after the launch, Sputnik separated from the core rocket booster and began its first orbit.


“It’s too early to celebrate,” Korolev warned his apprehensive staff.


Not until Sputnik completed its first ninety-six-minute trip around the Earth and the radio engineer picked up Sputnik’s now iconic “beep-beep-beep” and shouted “It’s there! It’s there!” did Korolev announce that it was time to send word to Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev.6


On the evening of October 4, Khrushchev had joined Ukrainian leaders and guests from Moscow for a leisurely dinner in the large hall at the Mariyinsky Palace, a grand, bright-blue baroque-style building that hinted at the lavish tastes and lifestyles of Russia’s eighteenth-century czars. Once a favorite retreat of Catherine the Great, the palace now stood as a weathered remnant of another era. Khrushchev had decided to stop off in Kiev on his way back from vacation in Crimea, a popular resort destination on the temperate Black Sea. A heavy-set, complex character, with protruding ears and a volatility that left an impression, Khrushchev was a man of contrasts. He was complicit in Stalin’s crimes such as the ruthless mass executions of Polish nationals but also de-Stalinized the Soviet Union. He was flamboyant, brutal, and also decent; his wife once described him as “all the way up or all the way down.”7 That evening there was an urgent matter occupying his mind, and it was not the harried preparations under way at the Baikonur space launch facility in Kazakhstan. Rather, Khrushchev was fixated on how to oust his longtime friend—or former friend—Marshal Georgy Zhukov from power.


Zhukov was a World War II hero who personally commanded the final attack on Berlin and represented the Soviet Union at the German surrender.8 In June 1957 Zhukov, who by that time had become the most influential military man in the Soviet Union, thwarted an antiparty group’s attempt to overthrow Khrushchev. But now, a mere four months later, Khrushchev was suspicious that Zhukov was planning his own coup.9 After nearly losing his premiership in June, Khrushchev was on a mission to secure his status as the USSR’s undisputed leader. To aid this mission he had gathered the secretary of the Party Central Committee, Leonid Brezhnev, who controlled the defense industry; the first deputy minister of defense and commander of ground forces, Rodion Malinovsky; the first secretary of the Ukrainian Central Committee, Alexei Kirichenko; the chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet, Demyan Korotchenko; the chairman of the Council of Ministers, Nykyfor Kalchenko; Central Committee secretaries; and his son Sergei Khrushchev.10


For much of the evening, the gathering of top officials discussed the harvest, new factories that needed new equipment, and inadequate capital investments. These were typical topics, meant to loosen the premier’s purse strings. Near midnight, after hours of conversation, an aide interrupted the meal and whispered something in Khrushchev’s ear. He nodded and then excused himself to take a phone call in a nearby room. A few minutes later the premier returned to the dining hall with a smile. He quietly sat back in his chair, paused, calmly looked around the table, and then spoke: “I can tell you some very pleasant and important news. Korolev just called.”


He paused again, this time with a secretive look. “He’s one of our missile designers. Remember not to mention his name—it’s classified.” Then Khrushchev announced the news: “So, Korolev has just reported that today, a little while ago, an artificial satellite of the Earth was launched.”


The dinner guests responded with polite if indifferent smiles. At that moment no one in the room foresaw the far-reaching and long-lasting significance of Khrushchev’s announcement.11 Even the first article on Sputnik in the leading Soviet newspaper, Pravda, was buried below the fold with no mention of the imminent political and social fallout of the pathbreaking launch. It was brief, written in a clinical style with facts and figures like “the carrier rocket has imparted to the satellite the required orbital velocity of about 8,000 meters per second.”12


A few minutes after Khrushchev’s announcement, the aide returned to the dining hall, set up a radio in the corner of the room, and told the dinner guests that the satellite’s broadcast could be picked up on the device. He turned the knob, and Sputnik’s now famous “beep, beep, beep” filled the hall.13


