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INTRODUCTION





  I was four years old in 1962, living in a quaint suburban home in northern New Jersey. I clearly remember my mother ironing clothes in the living room, our behemoth of a Magnavox console television tuned to WCBS out of New York City. A grainy black and white image flickering on the screen caught my eye and stopped me in my tracks. A voice came out of the set’s humongous cloth-covered speaker. The voice was counting backward.




  I remember sitting down cross-legged in front of the set, intrigued by what was happening. What was this? Why was the man counting? On the screen, a sleek silver cylinder stood majestically amid clouds of smoke—or what I thought was smoke—venting from its side. When the man’s count-down reached zero, a small but bright flame shot down from the lower sides of the cylinder. Seconds later, the bottom of the cylinder burst into a bigger white flame (it was black and white, after all).




  Slowly, the cylinder climbed into the sky. I watched until the machine became a simple white dot on the screen. My mother explained to me that it was a rocket sending a man into outer space. I didn’t realize that it was a Mercury mission or who the astronaut was on board, but it was fascinating.




  I had seen rockets carrying men—and women—into space before, but those were fictional “supermarionettes” like Fireball XL-5 or the animated Space Angel. This was the real deal, and I was hooked.




  As I grew older, I would leave late for school purposely—or even miss a day—to watch the launch of the two-man Gemini missions. Another local tristate area channel, WNEW in New York, showed a fifteen-minute NASA documentary it called NASA Presents every morning just after signing on, and I would be up early watching it, possibly the only viewer in north Jersey tuned in. On any given Sunday morning, two of my best friends and I would find ourselves in the middle of a huge field at a local college launching a multitude of Estes model rockets, one after the other.




  Although I was fascinated by space and the US space program, I wasn’t your standard rocketry nerd. Yes, the amazing feats our astronauts performed hundreds of miles above Earth were spectacular, but I was more interested in the stories behind the story. The little tales that flew under the radar of most mass media outlets and often showed up in section E at the very back of local newspapers: a missile tested by the German rocket team led by Dr. Wernher von Braun in New Mexico went awry and blew up a cemetery in Mexico, giving the team the notoriety of being “the only German team to attack Mexico from its bases in the United States”; the day the “cola wars” made it into outer space; the man who bought a plot of land on the moon’s Sea of Tranquility and later sued NASA for moon rocks that he believed had been removed from his property.




  That’s where the idea for Space Oddities was born. I wanted to bring to life some of those little-known or forgotten stories—pranks pulled by NASA astronauts and engineers, superstitions that mission controllers bring to their consoles to “guarantee” a successful mission, product marketing in space, including the “space pens” from the Mir space station promoted on the cable shopping channel QVC. The stories go on and on. Sometimes they are funny and make you chuckle. Sometimes they are sentimental and bring warmth to your heart. Other times, they are tragic and bring a tear to your eye.




  Now some of you may recognize a story or two within these pages. I think you will find that even those tales have some fascinating and surprising twists and turns—I was surprised by some of the stories I thought I knew.




  Writing Space Oddities was a true labor of love and I hope my offerings keep you enthralled as I was doing the research and writing for this book. Thank you for joining me on this ride. It’s time to tell a story.







  



  1




  THE ROCKET WORKED PERFECTLY EXCEPT FOR LANDING ON THE WRONG PLANET




  As you would expect, the early days of rocketry and spaceflight were fraught with setbacks, disappointments, and fatalities. Although there are many accounts of rocketlike devices being built throughout ancient history (mostly by accident), it is safe to say that the Chinese were the first to put gunpowder to use as an early form of rocket propellant. The first documented rocket is believed to have been the Chinese fire arrow,1 which was basically a bamboo tube loaded with a mixture of saltpeter, charcoal, and sulfur that was then attached to an arrow. The archer placed the arrow on his bow, lit the mixture, and let it fly in the hopes of vanquishing his rivals during battle.




  The first recorded use of the fire arrow was found in the document Wu-Ching Tsung-Yao2 by Tseng Kung-Liang in 1050 AD. It wasn’t long after the Kung-Liang document appeared that warriors realized that the bow was not needed to launch their arrows. They could simply ignite the arrow and it would fly on its own. Today, we would call these bottle rockets, albeit on a much smaller scale. No matter what you call it, the first rocket was born.




  The innovation of fire arrows led to a legend that has withstood the test of time and one that labeled a local Chinese government official and stargazer, Wan Hu, as the world’s first astronaut.




