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Abandon in Place


Ray Bradbury


Three elegies written on visiting the deserted rocket pads at Cape Canaveral


1


Abandon in Place.


No Further Maintenance Authorized.


Abandon. Turn away your face.


No more the mad high wanderings of thought


You once surmised. Let be!


Wipe out the stars. Put out the skies.


What lived as center to our souls


Now dies—so what?—now dies.


What once as arrow to our thoughts


Which target-ran in blood-fast flow


No longer flies.


Cut off the stars. Slam shut the teeming skies.


Abandon in Place.


Burn out your eyes.


2


Where firebirds once


Now daubers caulk the seams;


Where firewings flew


To blueprint young men’s dreams,


Now warbler here and osprey weave their nests


From laces lost from off a spaceman’s tread.


The great hearthplace stands cold,


Its Phoenix dead.


No more from out the coals


Bright salamanders burn and gyre,


Only the bright beasts’ skins and restless bones bed here,


And lost the fire.


O, Phoenix, rub thy bones,


No more suspire!


Flint souls, strike mind against wild mind.


Return! Be born of spent desire.


Bright burn. Bright burn!


O mighty God’s voice, shorn,


Give shout next Easter morn. Be born!


(Our prayer calls you to life.)


Reborn of fire!


3


Abandon in Place.


So the sign says, so the words go.


The show is spent, the fire-walkers gone,


And gone the glow at dawn.


This day? No rockets rise like thunder.


The wonder still remains


In meadows where mound-dwellers not so long ago


Envied the birds, the untouched stars,


And let their touching envy grow.


Machineries stir here with falls of rust;


The lust for space still echoes


In the birds that circle lost in mourning cries


Repeating shouts of crowds long-spent


Whose aching shook the skies.


The sea moves down the shore


In wave on wave full-whispering,


No more. No more.


When will the harvesters return


To gather further wonders as a fuel


And let them burn?


How soon will all of Earth mob round, come here once more


To stop the night,


Put doubt away for good with rocket light?


O soon, O let that day be soon


When midnight blossoms with grand ships


As bright and high as noon.


Prepare the meadows, birds, and mounds,


Old ghosts of rocketmen, arise.


Fling up your ships, your souls, your flesh, your blood,


Your blinding dreams


To fill, refill, and fill again


Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow’s


Promised and re-promised


Skies.
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Launch Ring
Launch Complex 34
Apollo Saturn
Cape Canaveral Air Force Station, Florida
1990





Foreword


Recapturing Our Youth


All that is left of Cape Canaveral’s Launch Complex 34, the first site used to launch Saturn I rockets for the Apollo program in the 1960s, are a concrete and refractory brick pad, a reinforced concrete pedestal that served as a base for the rocket, a launch control center (now used for storage), and two steel blast deflectors. NASA mothballed the site, which was used between 1961 and 1968, in November 1971 and cannibalized most of its components in April 1972. Even so, NASA retained control of Launch Complex 34, and it later became a NASA tour stop for many years. Most significant, Launch Complex 34 was designated, along with several other sites at Cape Canaveral, Florida, a National Historic Landmark in April 1984. It now shows significant signs of deterioration from the weather.


Launch Complex 34 has three markers, each suggesting the myth and memory of the race to the moon, that ethereal adventure of my youth. Two of them are plaques documenting the tragedy of Apollo 1, the capsule fire that killed astronauts Gus Grissom, Ed White II, and Roger Chaffee on January 27, 1967. One of these two plaques names the three astronauts and states: “They gave their lives in service to their country in the ongoing exploration of humankind’s final frontier. Remember them not for how they died but for those ideals for which they lived.” The other states, “AD ASTRA PER ASPERA (A ROUGH ROAD LEADS TO THE STARS),” and ends, “GOD SPEED TO THE CREW OF APOLLO 1.” Both commemorate, in an especially reverential manner, the most dramatic event of the launch pad’s history and the most tragic incident of the entire moon-landing effort. These plaques interpret the disaster as an example of sacrifice for a higher purpose; they are a statement of faith in the eternal place of the crew in human history. They also emphasize that the long road of exploration requires the sacrifice of those engaging in it, with some offering the ultimate sacrifice. Only through this process may America reach for the stars.