Following the launch of Sputnik, US president Eisenhower tried to counteract the notion of a “space race” between the US and the USSR at every turn. But space exploration became the prime psychological battleground in the cold war. For more than a decade, and some would say right up until the fall of the Soviet Union, space competition served as the measuring stick for national strength, technological know-how, and the efficacy of political systems. How did spaceflight—an idea that once only existed in the imagination of a few scientists, analysts, and dreamers—receive such a lofty status within international relations in the mid-twentieth century? The answer does not simply lie in the popular appeal of spaceflight or the idea that it is in human nature to explore. The United States and the Soviet Union did not invest fortunes in space development solely to push forward the edges of human experience. So what accounts for spaceflight becoming the new political currency within the cold war world order?


The answer is found in the emergence of what a young Henry Kissinger—among other influential political theorists of the day—identified as the “new diplomacy.” In 1955 Nelson Rockefeller, Eisenhower’s special assistant for psychological warfare, asked Kissinger, at the time a recent PhD and instructor at Harvard University, to join a study panel on the “Psychological Aspects of a Future U.S. Strategy.” Kissinger articulated the tenets of this new diplomacy in a secret report to Eisenhower.


Today’s international relations, Kissinger wrote, required psychological strategy. Symbols, rhetoric, ideas, and images assumed new political potency in a changed geopolitical landscape. The existence of thermonuclear weapons rewrote the terms of how politics—especially diplomacy—was done. The risk of global annihilation, combined with technological innovations in mass media, revolutionized the influence of the public—especially public opinion—in both domestic and international politics. These factors contributed to a bifurcation of US diplomacy. Political negotiations were taking place on two interconnected planes. High-level political talks between governments were coupled with public diplomacy.14 After the first gathering of Rockefeller’s group, Kissinger would tell fellow panel member Walt Rostow, professor of economic history at MIT, that “the most important component of our foreign policy is the psychological one.”15


Many historians make the claim that it was not until Sputnik orbited overhead and the world reacted that Eisenhower saw satellite development in terms of prestige. His focus before October 4, 1957, was on reconnaissance and ballistic missile strategy, they say.16 But records from before the fall of 1957—especially from National Security Council (NSC) meetings—reveal an entirely different chronological arc. They show policy analysts attuned to the psychological implications of spaceflight years before Sputnik made its debut, and attuned to the bearing of psychology on international influence and power. Eisenhower and those who advised him, such as Rockefeller, recognized that satellites would have both military and propaganda advantages. From the very start, policy makers saw satellites as highly visible demonstrations of scientific and technological capability on the international stage.


In 1957 the small Soviet satellite—and more importantly the tenor of domestic and international response—cemented the association of space exploration and national strength for decades to come. The military undertones of space shots, the rapid spread of news coverage, the reverence for technological and scientific achievement at that time, and the political prominence of global public opinion within cold war geopolitics—the core elements of the “new diplomacy”—all played their part.


When Eisenhower took the oath of office in January 1953, the United States faced steep military and political challenges. The cold war raged. The Korean War stalled. During his 1952 presidential bid, Eisenhower charmed voters with his quiet confidence, “plain talk,” and smile. And with a meteoric military record—rising from a lowly lieutenant colonel to the commander of the Allied invasion of Europe in just five years—Eisenhower seemed well-positioned to lead the country safely through swelling nuclear-war fears. More so than any president before him, Eisenhower entered office with a fully formed national security philosophy. “To amass military power without regard to our economic capacity,” he warned the country at his first State of the Union address, “would be to defend ourselves against one kind of disaster by inviting another.” Eisenhower’s fiscally responsible national security strategy, articulated powerfully and concisely just two weeks after he assumed office, remained the defining framework of his presidential security policy.17


