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Chapter 7

How Sputnik Put a Man on the Moon”

Vera Pinto Gomes' and Philippe Cosyn*

Abstract

On October 4, 1957, the world witnessed an event that would change our
perception of everything around us: the launch of Sputnik. In 2017, the world
celebrates the 50th anniversary of the event that set the pace for one of mankind’s
biggest achievements: a man on the Moon.

Sputnik’s political impact, the advancement of science and the endless pos-
sibilities provoked surprise, fear and illusion. It marked the beginning of an era
and, even indirectly, contributed to the development of technology and society’s
support that would allow, just four years later, US President John F. Kennedy to
announce the dramatic and ambitious goal of sending an American safely to the
Moon before the end of the decade.

After Sputnik, a number of political factors affected Kennedy’s decision
and the timing of it. In general, the United States was under pressure to “catch up
and overtake” the Soviet Union in the space race. Cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin had
become the first human in space on April 12, 1961, greatly embarrassing the US.
Although Alan Shepard became the first American in space on May 5, 1961, he

* Presented at the Fifty-First History Symposium of the International Academy of Astro-
nautics, 25-29 September 2017, Adelaide, South Australia. Paper IAC-17-E4.2.1. The views and
opinions expressed in this paper are those of the author alone.

 Policy Officer, EU Satellite Navigation Programmes, European Commission, Brussels,
Belgium.

 Archivist at VRT (Vlaamse Radio en Televisie — Flemish Radio and television), Bruges,
Belgium.
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only flew a short suborbital flight instead of orbiting the Earth, as Gagarin had
done. In addition, some international events like the Bay of Pigs fiasco in mid-
April contributed to increasing pressure on the US president. Kennedy wanted to
announce a program that the United States had a strong chance of achieving be-
fore the Soviet Union. After consulting with its vice president, NASA adminis-
trator, and other officials, Kennedy concluded that landing an American on the
Moon would be a very challenging technological feat, but an area of space explo-
ration in which the United States actually had a potential lead.

This chapter analyzes key events, both political and space related, that be-
gan with Sputnik’s launch and occurred until the US announcement to put a man
on the Moon in May 1961. It will also cover Sputnik’s preparation and launch,
the reaction to it and how it affected the decision to go to the Moon, taking into
account the political context of the Cold War at the time.

I. Introduction

After the Second World War, the world became bipolar, divided between
two different ideologies (Socialism vs Capitalism) represented by the USSR and
the United States. This was the main reason for the Cold War that lasted until
1989 when the Berlin Wall was demolished.

The first half of the Cold War can be divided into three periods.
1945-1947: gradual beginning

2. 1947-1949: declaration of the Cold War

3. 1950-1962: Cold War apogee

—

William Burrows says “the Cold War would become the engine, the su-
preme catalyst that sent rockets and their cargoes far above Earth.”' After the end
of World War II, the superpowers realized that satellites would be more effective
than airplanes because they would provide more range for collecting intelligence.
In addition, satellites would bring an additional increase in the security margin
because they would not violate international law, unlike an airplane that would
by flying over a foreign country without its permission.

Since end of the 1940s, supporters of space exploration were preparing for
space conquest “with elaborate visions of promise and fear.” The launch of the
first satellites, combined with the promotion of spaceflights in a popular culture,
led political leaders to pursue more ambitious goals.

This chapter will focus on the third period, in particular between 1957
(launch of Sputnik by the USSR) and 1962 (Kennedy speech of May 25 announc-
ing a man on the Moon before the end of the decade).
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During this period, a number of technical, scientific, and political events
took place that set the right conditions put a man on the Moon.

I1. 1957: The Tipping Point

In October 1957, in the midst of the Cold War, the USSR launched Sput-
nik, the first artificial satellite, into orbit, proving that the Soviets were not as
technologically backward as Americans thought.

