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FOREWORD


AT THE TIME OF ALAN SHEPARD’S first US manned space flight in May 1961, there was great interest in the country regarding the launch and the subsequent results. The worldwide response, however, was overwhelming and unexpected. It was this reaction that prompted the Kennedy White House to ask NASA’s leadership to brief the president on its present status and what the agency might be considering beyond the coming first orbital flight of Project Mercury. In this meeting, the president stated that he had been very impressed with the tremendous response throughout the world. It was obvious that he was considering how this might be used as an exhibition of the preeminence of the United States.


The NASA leaders were somewhat taken aback by the president’s query but told him that they had been giving some thought to a manned flight around the moon and that with a large increase in their budget, it might be possible to perform such a difficult mission in maybe ten years. It was obvious that the president liked this idea, and he asked immediately, “Why just fly around the moon? Why not land?” That question spawned the eventual goal for Project Apollo. It took a while to arrive at that point, but the president made two speeches committing the nation to a lunar landing program—one before Congress and one at Rice University in Houston. These two speeches are part of one of the greatest decisions made in US history.


Another great aspect about President Kennedy was the inspiration he provided to Apollo, not only to those directly involved in the program but to the American people in general—surely this made him one of the greatest leaders of all time. (I was honored to receive the John F. Kennedy Astronautics Award for 1996.)


This book is a chronicle of the president’s visits throughout the United States to several locations where the work toward Apollo was taking place. Many directly involved with NASA and the aerospace industry are seen briefing the president on their activities. This was no small task because of the thousands of people involved. There was hardly a state in the country where Apollo was not represented (an indication of the large economic and scientific impact of the program). At the peak of the Apollo program, approximately four hundred thousand people were involved. It was my privilege to serve as the flight director during all six of the manned Mercury missions, and subsequently first as the director of Flight Operations at the Manned Spacecraft Center and later as the center director.


From a personal point of view, I considered President Kennedy one of the finest leaders I have known. At the time I thought he was divinely inspired, and his assassination was a terrible blow to all of us. For that reason I give President Lyndon Johnson high praise for continuing the Apollo program.


DR. CHRISTOPHER C. KRAFT JR.


Houston, Texas
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INTRODUCTION


JOHN F. KENNEDY’S political life was unavoidably shaped by the geopolitical struggle between the United States and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) following World War II. When he first ran for office in 1946, however, he could never have envisioned himself as the driving force behind putting the first man on the moon. Yet fifteen years later, it became a major goal during his presidency in a dramatic space race pitting the two former war allies against each other.


At stake was perhaps world dominance, or at least influence, through advanced military weapons systems that would exploit the next great unexplored frontier: outer space. During the late 1940s and ’50s, both nations had developed long-range missiles and aircraft that could reach targets around the globe carrying nuclear warheads, creating a new, uneasy standoff, dubbed the “Cold War.”


By the time he is the Democratic nominee for president in 1960, a perceived “missile gap” (a term first coined by Kennedy in 1958 and repeated during his Senate reelection campaign that year) between the two superpowers is a major national issue. In campaign speeches in September, Kennedy says, “I am not satisfied as an American to be second to the Soviet Union in sending a missile to the moon or sending Sputnik around the globe” and “We are in a strategic space race with the Russians, and we have been losing . . . if a man orbits the earth this year, his name will be Ivan.”


During his third debate with Republican nominee and Vice President Richard Nixon in October, Kennedy portrays the competition as critical to US leadership:


If we are on the mount, if we are rising, if our influence is spreading, if our prestige is spreading, then those who stand now on the razor edge of decision between us or between the communist system, wondering whether they should use the system of freedom to develop their countries or the system of Communism, they’ll be persuaded to follow our example. There have been several indications that our prestige is not as high as it once was. Mr. George Allen, the head of our information service, said that a result of our being second in space, in the Sputnik in 1957, and I quote him, I believe I paraphrase him accurately. He said that many of these countries equate space developments with scientific productivity and scientific advancement. And therefore, he said, many of these countries now feel that the Soviet Union, which was once so backward, is now on a par with the United States.


Once in office, Soviet capabilities continue to surprise the young administration; the most significant of these is Moscow’s accomplishment to quickly put the first human in space. It presents Kennedy with a dilemma: he recognizes what a valuable Cold War propaganda tool such stunning achievements represent, yet he had not been planning on an expensive space program and, in fact, favored cooperation in space and its demilitarization. The president would make repeated overtures to the USSR during his administration for joint space exploration, which would be met with a contradictory series of tantalizing yes, no, or maybe responses from Moscow that would never bear fruit. Consequently, Kennedy is revered today as the impetus behind a landmark achievement in American and human history: the Apollo 11 manned lunar landing in 1969.