  The legend of Wan Hu3 dates to around 1500 AD during the Ming dynasty. Wan Hu was obsessed with the stars and dreamed of one day traveling to them. He envisioned using the fire arrow to propel himself into the heavens but realized that a single fire arrow alone would not be able to lift a heavy man. He deduced that if he strung several fire arrows together, they just might create enough force to lift him off the ground.
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   Wan Hu attempts to become the first “astronaut” around 1500 AD. Illustration courtesy of United States Civil Air Patrol, public domain, via Wikimedia Commons




  Wan Hu’s half-baked scheme involved hauling out his ornate bamboo throne, affixing two kites to it (apparently for aerodynamic stability), and encircling the chair with forty-seven of the largest fire arrows he could find. Dressed in his finest imperial robes, Wan Hu sat down in the chair and ordered forty-seven of his servants, each armed with a flaming torch, to light the arrows.




 The servants stepped forward and ignited the arrows. An enormous and deafening explosion rocked the area, and a mighty cloud of smoke enveloped the “launch” site. When the smoke had cleared, Wan Hu and the chair were gone. Wan Hu had disappeared, leaving onlookers to believe that he actually had been hurled into space, which would have made him the world’s first astronaut.




  That’s not quite how the story really ended. In an episode of the Discovery Channel’s show Mythbusters, hosts Adam Savage and Jamie Hyneman re-created the Wan Hu “spacecraft” with their crash-test dummy Buster playing the role of Wan Hu. The nasty explosion resulted in extensive damage to Buster and what would be fatal burns for a real human. Even though the legend could be disproven easily, a crater on the far side of the moon was named in honor of this rocket daredevil in 1970.




  Legends aside, early visionaries, scientists, and dreamers recognized that flight to the stars would require some sort of rocket power. Prior to 1930, there had been many experiments in rocketry using various combinations of chemicals and gases as fuel, which resulted in varying degrees of success. These early rockets were all unmanned. No one had ever attempted to ride one. Enter Max Valier (pronounced Val-yay).




  Valier was born in Bozen, Austria-Hungary (now the town of Bolzano, Italy), on February 9, 1895. At the age of thirteen, Valier’s father died, and the young man and his mother moved in with his grandparents. It was here that the inquisitive young man discovered two old telescopes that his grandfather had received as collateral for an unpaid loan he had granted. Valier took it upon himself to rebuild the telescopes, and his love of astronomy began.4




  Valier attended college at the University of Innsbruck, where he majored in math, physics, and astronomy and minored in meteorology. It quickly became obvious that Valier was more of a showman and promoter than scientist. His head was literally in the heavens as he dreamed of traveling to the stars, and he began a journey that later earned him the moniker of rocketry’s chief cheerleader.




  The public experiments and presentations that Valier conducted were literal flights of fancy. In 1914, for instance, the townspeople of Innsbruck were frightened when they spotted a blazing comet overhead that appeared to be heading straight for the city. It turned out that the comet was actually one of Max Valier’s “experiments.” A report in the Tiroler Nachtrichten newspaper documented the incident.






   [Valier] constructed a kite out of impregnated paper, a kind of glider, to which he had attached a system of three fireworks instead of a tail, in such a form that one rocket lit the second and then the third before it burned to the end. Start: Hotel Mariabrunn on the Himgerburg. The kite landed in Pradl. . . . No one could argue quite seriously that Max Valier is [not], in fact, the inventor of the jet aeroplane.







  Valier’s family convinced local police not to arrest the young man and to keep the incident quiet so he could continue his studies.




  The advent of World War I saw Valier join the military, and his meteorology degree landed him at a weather station on the front. During this time, Valier survived the crash of both a weather balloon and a plane. He also earned the distinguished Austrian Silver Star after taking out a machine that was used by the enemy to spew mustard gas, which saved the lives of countless soldiers.




  Following the war, Valier married a divorcée, Hedwig Alden, and returned to college, studying in Vienna and Munich, but he never completed his advanced degree. Still, he was enthralled with the possibilities of rocketry and became more interested in writing and popularizing those possibilities by painting incredible images through his words of futuristic innovations than in completing his studies.




  In 1923 in Germany, Valier picked up a copy of a book that would change his life: The Rocket into Planetary Space by German rocket pioneer Hermann Oberth. Valier was so absorbed by the book that he wrote to Oberth, and with the rocket pioneer’s help, he penned his own booklets: Der Vorstoss in den Weltraum (The Advance into Space) and Raketenfahrt: Eine Technische Moglichkeit (Rocket Travel: A Technical Possibility). Both publications expanded Oberth’s vision of what space travel could be and became wildly popular, helping to spread the excitement of rocketry and its possibilities throughout the country. Its success prompted Valier to continue writing. His magazine and newspaper articles were published more and more frequently and their popularity increased exponentially, fueling rocket fever across Germany with their vivid pictures of futuristic rockets and space planes.