The day after the launch, the Soviet newspaper Pravda published only a
small factual report, following the Soviet leader’s motto of discretion. The next
day, after soviet leader Khrushchev realized that the launch had been a tremen-
dous advertising success in the West, Pravda published headlines describing the
achievement.” The Soviet press described the importance of artificial satellites as
a means for “interplanetary travel, and apparently, our contemporaries will wit-
ness how the freed and conscientious work of the people of the new socialist so-
ciety makes the most daring dreams of mankind a reality.””

Before Sputnik’s success, Khrushchev considered the Soviet space program
as an impediment to the missile program and a waste of resources®. However,
when he realized the international reaction to the launch of the Soviet satellite,
Sputnik, he changed his mind.

Khrushchev told a Danish journalist in January 1958 “the launch of the
Soviet Sputniks shows in the first place ... that there has been a serious shift in
the balance of power between the socialist and capitalist countries in favor of the
socialist nations.” In a single coup, the Soviet Union defeated the United States
not only scientifically but also militarily: this success meant that the Soviet Un-
ion could target the United States with intercontinental ballistic missiles (IC-
BMs), especially in the potentially decisive new arena—space.

In the United States, news of the launch was received with a mixture of
surprise and panic as it realized that American cities were now within reach of a
nuclear attack by Soviet missiles.® It became clear that the balance of power had
changed, allowing the potential enemy to drop nuclear weapons from orbit with-
out warning.

Before the launch of Sputnik, the United States was going through a period
of economic growth and national pride since the end of World War II. The nation
was “buoyed by its resolve, courage, and confidence in its scientists, engineers
and technicians to create stunning technological advances on short notice.”” The
launch of Sputnik changed all that.
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Figure 7-1: The image shows a technician putting the finishing touches on
Sputnik. The pressurized sphere, made of aluminum alloy, had five
primary scientific objectives: Test the method of placing an artificial
satellite into Earth orbit; provide information on the density of the
atmosphere by calculating its lifetime in orbit; test radio and optical
methods of orbital tracking; determine the effects of radio wave
propagation though the atmosphere; and, check principles of pressur-
ization used on the satellites. Credit: NASA/Asif A. Siddiqi.

In January 1958, hours after Sputnik re-entered the atmosphere, Gabriel
Heatter, an influential commentator on the Mutual Broadcasting System, in a ra-
dio editorial titled “Thank You Mr. Sputnik,” said:

“You will never know how big a noise you made. You gave us a shock,

which hit many people as hard as Pearl Harbor. You hit our pride a frightful

blow. You suddenly made us realize that we are not the best in everything.

You reminded us of an old-fashioned American word, humility. You woke

us up out a long sleep. You made us realize a nation can talk too much, too

long, too hard about money. A nation, like a man, can grow soft and com-

placent. It can fall behind when it thinks it is Number One in everything.

Comrade Sputnik, you taught us more about the Russians in one hour than

we had learned in forty years.”®

Soviet success elicited a worldwide reaction that James Killian described
as “Confidence in American science, technology, and education suddenly evapo-
rated.”

The United States Information Agency, in a report drawn up shortly after
Sputnik’s orbit, stated, “Soviet claims of scientific and technological superiority
over the West and especially the US have gained greatly wider acceptance. Pub-
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lic opinion in friendly countries concerts concerning the possibility that the bal-
ance of military power has shifted or may shift in favor of the USSR.”"

e | Ehye New Pork Tinves, =

o VI e TRsEEwET— W VORE SATLIOAY, OUTOME & i rewnnE e cem

SOVIET FIRES EARTH SATELLITE INTO SPACE
IT IS CIRCLING THE GLOBE AT 18,000 M. P. H.;
SPHERE TRACKED IN 4 CROSSINGS OVER U.S.

sw NILES ITGl

C?USH!lt'hrlvThlS(hdu- [ Woarsaw Crushes New Protest;
Brookiyn Councliman, Sold a Job Clubs, Tear Gas Rout Students

Figure 7-2: First page, New York Times, October 5, 1957.
Credit: New York Times.