A third sign, stenciled on one leg of the concrete pedestal facing the Atlantic Ocean, reads: “ABANDON IN PLACE.” In that statement, an unknown worker encapsulated the fate of one of the largest and most extraordinary endeavors in the history of the United States—indeed, in the history of the world. Ironically, for all the effort that went into the race to the moon, upon its successful completion much of the infrastructure created to support it was abandoned. Some was altered for other uses, and much more was torn down. This includes not only sites on Earth, but also six landing sites on the moon.


Roland Miller’s book documents the state of the artifacts of the space age: the launch complexes, research and development facilities, laboratories, test sites, and manufacturing centers of the great enterprise of the space age’s first fifteen years. There are, of course, well-cared-for museums and historic sites around the country that tell this story of space flight, but the relics of the effort are strewn across the landscape like so many dinosaur bones. These remnants of space exploration signal another time, which seems so far away to us now. Also part of this story are the rusted missiles and spacecraft placed in rocket gardens around the nation; the Apollo boilerplate capsule in a park gazebo near Lancaster, California, forgotten by most; the oddities collected by roadside sellers; and the stray space-race objects in ad hoc “museums.” So, too, are the “Moon Hut” in Cape Canaveral, an astronaut hangout since Apollo, and the McDonald’s near the Johnson Space Center in Houston, with a giant plastic Apollo astronaut standing on its roof.


How might we begin to understand and appreciate this undertaking and its place in our world? Because of the rare experience of the space race, small value was placed on maintaining, in working order, the infrastructure that made trips to the moon possible. Little could be accomplished to ensure the preservation of, for example, Launch Complexes 39A and B at the Kennedy Space Center. NASA reconfigured the sites for Space Shuttle program operations, in the process destroying the integrity of the Apollo complexes. Aside from the White Rooms, which were removed and maintained intact, the remains of the structures were discarded.


The story of the Vehicle Assembly Building (VAB), also at the Kennedy Space Center, is somewhat different. Again, NASA modified the interior of the building for shuttle use, but left the exterior essentially as it had been during the Apollo years. In that sense, the VAB is similar to hundreds of historic structures in the United States whose facades have been preserved, at least to some degree, while their interiors have been modernized and modified for new activities. Old train stations, theaters, hotels, and a host of other buildings have been “saved” in this manner. The VAB is different mostly in its size and prominence in the national consciousness.


NASA’s Mission Control Center at the Manned Spacecraft Center (renamed the Johnson Space Center in 1973) has been preserved intact since it was retired from service in the 1990s. It is like many historic homes in the United States, such as the Margaret Chase Smith home in Maine. Chase was a longtime member of the Senate and the only senator to rise and denounce Joseph McCarthy during his red-baiting days in the 1950s. Her home, frozen in time at the point of her death, was preserved in the same way as the Mission Control Center. This approach to historic preservation is a legitimate method of capturing the essence of space- program history, and NASA’s Johnson Space Center did well in taking this approach.


NASA also transferred to the National Air and Space Museum its historic Apollo capsules, spacesuits, and other equipment to ensure their preservation and visibility indefinitely into the future. The display and conservation of these artifacts are further appropriate examples of commemoration. NASA leaders seem to be pleased with the overall result, not because their role is to appreciate history and seek a sophisticated understanding of the past, either for themselves or for the public, but because commemoration serves to demonstrate their enormously significant accomplishments in reaching the moon. The leaders have uniformly affirmed that NASA made dramatic history during the Apollo era—and that the history of the era must be celebrated and disseminated.


There is a major issue starting to emerge concerning the future preservation of the Apollo landing sites on the moon, as there are efforts to return to the lunar surface and investigate the lunar landing sites (see chapter 7). No question, these sites are historically significant; they are perhaps as significant as any human site on Earth. Ensuring that some future nation/ company/person does not loot the sites—as conquerors of other nations’ cultural sites have done repeatedly—remains an important goal. To name only three instances, we do not want to be reminded of Napoleon’s plundering of antiquities in Egypt; the results of the American invasion of Baghdad in 2003 and the damage to collections at the national museum; or the loss of Antarctic history caused by the pillaging of historic camps on the ice by tourists and others.