  During this time, Valier began experimenting with solid fuel rockets and proposed developing a rocket-powered car. In 1927, with funding by automobile pioneer Fritz von Opel and a solid propellant engine developed by Frederick Sanders, Valier took a standard Opel automobile and fitted it with two solid rockets. It was called the RAK 1 (a shortened form of rakete, the German word for rocket). With the massive worldwide public relations department at Opel behind him, word of the experimental car spread like wildfire across the globe.




  On April 11, 1928, with Opel test driver Kurt C. Volkhart behind the wheel, RAK 1 was ignited. The test vehicle belched a thick cloud of smoke and took off down Opel’s test track, accelerating from zero to sixty-two miles per hour in only eight seconds. The Scottish newspaper, the Dundee Courier, wrote:






   [The car] was not driven by a petrol engine but by a so-called rocket about which details cannot be disclosed, but it can be said it was constructed in accordance with the plan of the German Max Valier, known as the “Fantastic Cosmos Flier” because of his idea of building a rocket which could be sent out into space. We are convinced that the “Opel Sander Aggregate,” as the new machine is called, will achieve a speed hitherto considered impossible on the surface of the earth, and it will prove to be only a step toward the construction of a rocket air machine and to a cosmos airship on the lines of the Valier project.5







  That same year, Valier organized the Verein fur Raumshiffahrt (VfR), or space association, the world’s largest rocketry society, with an impressive membership that included Oberth, science writer Wily Ley, and a young Wernher von Braun. Valier also continued building on his “rocketry cheerleader” label by racking up more and more impressive successes: In 1928, his rocket car reached 145 miles per hour, and in 1929 he built the first rocket sled, which would reach an incredible speed of 250 miles per hour.




  Valier began experimenting with liquid fuel rockets that used a mixture of kerosene and liquid oxygen. The highly volatile combination would be pressurized and funneled into a steel cylinder where it would ignite. The flame’s exhaust would shoot out of a nozzle in the cylinder, which was mounted in a rudimentary test stand.




  The experimenter had no regard for his own safety. He was focused only on results and never once took safety precautions such as standing behind protective blast-proof barriers or in bunkers. He never wore goggles or gloves and sat only a few feet away from the engine’s exhaust to manually control the pressure in the cylinder.




  Valier and his assistant Walter Riedel fired up his first such engine on May 17, 1930. The results were impressive, producing more thrust than they had anticipated. After taking a short break, the euphoric pair fired up the engine a second time, and once again, the total thrust produced was much more than they had dreamed possible.




  The exuberant Valier wanted to light up the engine one more time. He pressurized the chamber and ignited the engine. A mighty explosion rocked the room. According to accounts in the New York Times, a ten-foot flame enveloped Valier, throwing him twenty feet across the room. When Riedel reached Valier, he found the inventor’s body mutilated by shrapnel. He died within ten minutes, becoming the first recorded death in modern rocketry.




  Despite his death, the excitement that Valier had generated across Germany about the incredible promise rockets held for mankind only intensified and one of his fellow VfR members, a young Wernher von Braun, picked up the mantle to continue pushing the envelope of rocketry even further while at the same time bringing the public along for the ride through a concentrated public relations campaign. His natural abilities in this arena would serve him well throughout his career.




  Much like Valier, von Braun read the Oberth book, which ignited his passion for spaceflight. Unlike Valier, however, the book prompted von Braun to earn an advanced degree in calculus and trigonometry so that he could learn more about the intricacies of rocket mechanics.




  In 1932, Germany was still abiding by the Versailles Treaty of Paris, which limited the type of weaponry the country could develop to defend itself from foreign attack. German army artillery captain Walter Dornberger paid a visit to the VfR to see if rockets could be used in this capacity without violating the treaty.




  The group of young scientists held a demonstration for military brass and immediately underwhelmed them when the test rocket failed miserably. Dornberger, however, was so impressed with the intelligence and abilities of von Braun that he asked him to head the army’s new rocket unit while
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  Historic view of Max Valier in an early engine static test firing. The rocket is sitting on a scale. Valier is measuring thrust by adding weight like the one in his right hand. Courtesy of the Library of Congress, HAER ALA,45-HUVI.V,7A—19




  continuing to work toward his doctorate in physics. It didn’t take von Braun long to decide—he accepted the position, seeing the military as a means of furthering his quest for developing larger and more powerful rockets that would one day send a man to the moon.