Director of the Central Intelligence Agency Allen Dulles reported to the
National Security Council on October 10 that the speed of Soviet advancements
that put Sputnik in orbit was partially related to the Soviets reconciling the ICBM
program and the satellite program.''

The launch of Sputnik was a humiliating defeat for the United States, but
also a fact that changed American policy, giving new impetus to the US space
program. Three days after the launch, US President Eisenhower pressed the Pen-
tagon to speed up the development of a spy satellite, a program that had been
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quietly pursued previously having in mind the increasing vulnerability of recon-
naissance aircraft (e.g., U-2).

With the launch of Sputnik and the worldwide reaction to it, Khrushchev
began to outline a new space strategy as well: “Of course we tried to derive max-
imum political advantage from the fact that we were the first to launch our rock-
ets into space. We wanted to exert pressure on American militarists—and influ-
ence the minds of more reasonable politicians so that the United States would
start treating us better.”'?

Although the military balance still favored the West, Khrushchev made a
point of minimizing this by stating that “our missiles were still imperfect in per-
formance and insignificant in number” but “we can launch satellites because we
have a carrier for them, namely the ballistic rocket.”"?

Meanwhile, the United States considered the launch of Sputnik as a major
legal precedent in air/space freedom. Donald Quarles'* highlighted “that none of
the many nations that have been overflown by the Soviet satellite appears to have
raised objection on the ground that its territorial rights have been infringed. This
seems to establish the validity of the concept that outer space is international in
character.”’” Days after Sputnik launched into orbit, US President Eisenhower
specifically questioned the possibility of developing reconnaissance satellites.
Donald Quarles of the Pentagon then described the Air Force project WS-117L.

Speaking to the press, Eisenhower (unsuccessfully) attempted to downplay
US concerns about Soviet success by describing it as “one small ball in the air.”'®
However, he recognized that the USSR had developed a powerful propulsion
system, but at the same time did not publicly show any intention to accelerate the
program of intercontinental missiles or US satellites although the US was not in
the forefront of production in that field."” Although they had been developing
space technology programs since 1954, (civilian) US efforts to put a satellite into
orbit had remained modest and only started growing on a large scale with the
launch of Sputnik.'®

As it fueled the space race, Sputnik also led to the development and pro-
duction of technological weapons. As George Kennan wrote in his memoirs:

“It caused Western alarmists... to demand the immediate subordination of
all other national interests to the launching of immensely expensive crash
programs to outdo the Russians in this competition. It gave arguments to the
various enthusiasts for nuclear armament in the American military—indus-
trial complex. That the dangerousness and expensiveness of this competi-
tion should be raised to a new and higher order just at the time when the
prospects for negotiation in this field were being worsened by the intro-
duction of nuclear weapons into the armed forces of the Continental NATO
powers was a development that brought alarm and dismay to many people
besides myself.”!°
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The launch of the first US satellite was scheduled for December 1957, but
anyone familiar with poorly-funded civilian Vanguard program knew that this
was extremely optimistic. Meanwhile, the Soviets had already launched Sputnik
II and the dog Laika had started her space flight. On November 7, Eisenhower
made a statement to the American people, stressing the nation’s military strength:

“It’s my conviction, supported by trusted scientific and military advisers,
that although the Soviets are quite likely ahead in some missile and special
areas and are obviously ahead of us in satellite development, as of today the
over-all military strength of the free world is distinctly greater than that of
the Communist countries. We must see to it that whatever advantages they
have are temporary only.”?

ITI. 1958 and 1959: Let’s Do It Peacefully

The year 1958 started with good news for the United States. On January
31, 1958, the United States successfully launched Explorer 1, the first US satel-
lite. After this launch and throughout the year, the United States attempted to
launch four more Explorer satellites. However, only two of these launches were
successful.