Indeed, the genesis for this book was the universal interest and enthusiasm I received when I happened to show several fellow baby boomers some of the beautiful color photos of White House ceremonies involving Kennedy and the Mercury astronauts that my coauthor, J. L. Pickering, already had in his archives. That led us to wonder what else might be available from the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum. Once we realized we had plenty of unpublished or rarely seen material to work with, our goal became to follow the template of our previous two space history photo books, complete with detailed captions. Unattributed photos are either from NASA or from the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, taken by White House photographers. I must repeat here what I have asked so many times before: How is it possible that no one has done this book before us during the last fifty-five years? The result is an unprecedented look at the early US space program through the eyes of the young and bold president, who saw it as a weapon in the Cold War for global superiority. The Space-Age Presidency of John F. Kennedy presents a broader view of his experiences beyond Project Mercury, however, encompassing the new age of satellites, space probes, and nuclear missiles. We take you behind the scenes at the White House and on field trips to military and space facilities around the country as Kennedy explores his nation’s growing capabilities.


We also try to make connections among the people, places, and organizations, both at the time and into the future. We occasionally provide details about news media coverage—a key part of the public’s view of JFK and space. And in all cases we have done our best, as in our prior books, to identify as many of the people in each photo as possible (the hardest to track down were the Los Alamos National Laboratory staff). We also intersperse images of various items from the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and our own collections to provide texture.


In the news business, a minute-by-minute account is known as a “tick-tock,” and the captions often do include the local time to provide an on-the-spot sense of Kennedy’s activities and to show how much he accomplished in short trips. Also of interest to us are the logistics of moving the president and his party from place to place—usually involving his Boeing 707 aircraft, a fleet of military helicopters, and a number of new convertibles obtained from the closest Lincoln-Mercury dealer.


We have included relevant sections from Kennedy’s speeches, news conferences, and public comments, as well as excerpts from his once secret Oval Office recordings to provide the reader with more context through the president’s spoken words.


Our research turned up a few surprises. At the Marshall Space Flight Center, for example, the president was escorted right up to a Saturn rocket test stand minutes after a firing, and at Cape Canaveral he entered an altitude chamber—small details, to be sure, but these moments are absent from all written accounts and motion pictures, demonstrating the value still photography can add to the historical record. A truly surprising discovery was how a photo of Kennedy from his first State of the Union address in January 1961 has become widely identified (even by NASA) and accepted as taken during his “moon speech” four months later (we show you the right one).


In that January speech, just ten days after taking office, the president acknowledged the lead the Soviet Union had over the United States in “lift capability,” which in astronautics refers to how much weight a rocket can place into orbit. Throughout his term it was a competition he returned to frequently in public remarks, always promising America would soon catch up. Three years later he finally had the satisfaction of knowing he’d been right, thrilled to have seen the first two-stage Saturn I booster on the pad weeks before its record-setting flight.


Kennedy would not live to see that launch, nor the triumph of Apollo; and although history has shown his commitment to the program to have been largely politically motivated, his space legacy lives on in many ways. J. L. and I hope this book will bring it into a sharper visual focus.


JOHN BISNEY


Seminole, Florida
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1961


“Here we are behind”


WHEN JOHN KENNEDY, forty-three, takes office as the youngest elected president of the United States in January 1961, the Cold War with the Soviet Union is the central foreign policy issue he faces. Each nation deploys powerful missiles to threaten the other with nuclear strikes, and plans for a peaceful civilian space program take a back seat.


As a US senator, Kennedy did not support a manned space program. The new president and his advisors still consider it too expensive, but they are jolted into action when, less than twelve weeks after Kennedy’s inauguration, the Soviets launch the first person, cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin, into orbit. Less than a week later, the failed US-backed invasion of Cuba at the Bay of Pigs adds to the administration’s woes, and Kennedy asks what impressive space goals might be accomplished to help counter the Soviets on the world stage.


Vice President Lyndon Johnson’s resulting memo concludes that a manned lunar landing is far enough in the future that the United States could likely achieve it first. Kennedy announces the eight-year goal to a joint session of Congress on May 25, just three weeks after the first American had been put into space: Alan Shepard had made a short, fifteen-minute suborbital flight.