  Two years later, von Braun’s team of eighty engineers developed its first prototype liquid fueled rocket called the A2 (aggregate rocket 2), which showed a lot of potential during two successive public demonstrations. It was time to move on to a larger vehicle.




  Work immediately began on the A3 and A4 rockets. Whereas the A3 gave the team valuable insight into guidance control, its sibling, the A4, was stubborn, suffering a remarkable series of failures during the next several years. When World War II began, it is estimated that almost three thousand A4 rockets were tested, all built with slave labor from Nazi concentration camps.




  By 1944, the war in Europe was nearing its end. In one year, the Third Reich would be destroyed, but not before Hitler gave the order to turn the A4—which was renamed V-2, or vengeance weapon 2—loose on England. On September 8, 1944, the first V-2 flew more than two hundred miles, lifting off from the Hague-Wassenaar region of Holland and reaching the edge of space before crashing down with horrible devastation in London, killing three and injuring seventeen. Von Braun’s dream of using his rocket to send humans into space had been turned into a killing machine by the Nazis and he was heard to lament, “the rocket worked perfectly except for landing on the wrong planet.”6




  One year later, the writing was on the wall. Germany was in dire straits as the war ended. The allies were moving in—the Russians from the east and British and American forces from the south and west. Von Braun had to decide whether to be captured by the Russians, facing torture from Stalin’s regime or perhaps even being shot on sight, or to surrender to the Americans. He chose the latter.




  Von Braun’s brother Magnus rode his bicycle across the Austrian border where he encountered the US Forty-Fourth Infantry Division. Magnus explained that a large contingent of German rocket scientists including his brother Wernher were ready to surrender to the Americans. The commander didn’t believe his story and told him to return with proof.




  Wernher and several of his colleagues returned to meet with the commander and were immediately escorted to the Counter Intelligence Corps (CIC) headquarters in Reutte, Austria, where more than five hundred of the scientists were interrogated to determine which of them would be allowed entrance into the United States.




  Von Braun was interrogated for three days by Lieutenant Walter Jessel. On the final day of questioning, Jessel looked at the German and asked, “Dr. von Braun, if you were to emigrate to the United States and become a naturalized citizen, what would you do with the rest of your life?”




  The young rocket man didn’t hesitate and replied, “I would build a rocket and fly to the moon.”7




  In what was originally dubbed Operation Overcast, most of the rocket team, along with the remaining V-2 rockets and components, were officially surrendered to the Americans. As he did when he accepted Dornberger’s invitation to join the German military effort to design rockets, von Braun called the surrender a fair trade-off: helping the Americans with their faltering military missile program while at the same time keeping his longtime dream of sending men into space alive.




  It’s interesting to note that following close behind the Allied forces as they marched into Germany was a contingent of soldiers known as the Combined Intelligence Objectives Sub-committee (CIOS), which combed the area for war-related documents and materials. One discovery was found in a toilet at Bonn University. It was a catalog that listed the names of Third Reich scientists and engineers. With this information, CIOS was able to round up an additional sixteen hundred German scientists who joined their colleagues in America to work on various projects for the US military.




  However, getting von Braun and his team into America was a delicate public relations operation. After all, these scientists had worked for the Nazis to create a devastating weapon, the V2, which killed scores of people and caused millions of dollars in damages. The US Army’s public relations team went into operation, telling the public that the team was a group of German rocket scientists who had “volunteered” to come to the states and work for a “very modest salary.”




  Despite President Truman’s ban on former Nazis entering the country—let alone working for the government—the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the forerunner of the CIA, whitewashed the scientists’ records and sent the teams to bases in White Sands, New Mexico, and Fort Bliss, Texas, where they would continue to evaluate and improve on the V-2 technology. Test firings of the rockets would eventually include scientific experiments to study the upper atmosphere as well as the effects of spaceflight on small biological subjects including monkeys. The program was renamed Operation Paperclip, which was derived from the fact that the dossiers on the rocket scientists were paperclipped together.




  In all, sixty-seven V-2 rockets were launched from the team’s base in the New Mexico desert. Most of the launches were successful, not only putting the United States on track for developing long-range ballistic missiles but also taking mankind’s dreams of flying off into outer space one step closer to becoming a reality. One of those rockets, however, nearly caused an international incident.




  To the American public, the US government presented von Braun’s team not as prisoners of war but as prisoners of peace. The media began referring to them as the “Germans who invaded America.”