Perhaps the 1958 action with the greatest impact on the future of US space
exploration was the creation by the US Congress of ad hoc committees, chaired
by the majority leaders, to consider legislative needs to meet the new problems
created by the beginning of the Space Age. In the summer, the National Aeronau-
tics and Space Act came into being. President Dwight D. Eisenhower and Con-
gress formally established the National Aeronautics and Space Administration—
NASA—on October 1, 1958. According to NASA, its “birth was directly related
to the pressures of national defense.””'

Only seven days after its birth, NASA announced its Human Space Flight
Program. The human spaceflight initiatives included: Project Mercury’s single
astronaut program (flights during 1961-1963) to ascertain if a human could sur-
vive in space; Project Gemini (flights during 1965-1966) with two astronauts to
practice space operations, especially rendezvous and docking of spacecraft and
extravehicular activity (EVA); and Project Apollo (flights during 1968-1972) to
explore the Moon.?

II1.1. Berlin Crisis

Despite all the progress and successes of the civilian (and military) US
space program, the Cold War was still very much a reality.
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The demonstration of an intercontinental ballistic missile capability that
the USSR demonstrated in 1956, followed by the launch of Sputnik in 1957 and
Vostok in 1961, led to growing worries from the US and its allies about the mili-
tary balance in Europe. Because of this, the US and its allies decided in late 1957
to deploy US intermediate range missiles that would presumably also be availa-
ble to West Germany.*

By December, the Cold War escalated further when Khrushchev demanded
Western powers withdraw their occupation forces from their Berlin sectors with-
in six months. In his ultimatum, Khrushchev threatened to give control of all ac-
cess routes of West Berlin to East Germany. In response, the United States, Unit-
ed Kingdom, and France strongly expressed their determination to remain in
West Berlin and to maintain their legal right of free access to it. This led to one
of the most dangerous and longest crises of the Cold War.?*

Tensions mounted over this period, with both sides taking action to protect
their interests, one of which was guaranteed access to and from West Berlin.

In May 1959, although USSR withdrew its deadline, the foreign ministers
of the four occupation countries spent three months meeting in vain. No major
agreement was achieved. This process led to further negotiations. Khrushchev
visited the United States in September 1959. At the end of the visit, both leaders
asserted that general disarmament was of utmost importance and that issues such
as Berlin “should be settled, not by the application of force, but by peaceful
means through negotiations.”

The Eisenhower-Khrushchev talks held at Camp David did not get further
than an agreement to disagree: “There was nothing more inadvisable in this situa-
tion,” said Eisenhower, “than to talk about ultimatums, since both sides knew
very well what would happen if an ultimatum were to be implemented.””
Khrushchev responded that he did not understand how the American people
could regard a peace treaty as a “threat to peace.” Eisenhower admitted that the
situation in Berlin was “abnormal” and that “human affairs got very badly tan-
gled at times.”?’

Khrushchev left the US with the impression that a deal was possible over
Berlin, and they agreed to continue the dialogue at a summit schedule to take
place in Paris in May 1960. However, the Paris Summit that was to solve the Ber-
lin question was cancelled in the fallout from Gary Powers’ failed U-2 spy flight
on May 1, 1960.
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45—

2. Fipal Kepnedy-Khrushohev Exchance on Berlin, June &

In a last brief meeting with Khrushchev alone in the
afternoon of June 4, the President once more pointed out to
him Berlin's importance to the United States end expressed
the hope that the Soviet Union would not present him with a
situation deeply involving America's national interest, The
President conceded that the Soviet Union had to mske its own
decisions regarding Berlin, but he urged that thess decisions
be considered carefully and that Soviet-American relations be
developed in & way that would avoid a direct confrontaticn
between the two countries,