The only other manned American flight during 1961 is another brief suborbital mission by Gus Grissom in July that almost ends tragically when his spacecraft sinks in the Atlantic Ocean. The Soviets also conduct a second manned mission, sending cosmonaut Gherman Titov on a seventeen-orbit flight in August. One week later, construction of the Berlin Wall begins.


In October the United States successfully launches the first of the Saturn family of large boosters being developed for the Apollo moon landing program. The Soviets that month detonate the most powerful nuclear weapon in history, albeit too heavy for delivery by a missile.
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Kennedy delivers his first State of the Union address at 12:30 p.m. EST on January 30, 1961, in the US House chamber.


I now invite all nations, including the Soviet Union, to join with us in developing a weather prediction program, in a new communications satellite program and in preparation for probing the distant planets of Mars and Venus, probes which may someday unlock the deepest secrets of the universe.


Today this country is ahead in the science and technology of space, while the Soviet Union is ahead in the capacity to lift large vehicles into orbit. Both nations would help themselves as well as other nations by removing these endeavors from the bitter and wasteful competition of the Cold War. The United States would be willing to join with the Soviet Union and the scientists of all nations in a greater effort to make the fruits of this new knowledge available to all.
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That afternoon, the president meets with James E. Webb in the Oval Office and nominates him to become the second administrator of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA); he is confirmed by the Senate ten days later. Several other candidates had turned down the job, aware space was not a priority in the new White House. Webb, a former budget director and State Department official in the Truman administration, is an effective leader during the early years of the space program, but as a Democrat, he resigns in 1968 when Republican Richard Nixon takes the presidency.
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On April 12, 1961, the Soviets score a major propaganda victory launching cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin, the first human in space, on a full orbit of the earth using a Vostok-K booster from the USSR’s Baikonur Cosmodrome in the Kazakh Republic. It’s the same launch site used in 1957 for Sputnik 1, the first Earth satellite, which shocked the West.


The previous week, US intelligence notified the president that the Soviets were likely within days of orbiting a man and recovering him, and rumors had been circulating publicly. Kennedy Science Advisor Jerome Wiesner calls Press Secretary Pierre Salinger with news of the launch at 1:35 a.m., and Salinger informs the president at 8:00 a.m., who approves a prepared congratulatory statement for the press. “The news from Moscow was thus anything but unexpected,” writes Time Life correspondent Hugh Sidey. “Yet there was dismay and disappointment at most levels of the US government. . . . Now, even if everything goes off on schedule and an [American] astronaut is launched late this month or early next, the achievement will seem pallid.”
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State Department translation of a telegram from Khrushchev to Kennedy, responding to US congratulations on Gagarin’s flight and proposing peaceful cooperation in space.
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Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev salutes the crowd gathered in Moscow’s Red Square on May 1, 1961, with Gagarin and Leonid Brezhnev, chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet.


Khrushchev would meet Kennedy only once, at their Vienna summit a month later.
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At a 4:00 p.m. news conference in the State Department auditorium on April 12, Kennedy is asked about Gagarin’s flight that morning, to which he responds:


Well, it is a most impressive scientific accomplishment, and also I think that we, all of us as members of the race, have the greatest admiration for the Russian who participated in this extraordinary feat. I have already sent congratulations to Mr. Khrushchev, and I send congratulations to the man who was involved.


I indicated that the task force which we set up on space way back last January, January 12th, indicated that because of the Soviet progress in the field of boosters, where they have been ahead of us, that we expected that they would be first in space, in orbiting a man in space. And, of course, that has taken place. We are carrying out our program and we expect to—hope to—make progress in this area this year ourselves.
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Q: “Mr. President, a member of Congress said today that he was tired of seeing the United States second to Russia in the space field. . . . Now, you have asked Congress for more money to speed up our space program. What is the prospect that we will catch up with Russia and perhaps surpass Russia in this field?”


A: “Well, the Soviet Union gained an important advantage by securing these large boosters which were able to put up greater weights, and that advantage is going to be with them for some time. However tired anybody may be, and no one is more tired than I am, it is a fact that it is going to take some time and I think we have to recognize it.


“They secured large boosters which have led to their being first in Sputnik and led to their first putting their man in space. We are, I hope, going to be able to carry out our efforts with due regard to the problem of the life of the man involved this year. But we are behind and I am sure that they are making a concentrated effort to stay ahead. We have provided additional emphasis on [the] Saturn [booster]; we have provided additional emphasis on [the] Rover [nuclear rocket engine]; we are attempting to improve other systems which will give us a stronger position—all of which are very expensive, and all of which involve billions of dollars.