  Test launches of the V-2 continued at an incredible pace; some, as we will later see, included early flights with live passengers ranging from mice to rhesus monkeys. On the morning of May 29, 1947, the team from Operation Paperclip prepared for yet another test flight. As the countdown reached zero and the launch command was given, an orange flame burst from the rocket’s engine and it roared off the pad. Immediately, the missile began its preprogrammed arc as it rose into the cloudless cerulean desert sky, only this time, the rocket’s guidance control system failed, causing the rocket to veer dramatically off course toward the south. Engineer Krafft Ehricke described what happened next:




 

    Fortunately, it was fast enough to arc over El Paso—I shudder to think what would have happened if it had hit El Paso—and it hit [Juarez, Mexico], and if memory serves, it impacted into a cemetery. We had already been called the only German task force that managed to invade the United States territory and penetrate the United States as far west as El Paso. Now, we were known as the only German team to attack Mexico from their bases in the United States.8







  In 1950, von Braun and his team were transferred to the small, sleepy north Alabama town of Huntsville to assist with the army’s guided missile development program, the Army Ballistic Missile Agency (ABMA). Once again, von Braun’s team was sidetracked in its quest for spaceflight as it was tasked with the development of intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBM) for the military. The team took the knowledge gained from the V-2 and applied it to a new missile, the Redstone, and even though the rocket was designed for weapon deployment, the team submitted a proposal to Washington to use the Redstone to send the first satellite into orbit. When the offer was given the cold shoulder, the team continued with its work undaunted by rejection and improved on the Redstone design, making it even more reliable and able to deliver a nuclear bomb more than three thousand miles away. More importantly to the team, this new rocket, the Jupiter, could also hurl a small satellite into earth orbit.




  At the same time, the navy was also developing a missile—the Thor. It was a rocket but only on paper, whereas the Jupiter had been built and would have a successful test launch on September 20, 1956.




  In 1955, a commission was convened in Washington by Homer J. Stewart of the Jet Propulsion Laboratory. Stewart directed representatives of the army, navy, and air force as well commercial entities to discuss and determine who had the best plan to build a rocket that could send mankind’s first satellite into orbit. On August 5, 1955, the committee voted five to two to give the honor to the navy and its plan to build a three-stage rocket called Vanguard. Once again, von Braun’s team was left out in the cold, but they persevered and continued working quietly on the Jupiter.




  In 1956, to the surprise of everyone, the Secretary of Defense, Charlie Wilson, issued a memorandum that gave the navy even more control over missile development. What became known as Wilson’s Memo gave the navy the go-ahead to develop IRBMs while the army would develop short-range missiles, thus squelching further development on the Jupiter. Von Braun was even told by someone whom history describes only as a “distinguished gentleman” of Washington, “There is much talk about satellites these days. Satellites are not for you! I want you to keep your hands off!”9




  The team was angered and frustrated over the government’s attitude toward its project, especially since it already had a proven rocket ready to fly, but no one was as angry as Army Colonel John C. Nickerson Jr.




  Nickerson was a career army man whose career included serving as the commander of a field artillery battalion in France during World War II, for which he was awarded two Silver Stars. Nickerson later recalled that while serving in Europe, he was fascinated by the sight of flares shooting off into the sky. Turns out, those flares were V-2 rockets. With his schoolteacher appearance and thick Southern drawl, Nickerson eventually worked his way up to becoming the project manager for the Jupiter program.




  The night before Thanksgiving 1956, Nickerson headed to Capitol Hill to plead the case for the army’s project, to no avail. Senior officials would not change their minds. With even more resolve, Nickerson returned to his office and penned an anonymous twelve-page response to Wilson, which he distributed to the Department of Defense, members of Congress, and the media.




  To prove his point that the army was the correct choice for the project, Nickerson included in his document classified information that revealed tightly held secrets about launch dates and the design and performance of both the navy’s Thor missile and the army’s Jupiter missile. Nickerson also made the argument that Wilson’s decision was based on corporate corruption, stating that Wilson had demonstrated nepotism by granting the project solely on the fact that parts for the rocket were manufactured by the company Wilson had once headed, General Motors.




  In December, journalist Drew Pearson, who wrote for the syndicated column Washington Merry-Go-Round, received a plain manilla envelope in the mail with the words, “this may be of some use” handwritten across it.10




  Realizing that he held classified information in his hands, Pearson immediately contacted the Defense Department, which seized it and began an investigation into who had leaked the documents. The investigation quickly led to John Nickerson.




  On January 2, 1957, the army’s inspector general, Lieutenant General David Ogden, brought Nickerson into his office for questioning. During the session, Ogden told Nickerson, “Whoever wrote it might find themselves charged with espionage.”