Khrushchev stated in reply that he appreciated the
President's frankness but also said that if the borders of the
GDR on land, ses, or in the air were violated, as a result of
insistance by the United States on its rights in Berlin following
the signing of & seperate peace trealy, they would be defended,
The Soviet Premier warned that, if the United States envisaged
any action that would bring about unhappy comsequences, "force
would be met by force," and that both countries would have to
prepare themselves for that situatfon, Khrushchev made also
clear, in answer to a guestion by the President, that under an
interim sgreement Western forces would remain in Berlin for
six months but would then have to be withdrawn,

The President declared that either Khrushchev did nof
believe that the United States was serious or the Soviet Unlon
found the existing situation in Berlin so unsatisfactory that
it felt compelled tc take such drastic action. President
Kennedy stated that at his forthcoming meeting with British
Prime Minicter Macmillan he would have to state his impression
that the USSR was presenting him with the alternative of ac-—
cepting the Soviel Union's action on Berlin or having to face
confrontation, He, the President, had come to Viemna to
prevent such a confrontation and he therefors regretted thati
he had to leave Vienna with this impression,

Knrushchev then stated that for the sake of saving prestige
one might agres that token contingents of troops, including
Soviet troops, could be maintained in West Berlin although not
on the basis of occupation rights but of soms agreement registered
with the United Nations, Khrushchev made it clear, hovever, that
access to Berlin would be subject to control by the GIR. In the
course of this perticular discussion, Khrushchev asserted that

Figure 7-3: A State Department analysis of the June 4 Kennedy-Khrush-
chev meeting reported on the Soviet premier’s hard stance, that his
nation would defend any violation of the German Democratic Re-
public’s borders on land, sea, or in the air, thus cutting access to
West Berlin. Kennedy responded that the USSR was presenting him
with the choice of accepting the Soviet Union’s actions in Berlin or
having to face confrontation. Credit: United States National Ar-
chives.

IV. 1960

The year 1960 was marked by politic events that set the tone in Kennedy’s
speech pushing to put a man on the Moon the following year.

IV.1. May: U-2 Shot Down

Eisenhower’s Cold War strategy explicitly included covert action. During
World War II, European Theatre Commander Eisenhower gained a passion for
intelligence based on aerial imagery that was reflected in his presidency. From
the beginning of his term, Eisenhower strongly promoted the development of
American intelligence through image collection. While recognizing that satellite
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photo-reconnaissance would be much safer than risky overflights of foreign terri-
tory, it was assumed that technological problems, including the development of
viable launch vehicles, would delay the operation of the system until the mid-
1960s, at best. For this reason, the Eisenhower administration also went ahead
with advanced aviation projects, including a supersonic spy plane after it became
clear that even the U-2 could be detected by Soviet radar.”®

Although Eisenhower considered the U-2 missions of extreme importance,
he was eager for an alternative data-gathering solution in order not to provoke the
Kremlin. For this reason, he was quite reluctant to authorize as many missions as
Richard Bissel® wanted.*

The U-2’s primary mission was to search for and monitor the production of
ICBMs and the development of atomic energy facilities on Soviet territory.*'

In 1960, the U-2 missions on Soviet soil abruptly ended when one of the
planes was shot down on May 1. The flight plan of this U-2, piloted by Gary
Powers, would have given him the possibility of photographing the new Soviet
missile base in Plesetsk, in the north east of the Soviet territory. It would also fly
over Tyuratam’s missile and space test sites and the bomb-building complex in
Chelyabinsk. However, the long flight time allowed the Soviets to detect the U-2
while still flying over Afghan territory. The Soviets fired three SA-2 missiles as
Powers’ U-2 flew over the area near Sverdlovsk.*?

UNION OF
SOVIET SOCIALIST
REPUBLICS

"-—\j
R
<
— Completed Path
Planned Path
ng? :
? J

[

.. Crash Site

E 7\Sverdlovsk

Figure 7—4: Flight route of Gary Powers over the Soviet Union.
Credit: acrospaceweb.org.