A free-market conservative, Eisenhower believed that government expenditures must be contained. He articulated this message frequently, cautioning his country against becoming a “garrison state” because of cold war fears.18 Instead, he advocated a “New Look,” a phrase taken from the fashion industry. In designer parlance the New Look referred to the lengthening of women’s skirts, but in Eisenhower’s defense strategy it meant “more bang for the buck.”19 Eisenhower slashed the Army and Navy budgets, arguing that the country should invest in avoiding war, not fighting one. The cold war would likely last for many years, he recognized. The US, then, must take an approach that sustained both the military and economic health of the country in the long term. And because Eisenhower was confident that the Soviet Union would never directly mount an attack on the United States, he favored investment in the psychological and political—as opposed to the military—battlefields of the cold war. He turned to the “new diplomacy.”20


The New Look is often remembered as Eisenhower’s call for the massive buildup of a nuclear arsenal to defend the country while avoiding straining the budget. These weapons would have a psychological impact, deter the enemy, and in turn avoid the need for costly direct conflict with the Soviet Union. But Eisenhower’s defense policy steered a more comprehensive global governance agenda. Under the New Look, the United States nurtured international trade, funded development programs, encouraged formal and informal alliances, moderated conflicts between other countries, invested in cultural and educational exchanges, and increased overseas propaganda. The United States would pursue international influence by winning the hearts and minds of the world’s public and political leaders.21


Eisenhower’s experience on the European front during World World II had convinced him that psychological warfare figured prominently in the Allied victory. Propaganda and persuasion, he saw, were integral to power and influence. When he entered the White House, he pushed for an elaborate propaganda program to contain the spread of Communism. At his very first Cabinet meeting, on January 23, 1953, psychological warfare became a focus of discussion. In short order, Eisenhower appointed a special assistant for psychological warfare, put him in charge of the Psychological Strategy Board, and created the President’s Committee on International Information Activities to assess US psychological warfare programs and to make recommendations for improving and centralizing these efforts.22 The committee submitted a report on June 30, 1953, with forty recommendations, including the creation of the Operations Coordinating Board (OCB) within the NSC to manage the psychological aspects of foreign relations and national security. Eisenhower agreed with almost all of the committee’s recommendations. However, he decided to consolidate information activities within a brand-new agency instead of under the jurisdiction of the State Department. The CIA continued its covert psychological warfare program, and the newly formed United States Information Agency (USIA) took on the organization of the nation’s public information activities.23


Under Eisenhower, the USIA grew quickly. Employing five media divisions—press, radio, television, motion pictures, and the Information Center Service—the USIA disseminated information about the United States to cities and towns in each region of the world. By 1960, the agency ran more than two hundred United States Information Service (USIS) posts in ninety-eight countries. More than a thousand Americans managed these posts with the help of more than seven thousand locally employed foreign citizens. Larger posts were staffed by motion picture officers, exhibit officers, press officers, book translation officers, radio officers, and librarians. In some of the most populous countries, such as India, more than fifty Americans worked with nearly five hundred local employees, whereas in countries such as Sierra Leone one US public diplomat would work with three local employees. Each USIS post tailored its information programs to support the particular US political and psychological objectives in that country.24


The USIA also operated 164 libraries in 68 countries; distributed news releases, features, and photographs to local newspapers; organized English-language courses in 52 countries; and produced and acquired documentaries and newsreels, which ran in 42 languages for audiences of some 150 million people per week. To reach rural populations, the USIA sent mobile film vehicles equipped with kerosene generators to project these films. The agency showed programs on local television stations and circulated hundreds of exhibits around the world. From Washington, the Voice of America (VOA) broadcast radio programming in 35 languages, 600 hours per week to an audience of 20 million listeners.25


During the early years of the Eisenhower administration, the USIA focused on producing information programming that was factual and straightforward. “The agency struck a balance between the posture of objectivity necessary to enhance the agency’s credibility and the selectivity and manipulation of information needed to further US objectives,” according to historian Kenneth Osgood.26 The USIA director attended a monthly meeting at the White House with Eisenhower to update the president on agency activities and foreign public opinion.27