  Feigning ignorance, Nickerson replied, “How could that possibly be true?” to which Ogden replied, “You will find out.”




  That afternoon, Nickerson rushed back to his office, gathered the classified materials he had assembled, and set them ablaze in his fireplace. As the fire crackled away, military police burst in and placed Nickerson under arrest.




  Nickerson was charged with perjury and fifteen counts of security violations. What was more serious, however, was that he became the first person in US history to be charged under the Espionage Act. The officer faced a $10,000 fine and forty-six years in prison.




  At Nickerson’s court-martial, the defense stated that the colonel had shown “loyalty to the Army and [his] country,” adding that what he had done was “for the good of the nation.” Among the defense witnesses was Dr. Wernher von Braun.




  Eventually, the army dropped the espionage charge in exchange for Nickerson’s guilty plea to fifteen counts of breaching army security protocols. Instead of forty-six years in prison, Nickerson was demoted for a period of one year, received a formal military reprimand, and was fined $1,500. Sadly, on March 2, 1964, both Nickerson and his wife Caroline were killed in a head-on collision near White Sands, New Mexico.




  What happened next took the world by surprise and gripped it with fear. On October 4, 1957, the Soviet Union launched the first satellite, Sputnik 1. Surely if the Russians could orbit a satellite, then they could lob a nuclear bomb anywhere in the world.




  That night, von Braun was working late when he received the news. That same evening, the rocket scientist had an invitation to attend a reception being held in honor of the incoming secretary of defense, Neil Hosier McElroy, at Redstone Arsenal, home of the army’s missile program.




  With his well-known confidence, swagger, and promotional chops, von Braun took the news of Sputnik with him to the reception and walked up to McElroy and said, “Mr. McElroy, When you head back to Washington, you’ll find that all hell has broken loose. We can put up a satellite in sixty days once you give us go-ahead.”




  The commandant of the ABMA, von Braun’s boss, Major General John Medaris, confidently turned to von Braun and gave the German rocket scientist the go-ahead to begin making preparations.




  The world waited for the US response. Surely the Americans could counter this international threat with its technological prowess. But despite the successes of von Braun’s team, the government once again selected the navy and its Vanguard rocket to launch the country’s first satellite.




  Vanguard had made it from drawing board to production and had two successful test flights before it was called upon to answer the call of the nation and the world. On the morning of December 6, only two months after Sputnik, the slim, pencil-thin rocket was readied for launch. Its payload was a tiny six-inch, three-pound satellite.




  With the world watching, the launch command was initiated. A brief flare of flame shot from the rocket’s engine, followed by a thick cloud of smoke. The elegant rocket slowly rose four feet above the launchpad before the main engine began losing thrust. The rocket began sinking back onto the pad. An enormous hellish red-and-orange fireball engulfed the rocket, making it look like it was devouring itself. Just seconds before the rocket was completely destroyed, the nose cone rocked and tumbled away from the ensuing explosion. The battered sphere now resides in the Smithsonian’s Air and Space Museum.




  The world was stunned, and Americans were embarrassed. Headlines in newspapers rang out the news: “Vanguard Rocket Burns on Beach,”11 “Kaputnik,” “Flopnik.” Fingers were pointed, with one senator from New Mexico, Clinton P. Anderson, telling reporters that the government knew Vanguard wasn’t ready for the big show. Vanguard’s prime contractor, the Martin Company, saw its stock plummet.




  To add insult to injury, several members of the Soviet Union’s delegation to the United Nations approached the US ambassador, Arkady A. Sobolev, and asked if he was interested in accepting aid from the Soviet Union’s “technical assistance to backward nations” program. When asked by the press about the offer, Sobolev only replied, “no comment.”12




  Following the Vanguard incident, the Washington “distinguished gentleman” sent an urgent telegram to von Braun. It simply read, “Can you launch a satellite quickly?”




  Indeed he could. On January 31, 1958, at 10:48 p.m., the main engine of the Jupiter-C ignited and the rocket with its payload, the satellite Explorer 1, soared into the black Florida sky from Cape Canaveral. One hundred and eight minutes later, Explorer was in Earth’s orbit.




  One of von Braun’s dreams had finally been achieved—using rocketry for the advancement of science, which eventually would lead to putting men into space and onto the moon.




  He had put America firmly in the race for space, but the scientist wasn’t at Cape Canaveral to view the launch. He was so confident of the rocket’s success that he had flown to Washington to take part in a press conference celebrating the nation’s first satellite with the world.