On May 3, Eisenhower approved a cover story to hide the real U-2 missile
mission: “The NASA U-2 research plane, being flown in Turkey on a joint
NASA-USAF Air Weather Service Mission, apparently went down in the Lake
Van, Turkey, area at about 9:00 a.m. (3:00 e.d.t) Sunday, May 1.
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Khrushchev issued a statement that stressed, “this latest flight, towards
Sverdlovsk, was an especially deep penetration into our territory and therefore an
arrogant violation of our sovereignty. We are sick and tired of these unpleasant
surprises, sick and tired of being subject to these indignities. They were making
these flights to show our impotence. Well, we were not impotent any longer.”**
Georgi Zhukov, the dean of Russian space law theorists, warned in October 1960
that since the USSR proved that it could shoot down US spy planes, the United
States would hasten the development of new methods of putting satellites into
orbit. The kind of information provided by spy satellites “can be of importance

. solely for the state which contemplates aggression and intends to strike the
first blow.”’

On August 18 of that year, the United States successfully launched the
Discoverer X1V satellite from the Vandenberg Air Force Base, starting a new era
in imagery intelligence. This spy-satellite, covered up as a civilian experiment,
showed the first images of four operational Soviet ICBMs.*

IV.2. Kennedy Elected

It was in this climate of defeat, mistrust and ten-
sion that the American presidential elections took place §¥- NEW LEADER
on November 8, 1960. The two main candidates were FOR THE 60's
Richard M. Nixon and Senator John F. Kennedy. e

John F. Kennedy won the US presidency in part
by attacking Eisenhower’s domestic and foreign policy,
with an emphasis on defense and space, but also by
claiming that Eisenhower was both too soft and too rash
in regards to Cuban affairs (see point 1V.3). Kennedy
saw space as a conflict arena and, in his inaugural
speech, made a point of highlighting US achievements
in space despite the clear Soviet advance in that field.

At th time, h led for Soviet tion t
explore the stas fointy. while warning tha f the Com- KEA!#E DY
PRESIDENT

munists continued to challenge the United States in
space, they would be acting in a dangerous way and as
such should be prepared for the consequences that

Figure 7-5: “A New Leader for the
60’s” campaign pamphlet.
Credit: JKF Library and Museum.

would follow.”’
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IV.3. Cuba Aligns with USSR

Until 1959, Cuba was ruled by Fulgencio Batista, a US-backed dictator
who was overthrown by a group of rebels led by Fidel Castro. Tensions arose in
US-Cuba relations when the US cut off all aid. In response, Castro nationalized
all US assets on the island. Intelligence information reaching the desk of Eisen-
hower led him to believe that “Communists began permeating Cuba’s life and
government,”® and therefore actions should be taken against Castro. “We could
not afford to appear the bully.”* The common perception was that if the Com-
munist influence was just a few miles away from the US, they were able to do
anything!

Figure 7-6: Castro leads his victorious troops.
Credit: History Archive/Rex/Shutterstock.

On August 18, 1959, the CIA’s Richard Bissel and Allen Dulles presented
a paramilitary operation plan to Eisenhower to create a unified Cuban opposition
because there was no organized resistance in Cuba.*

In December 1959, J. C. King*' recommended to Allen Dulles that “thor-
ough consideration be given to the elimination of Fidel Castro.”* However, Dul-
les showed little enthusiasm for such drastic measures. Still several assassina-
tions were ordered with or without Eisenhower’s knowledge with few practical
results.

US actions did not stop there, and Eisenhower authorized a covert action to
oust Castro from power: The Bay of Pigs. This action actually only took place in
April 1961. Eisenhower was no longer in the White House. Kennedy, the recent-
ly elected US president, was.
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V. 1961: Setting the Target

V.1. Man in Space

The year 1961 started with bad news for the United States. Yuri Gagarin, a
pilot and cosmonaut from the Soviet Union, became the first man in space, in his
Vostok spacecraft on April 12.