It was within this larger context of Eisenhower’s parsimonious security strategy, and increased investment in psychological warfare, that the satellite program took shape. The president supported US satellite development but remained wary throughout his eight years in office about investing significant national resources in a space program. The real cold war threat, Eisenhower held, was economic security. Prosperity was central to the nation’s soft-power appeal internationally: the economic vitality of the United States was the surest proof of the rightness of the capitalist system. By keeping budgets tight while also promoting the peaceful and progress-oriented intentions of the United States within the international arena, the Eisenhower administration looked to its satellite program as a demonstration of national superiority in the global competition for geopolitical alignment.28


Dreams of artificial satellites far predated Sputnik and arose far before Eisenhower articulated his New Look policy. Within the United States, a decade ahead of the space race, the newly formed R&D industry-government think tank RAND evaluated the feasibility of launching a satellite into space. In addition to an engineering analysis, a 1946 RAND report perspicaciously claimed that launching a satellite would not only have military and scientific implications but that it also “would inflame the imagination of mankind, and would probably produce repercussions in the world comparable to the explosion of the atomic bomb.”29 RAND followed this report with another analysis of satellite development four years later. The 1950 report focused on the military and psychological impact of Earth satellites even further. Pulitzer Prize–winning historian Walter McDougall called this second report “the birth certificate of American space policy.”30 Requested by the Air Force, it explained that although the primary use of satellites would be for reconnaissance—both strategic and meteorological—the US government should emphasize their scientific uses as opposed to their military applications. Allies and enemies alike would quickly realize the potential surveillance capabilities of satellites. For this reason, it was vital to US foreign relations to conduct an “open” program and emphasize—at least in public—the peaceful nature of America’s space efforts.31


Also in 1950, on an April evening at the tail end of a dinner party in the suburbs of Washington, a group of scientists came up with a bold idea over dessert. Physicist James Van Allen had thrown the dinner in honor of the eminent British geophysicist Sydney Chapman, who was visiting the United States. Described as unassuming but also a “doer,” Van Allen had been placing Geiger counters aboard V-2 rockets to record cosmic rays in the atmosphere since 1945. Although he did not know it at the time, the dinner party discussion would ultimately lead to his most noteworthy contribution to science and the first major discovery of the Space Age: Earth-circling radiation belts, later named in his honor. Rocket-based research techniques, like Van Allen’s Geiger counters, were opening exciting new avenues in Earth science, capturing the imagination of his friends and colleagues as they feasted on chocolate cake.32


Conversations that spring evening ranged from discussions of high-altitude science to the plausibility of coordinating atmospheric research on a worldwide scale. Lloyd Berkner, a physicist, Antarctic explorer, and government advisor, suggested that a third International Polar Year (IPY) should be held. During the two previous IPYs, in 1882 and 1932, scientists from around the world banded together to conduct standardized research. In 1957, as they all knew, the sun would be at its most active. Why not organize a large-scale Earth science research program timed for the solar cycle? Described as “a big man concerned with big ideas and big things,” Berkner spoke forcefully and seemed to talk “in capital letters.”33 His “big idea” on that April evening planted the seed for what would become the largest international scientific program up to that point, the International Geophysical Year (IGY), and ignite the Space Age. As the small group of scientists sat together in James Van Allen’s home, they agreed that the timing was right to start planning for a worldwide effort to study the Earth and its environment.34


The scientific rationale for holding another international science program easily convinced the group, but Berkner had other motivations for proposing it that night. He had just completed a report commissioned by the under secretary of state, James Webb, who would later become the NASA administrator during the Apollo program. Titled “Science and Foreign Relations,” the report outlined the benefits that science brings to national security, welfare, and general progress. It recommended placing scientific attachés at US embassies around the world, gathering scientific intelligence, and providing technical assistance to newly independent nations, among other initiatives. Berkner’s work on the report, combined with a recent appreciation of the military significance of the polar regions, inspired him. For Berkner, scientific internationalism served US national security and global power interests.35 By 1954, Berkner and others foreseeing the benefits of satellites to science as well as national security advocated for their inclusion in the IGY. The following year the United States and Soviet IGY committees announced satellite programs, but not without political interest outside the world of science.36