  Years later, von Braun reflected on not being at the momentous launch saying, “When one has worked for twenty-eight years on such a thing and now expects its culmination, it was a fairly bitter pill to swallow.”
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  HEY SKY, TAKE OFF YOUR HAT, I’M ON MY WAY!




  As the death toll in Europe rose with alarming speed in early 1917 and merchant ships lost to enemy U-boats increased to unfathomable numbers, President Woodrow Wilson stood before Congress and asked for a declaration of “war to end all wars.” With that, the United States entered World War I.




  As thousands of men shipped out and headed off to the trenches of Europe, women were called to serve. From cities and towns across the country, more than twenty thousand women were activated and sent to the nation’s heartland to keep food production moving forward while the men who had once worked America’s farms were away. Known as the Women’s Land Army of America (WLAA),1 many of its volunteers had never seen a plow or tractor let alone operated one. The women were known as “farmerettes” and were paid the same wages as their male counterparts.




  Although the war ended in 1918 with the men returning home to their farms, many within the WLAA wanted to continue the work they had started, but financial restrictions forced the program to shut down in 1920.2 The women returned to their homes and were once again relegated to being housewives and homemakers.




  Women were called upon in a similar manner during World War II when 350,000 of them volunteered for uniform duty in the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAACS) as well as the Navy, Marine, and Coast Guard Women’s Reserve and the Army and Navy Nurse Corps. Another 4.5 million became known as “Rosie the riveters” when they joined the defense industry working in factories building aircraft.




  Prior to entering the war, the United States produced only 921 planes annually. With the help of the Rosies, that number swelled to more than 92,000 units annually by 1944, with a total of more than 300,000 planes being built by war’s end. In an interview with the Library of Congress, Boeing line worker Inez Sauer said that her mother cautioned her about factory work. “My mother warned me when I took the job that I would never be the same,” she said. “You will never want to go back to being a housewife. After the war, I couldn’t go back.”3




  That was the attitude of many of the women who served their country during the war; there was no going back to their previous life and status. Women had proven to the world that they were up for a challenge and could do the job of their male counterparts, but as was the case following the previous war, most of the women returned to being housewives. When they did continue in the workforce, they found themselves playing second fiddle to their male counterparts, earning meager wages at best, and often relegated to minor positions.




  The same attitudes toward women persisted as America ramped up its quest to send a human into space. Sending a woman into the cosmos was considered almost blasphemous to many of the men involved in the program, but there were those who looked beyond the stereotypes and genuinely believed that women could do the same job as men in space, if not better. One of those men was Dr. Randolph Lovelace.




  Influenced by his uncle who had established a medical research facility in Albuquerque, New Mexico, Lovelace enrolled in college at Washington University in St. Louis at the age of nineteen, during which time he developed a passion for flying. He joined the US Naval Reserve Training Corps, eventually earning his wings at the Great Lakes Naval Station in Illinois.




  Lovelace continued his education, earning degrees from Harvard and a surgical fellowship at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota. That fellowship helped him become a flight surgeon at the Army School of Aviation Medicine (ASAM) in 1937. During his stint at ASAM, Lovelace helped develop a new oxygen delivery mask for pilots flying at high altitudes. To demonstrate the mask’s reliability, Lovelace strapped two oxygen bottles to his legs, donned the mask, and planned to jump out of a bomber at an altitude of 40,200 feet. The air temperature at that altitude was a frigid minus 47 degrees Fahrenheit. His jump would be a static line leap in which his parachute, connected to the plane, would automatically deploy once the line reached its maximum length.




  The plane took off, and after reaching the desired altitude, Lovelace stepped out of it. Within seconds, the static cord grew taut. The static line jerked Lovelace as it deployed the chute, ripping off one of the doctor’s gloves and knocking him unconscious.




  Twenty-three minutes later, with barely enough time to brace for landing, Lovelace awoke and made a successful landing. He was unscathed save for some frostbite on his ungloved hand. Although he could have been reprimanded for this foolhardy test, he was instead awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross for his successful demonstration of the mask and for making a record-breaking skydive simultaneously. It was Dr. Lovelace’s first—and last—parachute jump.4




  In 1947, Lovelace joined his uncle in New Mexico and established the Lovelace Foundation for Medicine Education and Research. Soon after, the man who would become NASA’s first administrator, T. Keith Glennan, appointed Lovelace and Brigadier General Donald Flickinger to head the Special Committee on Life Sciences, where they were charged with developing and administering medical and psychological tests for America’s first astronauts.