~ The Huntsville Thimes ==

Man Enters Space

Soviet Officer

FReds Win Runaing Lead In Race To Contrel Space

Figure 7-7: Russian cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin (left, on the way to the
launch pad) became the first human in space, in the flight of his Vos-
tok 1 spacecraft. Newspapers like the Huntsville Times (right) trum-
peted Gagarin’s accomplishment. Credit: NASA.

In fact, the US was not far away from putting a man in space. Alan Shep-
ard achieved it 23 days later, on May 5, 1961. However, Alan Shepard’s mission
also had two major downsides: he was the second and not the first man in space;
it was also less impressive than Gagarin as his craft entered space but did not
achieve orbit around Earth.

Once again, USSR was first in space field. According to John Logsdon,
“This wasn’t a Soviet success, but an American failure.”*’

V.2. Bay of Pigs Crisis

The Bay of Pigs invasion took place in April 1961, a few days after Gaga-
rin’s achievement. The Bay of Pigs was a disaster for the US. In total, about
1,500 rebels were killed or captured.*

The consequences of such a failure were quite predictable. Although the
action had been prepared (but not approved) under his predecessor, Kennedy was
the executive in power at the time the green light was given. Unfair or not, it was
his reputation that was damaged. Kennedy did his best to downplay the damage.
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Four days after the event he stated, “There’s an old saying that victory has 100
fathers and defeat is an orphan.”* Castro was more firmly in place than ever.*®

By end of 1961, Cuba officially embraced communism, created the Cuban
Communist Party, and edged closer to the Soviet Union, including accepting the
deployment of nuclear arms in Cuba’s territory to prevent future US attacks. The
scene was set for the Cuban Missile Crisis that took place in October 1962, and
the “stage was set for further confrontation between America and the Soviet Un-
ion.”"

Figure 7-8: This April 1961 file photo shows a group of Cuban counter-
revolutionaries, members of Assault Brigade 2506, after their capture
in the Bay of Pigs, Cuba. Credits: Miguel Vinas/AFP/Getty Images.

V.3. “It Is a National Effort”

Following the Bay of Pigs fiasco, and after the American people was cele-
brating the success of Alan Shepard’s first (suborbital) spaceflight, Kennedy
sought to upstage the Soviet Union’s successes in space. On April 20, 1960,
Kennedy ordered Vice President Lyndon Johnson to assess America’s standing in
the race for Space.”*

John Logsdon describes Kennedy’s state of mind in two ways: The Gaga-
rin flight was a failure to the United States; and “it was just a question of Kenne-
dy’s responding to public opinion about Gagarin. I think he [Kennedy] had his
own very personal reaction. He always had a very strong need to be first. He was
a very competitive person. He was looking for an opportunity to show leadership
and take some kind of bold action.”*

Shepard’s flight was enough to boost President Kennedy’s confidence re-
garding the US space program.
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It was in this context of international tension, defeat and Kennedy’s spirit
of competitiveness that, on May 25, Kennedy addressed a Joint Session of Con-
gress to deliver a Special Message to Congress on Urgent National Needs. In his
speech, he recognized the recent defeat of the United States at both a political
level and in space:

“Finally, if we are to win the battle that is now going on around the world
between freedom and tyranny, the dramatic achievements in space which
occurred in recent weeks should have made clear to us all, as did the Sput-
nik in 1957, the impact of this adventure on the minds of men everywhere,
who are attempting to make a determination of which road they should take.
Since early in my term, our efforts in space have been under review. With
the advice of the Vice President, who is Chairman of the National Space
Council, we have examined where we are strong and where we are not,
where we may succeed and where we may not. Now it is time to take longer
strides—time for a great new American enterprise—time for this nation to
take a clearly leading role in space achievement, which in many ways may
hold the key to our future on earth. (...) Recognizing the head start obtained
by the Soviets with their large rocket engines, which gives them many
months of lead time, and recognizing the likelihood that they will exploit
this lead for some time to come in still more impressive successes, we nev-
ertheless are required to make new efforts on our own. For while we cannot
guarantee that we shall one day be first, we can guarantee that any failure to
make this effort will make us last. We take an additional risk by making it
in full view of the world, but as shown by the feat of astronaut Shepard, this
very risk enhances our stature when we are successful. But this is not mere-
ly a race. Space is open to us now; and our eagerness to share its meaning is
not governed by the efforts of others. We go into space because whatever
mankind must undertake, free men must fully share.”°