There is no question that the space race has historical, as well as ahistorical, significance for the United States. The material-culture objects of the space race help to commemorate the major events and milestones from the early period of space exploration. They celebrate national pride in the accomplishments of that period. What are the stories they tell, and why do they tell them? How do they impart meaning to the people who see them today? More than half the world’s population has been born since the last Apollo mission and has no firsthand knowledge of the adventure.
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Wreath
Launch Complex 34
Apollo Saturn
Cape Canaveral Air Force Station, Florida
1991
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Saturn V Rocket Moving to the Saturn V Center, with the Vehicle Assembly Building in the Background
NASA Kennedy Space Center, Florida
1996
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Mission Control
NASA Johnson Space Center, Texas
1996


A not-insignificant fraction of preserved material culture from Apollo is used to construct a common narrative: the program represents the implementation of a grand visionary concept for human exploration, which may be directly traced to the European voyages of discovery that began in the fifteenth century. Apollo has been celebrated—with its artifacts helping to sustain this notion—as an investment in technology, science, and knowledge that would enable humanity to do more than just dip its toes in the cosmic ocean. We would become a truly spacefaring people.


At a basic level, the space race and its material culture serve as a trope of America’s grand vision for the future. This exceptionalist perspective dominates our understanding of the American past and shapes our perspective of our future. Its preservation helps us to recapture our youth. Roland Miller’s fine imagery, along with the essays presented here, suggests that as we move further in time from those thrilling events, we might be remembering a sort of Camelot, a time and circumstance in which, to paraphrase the words of the fictional Terrance Mann in Field of Dreams, “all the cosmic tumblers clicked into place to make possible our reaching for the stars.” What might we gain in our quest to understand and recapture our youth?


Roger D. Launius


Associate Director for Collections and Curatorial Affairs


National Air and Space Museum


Smithsonian Institution





Prologue


Then and Now


Roland Miller’s Abandoned in Place is a wonderful book and full of surprises. In these photographs documenting the remnants of technology, there is considerable beauty. Miller shows us breathtaking views of the landscapes chosen for launch and test sites. Despite the fact that these buildings and apparatuses were constructed with only function in mind, his photographs reveal much sculptural and painterly charm. But I think the most interesting issue raised by this excellent book is the way in which photography can relate to time—how the significance of photographs taken then can evolve and expand when viewed now.


Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century photographers may have had their own sets of interests and intentions in making photographs, but contemporary viewers will read those old images very differently. Over the decades, the meaning and value of those photographs have changed. Whereas a straightforward descriptive photograph might have been created from particular motives, viewers a hundred years later see something different: they see landscapes, people, technology, styles, and cultural contexts that have been lost or radically changed. The contemporary viewer knows what happened after the photograph was made and sees the picture in terms of the present. Often, this adds new interest and poignancy.


I think this can be especially true when the photograph is made to show new, cutting-edge technology. That kind of photograph is so distinctly about the fresh moment, taken with pride and excitement about the future. There are many examples of this, including the 1903 photograph of the then brand-new water-pumping station on Chicago Avenue in Chicago. Over one hundred years later, we see the nineteenth-century wrought-iron structure; the huge, shiny, clearly handmade mechanism; the period dress and mustaches; and even the postures that strike us as being from another time. Rather than present an exciting image of a technology designed and built to deliver water in a new way, the photograph is quaint, historic, and perhaps a bit sad.


Many descriptive photographs, rolling downhill through time, pick up new meanings and importance. I think all photographers making documentary images have noticed that this happens, and many react in their process and choice of subject matter.


For photographers, searching the remnants of the past is perhaps the simplest photographic strategy used to cash in on the passage of time. In America, there are few ancient ruins, but photographers have searched out and documented fragments of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in small towns and along historic highways. Photographs of western ghost towns, abandoned mines, surviving blacksmith shops, old barns, remains of early Florida resorts, and motels and diners along Route 66 are examples of this.
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