In the years following Van Allen’s dinner party in 1950, numerous scientists, engineers, and military leaders looked into the advantages of—and issues surrounding—establishing an American satellite program. Manhattan Project scientist Aristid V. Grosse prepared a report that he shared with the top levels of the Truman administration, warning of the psychological repercussions if the Soviet Union achieved the first satellite in orbit. The report predicted that a Soviet first in space “would be a serious blow to the technical and engineering prestige of America the world over. It would be used by Soviet propaganda for all it’s worth.”37 In a similar vein, German rocket engineer Wernher von Braun’s 1954 report “A Minimum Satellite Vehicle” also noted the scientific benefits of satellites and recognized that “it would be a blow to U.S. prestige if we did not do it first.”38 The American Rocket Society requested funding from the National Science Foundation (NSF) for a satellite program. And throughout this period scientists involved in the IGY continued moving their satellite program proposal through the necessary government channels.39


As conversations about satellites permeated scientific and military institutions’ hallways, populated memos, and filled reports, it was the looming possibility of a surprise attack from the USSR, and its broader implications, that troubled President Eisenhower. The Soviet Union had detonated a hydrogen bomb in August 1953. A few months later, US reconnaissance detected signs of Soviet intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) development in full swing. By the fall of 1954, Eisenhower wanted to know how well the US could respond to the latest Soviet weapons systems. He assigned James Killian, president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, to lead the Technological Capabilities Panel (TCP) in a study of “Meeting the Threat of Surprise Attack.” Completed six months later, in February 1955, the highly secret “Killian Report” included an assessment of satellites for reconnaissance.


Although spy satellites seemed a technology of the distant future, Killian and others recommended the development of a civilian satellite program. They reasoned that a scientific satellite could help establish the legality of overflight of other nations’ territory, essentially clearing the way for reconnaissance satellites when the time came.40 In the mid-1950s, international law prohibited overflight of nonassenting nations. US planes flying too close to Soviet airspace were regularly fired upon. But no one had drawn a sharp line of where airspace ended and outer space began. Whereas an American aircraft flying over Soviet territory constituted a clear violation of international law, the case of orbiting satellites—beyond the reach of airplanes—was unclear. A civilian satellite, Killian and others noted, might draw that line, establishing the legality of overflight and setting an indispensable precedent for US reconnaissance satellites.41


The CIA’s comments on the Killian Report are worth highlighting. They zeroed in on the psychological import of looming satellite launches, identifying more than the significance of spy applications: “The nation that first accomplishes this feat will gain incalculable prestige and recognition throughout the world.” Five full paragraphs wrestle with the “psychological warfare value” of satellite technology. In contrast, the intelligence dimensions receive just one paragraph in this commentary.42


The task of evaluating the benefits of a US satellite program first fell to Donald Quarles, the deputy secretary of defense for R&D. Known as an earnest man with a “quiet efficiency and pleasant manner,” Quarles worked at Western Electric and Bell Laboratories before joining the Eisenhower administration in 1953.43 He brought his skills as a research engineer, scientist, and manager to overseeing the buildup of the US missile program. “His outstanding characteristic,” New York Times reporter Jack Raymond observed, “was his great appetite for work.”44 He abstained from cigarettes and alcohol, and only on occasion drank watered-down coffee. His one display of anger and frustration amounted to throwing a pencil at his desk.45 Critics found him too single-minded in his approach to defense strategy, overemphasizing bombs and missiles, but Defense Secretary Charles A. Wilson found him indispensable. Wilson relied on Quarles for his technical assessment of new weaponry development, an expertise that positioned him well when the question of establishing a US satellite program arose.46