Figure 7-9: President Kennedy speaking to Congress and the nation at the
joint session of Congress on May 25, 1961. Credit: NASA.
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It was in this speech that Kennedy revealed his intentions, including his
goal to restore the US image, confidence and prestige. Kennedy asked for the fi-
nancial support of Congress:

“I believe that this nation should commit itself to achieving the goal, before
this decade is out, of landing a man on the moon and returning him safely to
the earth. No single space project in this period will be more impressive to
mankind, or more important for the long-range exploration of space; and
none will be so difficult or expensive to accomplish. (...) We propose addi-
tional funds (...) for one purpose, which this nation will never overlook: the
survival of the man who first makes this daring flight. But in a very real
sense, it will not be one man going to the moon—if we make this judgment
affirmatively, it will be an entire nation. For all of us must work to put him
there.”!

Kennedy’s words were perceived in different moments in time as being a
presidential directive. However, “this would be to misinterpret the authority of
any President to give such orders. More accurately, it was a question: would
Congress agree with his proposal, and if so, would it authorize the funds.”** In
fact, few people seemed concerned with the budgetary needs for such a proposal
and even less with the timeframe proposed. Kennedy had, without a doubt, capi-
talized on the national mood, imagination and strong support to make America
great again. “Like most political situations, at least in US experience, the deci-
sion to carry project Apollo was an effort to deal with an unsatisfactory situation
(world perception of Soviet leadership in space and technology).””**

VI. Conclusions

Kennedy’s speech was the tipping point for two space races: to put humans
in space® and to achieve the technological development to satisfy the desire to
put means in space that would allow military superiority.*’

The propaganda of the Soviet triumphs rested on the launch vehicles and
on the Sputnik trial. It was therefore inconceivable for Khrushchev to see, in
1961, Kennedy sending Americans to the Moon and see his country delayed in
the space race. Khrushchev therefore encouraged Sergei Korolev™® and others
who developed plans to go to the Moon and to Mars, since what was needed was
a greater level of coordination that did not exist.”’

Korolev developed three separate programs to put the Soviets on the Moon
in parallel with the American one. Vostok carried cosmonauts into space in the
same way that Mercury and Gemini carried astronauts. The second, Luna, was
identical to the three American programs of lunar exploration. The last, Program
N, was intended to develop a launcher similar to Saturn, although officially un-
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recognized, as in the American case, whose main purpose would be to take men
to the Moon.*®

There is no doubt that the Apollo program was created under exceptional
political circumstances, and such far-reaching decisions are not likely to be re-
peated in the near future. Kennedy’s decision to put a man on the Moon was
made within a very short time frame during a crisis management situation (e.g.,
Berlin, Cuba, Gagarin) and “with emphasis on short-term political payoff to save
face for the Administration.””

It is important to keep in mind that history would be completely different if
in just a few days after Kennedy’s speech, Khrushchev had accepted Kennedy’s
proposal to turn the Moon landing program into a joint effort. However, the Sput-
nik effect was still well imprinted in Khrushchev’s mind. Khrushchev’s pride led
him to refuse Kennedy’s proposal. Therefore, the United States, alone, put a man
on the Moon in 1969 and history was made.

In the end, both the Cold War-fueled US and Soviet Moon programs re-
sulted in the long-range development of the Apollo-derived Skylab program and
the Salyut and Mir space stations in the Russia, culminating in today’s Interna-
tional Space Station.
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