“So that in answer to your question, as I said in my State of the Union Message, the news will be worse before it is better, and it will be some time before we catch up. We are, I hope, going to go in other areas where we can be first and which will bring perhaps more long-range benefits to mankind. But here we are behind.”
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Kennedy signs legislation in the Oval Office at 9:52 a.m. on April 25, 1961, to amend the National Aeronautics and Space Act and make the vice president the head of the National Aeronautics and Space Council. In practice, however, the council’s role is more one of coordination than setting policy.
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“Enactment of this measure,” the president says, “is symbolic of our government’s intention to translate leadership and determination into action. I congratulate the Congress—all the members—and particularly the Space Committees of both houses, for their speed and understanding in passing this bill. HR 6169 is a key step toward moving the United States into its proper place in the space race. Prior to this, I have sent to the Congress a request for additional funds to accelerate the large booster development, which is essential to our moving ahead in space.”


L-R: NASA Administrator Webb; Sen. Robert Kerr (D-Okla.); Kennedy; Johnson; Rep. Overton Brooks (D-La.); and the council’s executive secretary, Edward Welsh.
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On May 5, 1961, the president’s National Security Council meeting is interrupted so he can watch the launch of America’s first astronaut, Navy Cmdr. Alan Shepard, at 9:34 a.m. EDT on a local TV station.


Some in the White House worried about the prospect of an overpublicized fiasco. On March 9, Kennedy Science Advisor Jerome Wiesner sent a memo to National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy expressing concerns for safety reasons. He feared that live television coverage would become “a Hollywood production” and urged the astronaut be debriefed after landing before meeting the media. In the days before the flight, presidential Press Secretary Pierre Salinger called NASA seeking reassurance that the Mercury spacecraft’s escape tower would reliably perform in a launch emergency.


L-R, in the office of Kennedy’s secretary: naval aide Cmdr. Tazewell Shepard Jr.; Vice President Johnson; Attorney General Robert Kennedy; Assistant Special Counsel to the President Richard Goodwin; Assistant Defense Secretary for International Security Affairs Paul Nitze; Special Assistant to the President Arthur Schlesinger Jr.; Director of the Bureau of the Budget David Bell (in doorway, facing away); and Kennedy.
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Note handed to Kennedy during the meeting.
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Johnson poses with the black-and-white TV set. The live televised launch stands in deliberate contrast to the Soviets’ secrecy.
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First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy joins the group when she comes by the office. “As an American, I am, of course, proud of the effort that a great many scientists and engineers and technicians have made, of all of the astronauts, and, of course, particularly of Commander Shepard and his family,” Kennedy tells a news conference that afternoon. “We have a long way to go in the field of space. We are behind. But we are working hard and we are going to increase our effort.”
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Shepard, thirty-seven, is launched aboard Freedom 7 on a fifteen-minute suborbital flight from Launch Complex (LC) 5 at Florida’s Cape Canaveral Missile Test Annex out over the Atlantic Ocean atop a modified Redstone ballistic missile.


Chrystler-built Redstones with nuclear warheads had been in operation by two US Army battalions in West Germany since 1958 as part of NATO’s Cold War deterrent against the USSR.
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Aboard his recovery ship, the aircraft carrier USS Lake Champlain, Shepard speaks to the president for the first time. He had been called to the flag bridge unexpectedly. “I was surprised when the phone call came through,” Shepard said in 1964. “I talked first to Captain Taz Shepard, the president’s naval aide, who is a personal friend of mine.”


Kennedy: “Hello, commander.”


Shepard: “Yes sir.”


Kennedy: “I want to congratulate you very much.”


Shepard: “Thank you very much Mr. President.”


Kennedy: “We watched you on TV of course and we are awfully pleased and proud of what you did.”


Shepard: “Well thank you sir. As you know by now, everything worked just about perfectly and it was a very rewarding experience for me and the people who made it possible.”


Kennedy: “We are looking forward to seeing you up here, commander.”


Shepard: “Thank you very much. I am looking forward to it I assure you.”


Kennedy: “The members of the National Security Council are meeting on another matter this morning and they all want me to give you their congratulations.”


Shepard: “Thank you very much, sir, and I’m looking forward to meeting you in the near future.”


Kennedy: “Thank you commander and good luck.”


In a 1964 interview, Shepard recalled, “The connection was very good. And then the President came on, and, I must say, I was even more thrilled at that moment in talking to him than I had been after the flight. . . . I actually had been on board the carrier for about an hour and the first flush of success had worn off to some degree, but it certainly was reactivated when I talked to him.”
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