Quarles held the unique position of knowing about all major satellite proposals and reports as well as the classified Air Force and TCP investigations. In addition, he was aware of the extremely secret U-2 spy plane, a program so highly classified that in 1955 only four people at the White House knew of its existence. As the TCP report stressed, the future of American intelligence efforts such as the U-2 required the “freedom of space.” After being briefed on the TCP report, Quarles encouraged scientists working on the IGY to formally submit their satellite proposal to the National Security Council. NSF Director Alan T. Waterman and the others involved in the IGY remained unaware of the classified reports, and the larger concerns over American reconnaissance, as Quarles shepherded the IGY scientific satellite proposal through a complicated process of bureaucratic support to advance it.47


Even though three satellite program proposals waited for presidential approval—the IGY proposal and two military programs—the Eisenhower administration was slow to move forward with supporting a satellite program until US government officials felt the pressure of being second in space. It was not until the Soviet Union announced the creation of an interplanetary commission on April 16, 1955, that the Eisenhower administration began to take swifter action. Even though the announcement, made in the pages of the Moscow newspaper Vecherniaia Moskva (Evening Moscow), was bland and understated, the American press immediately picked up the news. Reactions to the Soviet announcement put pressure on the Eisenhower administration to finally settle on the issue of satellite development.48


Before Quarles submitted the proposal outlining a national policy for launching an artificial satellite as part of the IGY to the NSC in May 1955, he sent it to Nelson Rockefeller. A billionaire businessman with a longtime dedication to public service, Rockefeller had accepted the somewhat loosely defined position of special assistant for cold war strategy to President Eisenhower in January of that year. The position suited him. As Henry Kissinger once observed, “Of all the public figures I have known he retained the most absolute, almost touching, faith in the power of ideas.”49 He brought this appreciation for the “power of ideas” to international affairs, injecting questions of prestige and psychological strategy into policy discussions. Almost immediately, the ambitious Rockefeller expanded his White House portfolio, encroaching on the State Department’s domain, including oversight of covert operations for the NSC.50


A steadfast cold warrior, Rockefeller supported a scientific satellite program, reasoning that “the stake of prestige that is involved makes this a race we cannot afford to lose.”51 In the memo he attached to Quarles’s proposal, Rockefeller emphasized the “costly consequences of allowing the Russian initiative to outrun ours through an achievement that will symbolize scientific and technological advancement to peoples everywhere.” He cautioned against launching a simple, unsophisticated satellite before the Soviet Union, explaining that a complex scientific satellite would be much better from a prestige standpoint. Rockefeller theorized that the Soviet Union would initiate “vigorous propaganda… to exploit all possible derogatory implications” of an American satellite. For this reason, the United States must pursue a program “least vulnerable to effective criticism.” If the satellite was under the auspices of the IGY, he emphasized, its association with military technology would be far less likely. Furthermore, the US, Rockefeller wrote, should share with the world all the data gained through a scientific satellite. By making these data open, the American satellite program would seem peaceful and scientific, divorcing it from military associations.52


On May 26 the National Security Council endorsed Quarles’s recommendation for an IGY scientific satellite project, incorporating all of Rockefeller’s provisions as well.53 After stating the feasibility of launching a satellite during the IGY, the draft of the policy (NSC 5520) highlighted some of the scientific data that could be collected from a satellite and then noted that “considerable prestige and psychological benefits will accrue to the nation which first is successful in launching a satellite.” The significant repercussions could include the political alliance of other nations, a central concern during the cold war. The Soviet Union was already well under way on its own spaceflight program. If the United States did not act quickly, the balance of power could be at risk, the report warned. NSC 5520 summed up the threat: “The inference of such a demonstration of advanced technology and its unmistakable relationship to intercontinental ballistic missile technology might have important repercussions on the political determination of free world countries to resist Communist threats, especially if the USSR were to be first to establish a satellite.” A small scientific satellite, the committee acknowledged, could also test the “freedom of space,” which was seen as essential to the prospect of any future legality questions regarding military reconnaissance programs. The IGY, NSC 5520 suggested, presented “an excellent opportunity” for the United States to enter the Space Age under the aegis of a peaceful, open, scientific endeavor, clearing the way for other uses of satellite technology.54 President Eisenhower asked the council if the United States should pursue a scientific satellite program, and everyone agreed in the affirmative.55