  In all, twenty-four applicants were subjected to the grueling tests. They were poked and prodded in unmentionable places, survived cardiopulmonary stress testing as well as heat stress tests in compact ovens. The list of evaluation tests seemed endless.5 Of the twenty-four applicants tested, only seven made the final cut, and on April 9, 1959, America’s Mercury 7 astronauts were introduced to the world. But while the seven were being pummeled with questions from the overeager journalists in attendance who were nearly climbing over one another to ask sometimes insightful and sometimes silly questions, Dr. Lovelace sat quietly on the stage, aware that there were other candidates waiting in the wings who were equally qualified to endure the rigors of spaceflight.




  While Dr. Lovelace and General Flickinger were administering the tests to the Mercury 7, they pondered whether women would make good astronauts. Lovelace approached a good friend of his, famed pilot Jackie Cochran, to help with the new project, which was informally called the Women in Space program.




  Cochran was a steadfast supporter of women in aviation, having herself set several speed and altitude records, won countless aviation races, and become the first woman to break the speed of sound in 1953 and then to reach Mach 2 in 1962. In one year alone, she broke seventy-three records. What Cochran was most noted for, however, was the formation of the Women’s Air Force Service Pilots (WASP) program during World War II, which sought women to help in the war effort by testing aircraft and shuttling them across the Atlantic to the front.




  Being such a champion for women in aviation, Cochran and her husband Robert were more than happy to fund the fledgling female astronaut testing program when Lovelace approached her about it in 1960. Even before the funding was secured, Flickinger and Lovelace already had in mind who they wanted to be the first woman to join the program—Geraldyn “Jerrie” Cobb.




  Jerrie was born in Norman, Oklahoma, in 1931. The young girl had a speech impediment that caused her excruciating embarrassment in elementary school due to classmates who often mocked her. She often told what friends she had that “School is no good. Sometimes it’s best to be alone.”6 And that’s what she did. Keeping mainly to herself, she found that spending time with horses was much more enjoyable than spending time with people.




  Cobb’s father Harvey was in the National Guard when World War II broke out. He was fascinated with flying and requested a transfer to the Army Air Corps, but the request was denied due to his age. Even though the military said he was too old to fly, the Air Corps gave him a glimmer of hope when it told him that he could transfer only if he had a commercial pilot’s license. Harvey Cobb did not possess the prestigious license but was keen on making sure he got one.




  In 1940, Harvey Cobb came home with a spring in his step as he proudly announced to his wife and daughters Jerrie and Carolyn that he had finally earned his license. To celebrate his achievement, Cobb treated himself to a special gift—he purchased a small Taylorcraft airplane.




  The two girls were ecstatic and couldn’t wait to take their first flight. The day following the announcement, the two Cobb girls skipped school and their father took them on their first airplane flight. Jerrie Cobb later recalled the moment: “Even before the old Taylorcraft reached three hundred feet,” she said, “I recognized the sky would be my home. For a child that distrusted ordinary, everyday speech, for an adolescent who yearned for the
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  Jerrie Cobb poses next to a Mercury capsule. Although she never flew in space, Cobb, along with thirteen other women, underwent physical tests similar to those taken by the Mercury astronauts with the belief that she might become an astronaut trainee. NASA




  freedom of the fields and winds, for a girl who had learned to be alone—the sky was the answer.”7




  And indeed it was. At age sixteen, Cobb earned her pilot’s license. By eighteen, she had her commercial license and became a certified ground instructor with ratings in civil air regulations, meteorology, and engine mechanics. She went on to ferry B-17 bombers around the globe and, for good measure, broke several speed, distance, and altitude records.




  The tests that Lovelace and Flickinger developed for the first phase of their program were intense to say the least, but Cobb was ready for them: four-hour eye exams, a full day of x-raying every bone and tooth in her body, pedaling for hours on a specially weighted stationary bike to test respiration that drove her to exhaustion. She spent considerable time inverted on a tilt table to test her blood circulation, had electric pulses shot through her joints to test her reflexes, and swallowed rubber tubes to test stomach acid.




  Then there was the most excruciating test of all—the ice water test in which cold, 10 degree water was shot into her ear by a syringe. The frigid water immediately froze the inner ear causing severe vertigo. In an interview with Carol Butler for the NASA Johnson Space Center Oral History program, a member of the next group of women to take that same test, Mary Wallace “Wally” Funk, said that as soon as the water hit her ear, “the room began to spin [uncontrollably]. You were supposed to focus on a single spot. I couldn’t lift my arms and would have fallen off the table to the floor if I weren’t strapped in.”8


OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
@ Prometheus Books





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
M‘E
igﬂlT IE.S'

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO

JJJJJJJJ





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
@ Prometheus Books