On a time line overlapping and intersecting with these satellite discussions, President Eisenhower prepared for the Geneva Summit, set to begin on July 18, 1955. The leaders of Britain, France, the Soviet Union, and the United States would gather for the first time since the cold war began. With Soviet leader Joseph Stalin’s death in 1953 and Nikita Khrushchev’s rise to power in the spring of 1955, improved East-West relations seemed like a possibility. Although skeptical of the summit at first, Eisenhower recognized that if he did not attend, it might appear that the United States was not truly invested in the cause of peace. For the six weeks ahead of the summit, Eisenhower’s security staff prepared the president for the USSR’s potential proposals, such as the reunification of Germany or demilitarizing Europe. Keeping in mind that Geneva would be on the international stage for a stretch of days in July, Eisenhower’s staff struggled with the issue of nuclear arms control, the major issue at the forefront of the world public’s minds.56


Before Eisenhower flew to Geneva in mid-July 1955, Rockefeller gathered eminent academics for a “pre-summit summit” to assess “the current international relations situation,” with an eye to prestige and psychological warfare. Eisenhower’s confidence in Rockefeller threatened both Secretary of State John Foster Dulles as well as his under secretary, Herbert Hoover Jr. But Rockefeller was undeterred by their prickliness, advancing his own approach to cold war grand strategy at every opportunity. Bypassing Dulles, Rockefeller’s carefully chosen roomful of experts drafted “Quantico I,” a document outlining an ambitious disarmament package and plans for economic development. The proposal called for “mutual aerial observation” or “Open Skies”: for mutual assurance that neither country prepared for a surprise attack. Rockefeller urged Eisenhower to introduce Open Skies at the Geneva Summit.


At Dulles’s advice, Eisenhower resisted Rockefeller’s proposal at first: “I doubt [the Soviet Union] will agree to it… because secrecy means so much to them… they see secrecy as a great strength.” Rockefeller assured Eisenhower that no matter what happened, proposing Open Skies would benefit the United States. If the Soviets agreed, it would give “the U.S. a decided intelligence advantage.” If not, then the United States would gain “a decided public opinion advantage” by putting American openness and Soviet secrecy in sharp relief. After meeting with the NSC and reviewing European public polls favoring a reduction in US-USSR tensions, Eisenhower eventually agreed with Rockefeller. Open Skies had the potential to transform the image of America from “a warmonger with an atomic bomb,” as Rockefeller put it, to a peace-seeking global leader. Eisenhower would propose Open Skies in Geneva.57


As Rockefeller, Eisenhower, and many others in Washington had predicted, the Soviet delegation rejected the “Open Skies” proposal. But news stories printed around the world cheered the “spirit of Geneva,” heralding the United States’ hope for peaceful coexistence. The USIA took up this “spirit of Geneva” theme in films, glossy magazines, exhibits, pamphlets, and other propaganda programming: the United States was committed to peace.58


Following Geneva, Eisenhower called a meeting with Quarles and Waterman. Now he was fully committed to an American satellite program aligned with the IGY, he told them. Not only would it address the issue of “freedom of space”; this international, peaceful, and open scientific approach would also secure US prestige.59 At the end of July, White House Press Secretary James Hagerty issued a brief statement announcing the White House’s approval of a scientific satellite program as part of the US participation in the IGY. Stressing the international character of the endeavor, the statement explained that “the President expressed personal gratification that the American program will provide scientists of all nations this important and unique opportunity for the advancement of science.”60


The news spread rapidly. A USIA opinion poll in the United Kingdom, France, West Germany, Italy, Austria, and Belgium found that awareness of the satellite announcement was widespread, although many people expressed their skepticism.61


Reminiscent of the response to the Soviet Union’s announcement of an interplanetary commission the previous April, the US announcement of a satellite program prompted what might be considered a chain reaction within the Soviet Union. While attending a conference in Copenhagen a few days after the White House press release, Leonid Sedov, chairman of the Soviet interplanetary commission, held a press conference at the Soviet Embassy. He announced that “the realization of the Soviet project can be expected in the comparatively near future.” The international press sensationalized Sedov’s claims the following day. On August 3 the New York Times headline read “Soviet Planning Early Satellite: Russian Expert in Denmark Says Success in 2 Years Is ‘Quite Possible,’” while the Los Angeles Times warned that “Russians Claim They’ll Launch First Satellite.”62


Since 1954, Korolev and his fellow missile designers and spaceflight enthusiasts had been campaigning for the Soviet government to support the development of a satellite program, emphasizing both the security value and scientific value of spaceflight. In historian Asif Siddiqi’s assessment, news coverage of Eisenhower’s announcement “provided the final weapon, international prestige, that Korolev, [Mikhail] Tikhonravov, and others needed to convince the top leadership of the importance of the satellite project.”63 They assembled the international news coverage, prepared a summary report, and claimed to Soviet leadership that their satellite could beat the United States into space. Shrewdly, Korolev added a line to emphasize the soft power potential of a satellite, explaining that it “would have enormous political significance as evidence of the high development level of our country’s technology.”64 On August 8, 1955, the Politburo met and gave approval for a scientific satellite program that would use an R-7 ICBM.65


Meanwhile, back in the United States, the Stewart Committee, an advisory group formed by Quarles, selected the proposal for an American scientific satellite. The committee had been meeting since early July to assess potential programs. On August 3, 1955, it voted for the Naval Research Laboratory’s Vanguard program over the Army’s Orbiter program. It was a close decision, highly contingent on a mix of personal agendas and happenstance. The Vanguard program appeared to use a superior satellite, was on a quicker schedule, and had the image of a civilian scientific program instead of a military enterprise.66


By May 1957, as the beginning of the IGY inched closer, the NSC questioned the rising costs of the satellite program. When the NSC had advanced the satellite proposal two years earlier, in May 1955, the estimated cost was $15–$20 million. The committee now faced a $110 million price tag. Eisenhower criticized the US satellite program scientists for focusing too much on instrumentation for multiple satellites while their real goal should be beating the Soviets to space, explaining that “the element of national prestige, so strongly emphasized in NSC 5520, depended on getting a satellite into orbit, and not on the instrumentation of the scientific satellite.”67 CIA Director Allen Dulles, briefing the group on the latest intelligence, observed that “if the Soviets succeeded in orbiting a scientific satellite and the United States did not even try to… the USSR would have achieved a propaganda weapon which they could use to boast the superiority of Soviet scientists.” He also stressed that if the US canceled its scientific satellite program, it might become fodder for USSR propaganda suggesting that the United States invested in military programs, not civilian spaceflight programs. It came down to prestige, added the assistant secretary of state.68


The pressure of being first in space—and the stakes of prestige—also weighed on the Soviet program. Earlier in the year, after delays developing the proposed satellite—Object D—a colleague asked Korolev, “What if we make the satellite a little lighter?” In a letter to the government, Korolev explained the necessity of the revision: “The United States is conducting very intensive plans for launching an artificial Earth satellite.” It was sparing no cost, he stressed. The United States “is willing to pay any price to achieve this priority.”69 The new, smaller satellites received approval. Designated Simple Satellite No. 1 (PS-1), Sputnik, as PS-1 would become known across the world in October 1957, had a better chance of beating the American Vanguard program into space.70 Ever attuned to politics and history, and tense from working around the clock the whole summer of 1957, Korolev yelled at the chief engineer on the assembly shop floor. But his anger was not about the quality of Sputnik’s production. Instead, he was concerned about the aesthetics of the mock-up satellite’s shiny surface. “This ball will be exhibited in museums!” Korolev presciently observed.71
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